
Tips for Modern Teachers 

(Written by William “Bill” Evans for a monthly column in Dance Studio Life, from January 2012 through 

December 2014.) 

·     1. In modern dance today, the personal uniqueness of the dancer is more important than ever. 

Choreographers seek dancers who can bring themselves to the phrase work given in auditions. I try to 

validate the strengths and special qualities of each dancer while helping her or him develop a deeper 

understanding of the body and movement possibilities. One strategy is to include several short 

improvisations in each class. Students are invited to spontaneously reorganize movement phrases I have 

given them, adding their unique phrasing, rhythms and personal style.  

·     2. Student voice. I try to teach the whole person in each technique class. That means that I must address 

the body, the mind and the spirit. To make sure that students are cognitively and emotionally engaged, I 

structure frequent opportunities for them to wrap words around their thoughts and feelings regarding the 

movement concepts we are investigating and embodying and to share them verbally with “study buddies.” 

When time permits, I ask students to share their words with the whole class. When they know that their 

perceptions are important to their peers, and to me, they watch, listen and analyze more intently.  

·     3. Thought creates action.  To change the way our students move, we need to help them change how or 

what they think as they prepare to move.  Too often, we talk about the result (for example, “your 

shoulders went up when you lifted your arms”) rather than the cause (for example, “you resisted scapulo-

humeral rotation as you raised your arms”).  By thinking of allowing the rotation of the humeral head in 

the shoulder joint as she executes the action of raising her arms, the dancer’s scapulae will upwardly 

rotate and her shoulders will not elevate. 

·     4. Movement occurs in phrases.  The different parts of the phrase are:  preparation (when the dancer 

gives herself an intent), initiation (when the movement begins), main action (when the viewer sees the 

motion) and follow-through (transition to the next movement). If a movement is not what we want it to 

be, the most important thing to correct is the preparation (the guiding thought or intention). If we wait 

until the main action is accomplished to make a correction, we are focusing on the result rather than the 

cause. 

·     5. As you walk from your office or dressing room to the studio, take a moment to check in with your 

breath, ground yourself and remember that you love to dance and to teach. Sometimes, the difficulties 

of managing a business or interpersonal conflicts with colleagues or parents deprive us of the joy that is 

waiting for us if we remember who we are and why we chose to become teachers.  

·      6. We never know when something we say or help a student experience in a dance class might have an 

impact that will last for the rest of that person’s life. By making a positive difference in the life of a 

child we help to make the world a better place. 

·      7. Our modern dance ancestors started with BREATH. For Martha Graham, it was called “contraction 

and release,” for Doris Humphrey, “fall and recovery,” for Rudolf Laban, “growing and shrinking.” 

Notice your own breath to become centered as you enter the studio. Draw your students’ attention to their 

breath to help them become present in body, mind and spirit as they begin class. Remind students that 

movement rides on breath and that breathing is not just about the lungs. It takes place on a cellular level 



as oxygen travels through the cardiovascular system. Liquid breath throughout the body brings resilience 

and adaptability.  

·    8. To reinforce the fact that each group of students is a learning community, I often invite dancers to take a 

little walk at the beginning of class during which they make EYE CONTACT with every classmate 

before finding their places on the floor to begin our movement explorations. I try look each student in the 

eye and speak her/his name at least once in every class. It is easy to notice the high achieving students and 

those who might be struggling, but all students want (and deserve) to know that they are seen, 

acknowledged and important to you.  

·     9. When I ask teenage dancers what a plié is, often they answer, “Bending the knees.” This oversimplified 

image of a total body experience has caused countless dancers to become non-resilient and disintegrated. 

Plié involves simultaneous yielding in the hips, knees and ankles, as well as accommodating changes 

throughout the rest of the body. The folding at the hip is the primary action. Suggested language: 

“Ride your exhalation; drop your heavy tail; allow your sitz bones to widen and your feet to melt into the 

earth. To rise, push the earth away with your tail and your feet as you allow the sitz bones to narrow.” 

·     10. There is a hyperextended knees epidemic among today’s young dancers. Flexibility is important in 

modern dance, but pressing back in the knees when rising from plié creates misalignment throughout the 

skeletal system and a dangerous loss of shock absorption when jumping. Our students must know the 

difference between extension (which allows for resilience) and hyperextension (which creates rigidity). I 

never say “Straighten your knees.” Instead, as dancers return from plié, I say “Extend the hip while 

allowing the patella to slide freely upward.” To guide leg gestures, I say “Lengthen the whole leg, sensing 

the through-line in your open joints.” 

·     11. To help students find dynamic variation and movement efficiency, I guide them into moving from the 

three different WEIGHT CENTERS. The pelvic floor is the center of power and groundedness. The 

upper thorax—behind the sternum—is the center of delicacy and buoyancy. The navel center is neither 

forceful nor gentle;  moving from it balances strength and lightness and allows other expressive qualities 

(free/bound, multi-focused/direct, sustained/sudden) to resonate more fully. 

·     12. LEARNING IS ACTIVE. Each student must be fully engaged in thinking, sensing and feeling in 

order to take ownership of the process of positive growth and change. To encourage such engagement, I 

ask students what they are sensing in their bodies, what they are seeing in the dancing of their peers and 

what meanings they derive from these experiences. Since I’ve been asking such questions, and ensuring 

that dancers wrap words around their thoughts and feelings and give voice to them, the time it has taken 

students to understand and embody the concepts we are investigating has shortened considerably. 

·     13. When dancers compete with others, their focus is often outside their bodies, but they learn 

efficiently and deeply when acutely aware of internal sensations and feelings. Therefore, I encourage 

students to excel, not to compete. When pursuing their own excellence, they need to be just a little bit 

better this week than last to experience success. I ask students to establish three primary personal 

technique goals for each semester and to track their progress toward them. I check in with them at mid-

term and receive a full report at semester’s end. Over time, they develop more of their potential through 

this approach than by comparing themselves to others. 

·      14, Neutral alignment is crucial to a dancer’s long-term health and well-being. Even minor 

misalignments of the pelvis, spine, rib case, knees or ankles can cause unnecessary wear and tear that will 

create chronic musculoskeletal injuries. All dancers, and especially beginners, should be encouraged to 



focus on efficient alignment and open pathways of flow and connectivity through the joint centers—from 

the soles of the feet through the top of head and from the tip of the tail bone through the tips of the 

fingers. 

·      15. Good teaching is often more about asking appropriate questions than about giving answers. By 

learning how to investigate movement concepts, students become empowered to participate fully in the 

generation of knowledge. After modeling a new movement pattern, I invite students to move with me as I 

explain the concepts I investigated in creating it. When students become comfortable in my movement 

sequence and phrasing, I invite them to explore the concept in their own ways. Usually I begin by giving 

them permission to change the timing of the phrase, then the movement qualities, then the sequence, then 

to leave portions out and repeat others, and finally to improvise freely around whatever they find most 

satisfying and/or challenging in the pattern I taught them. Thoughtfully-guided improvisation can 

facilitate the acquisition of dance technique skills and expressivity. 

·      16. Without context, there is no meaning. To empower our students, we need to cite our sources, to tell 

them the origin of the movement styles, phrases and concepts we are sharing with them. When passing on 

movement material, let your students know when and where you learned it and why it is meaningful to 

you.  

·      17. By changing “front” regularly, you will facilitate kinesthetic learning in those students who rely too 

much on mirrors.  You will also allow those who always stand in the back to experience how much more 

aware of what is being said and demonstrated they can become when not following or hiding behind 

others.  I make sure that we face the four sides of the studio at some point in each class, and we make the 

corners of the room “front” a few times each week.  This helps students sense the difference between the 

kinesphere (personal space) and the room in which they happen to be dancing. 

·     18. I often hear teachers telling their students to be “longer, bigger, taller,” but I seldom hear requests to 

become “smaller, softer, closer to the earth.” Laban told us that all human movement is basically growing 

and shrinking. We gain greater access to our largest range of movement when we also explore our 

smallest. By encouraging students to become small as well as large, you can help them discover and 

replace tension-holding patterns that create rigidity, lack of shock absorption and, thus, injuries. 

·      19. One of the primary tasks of modern teachers is to help our students embody both mobility and 

stability. Clarity of form without elasticity leads to rigidity, and mobility without control creates 

amorphousness. When we yield to gravity with an open body wall, we become grounded, claiming our 

power without sacrificing fluidity. Bonding with the earth with full breath support makes us resilient. In 

Bartenieff Fundamentals we explore stability and mobility simultaneously through the concept Yield and 

Push to Reach and Pull. By grounding and centering ourselves before moving into and through space, we 

become integrated and adaptable. 

·     20. Today’s modern dancers are expected to execute a variety of inversions—movements in which the 

weight is supported by the hands, arms and shoulder girdle with the pelvis, legs and feet reaching upward. 

To prepare for such maneuvers, we need to include upper body strengthening patterns in the warm-up 

portions of our classes. I have borrowed from yoga to create upper-body strengthening movement 

investigations. Starting with variations on the Downward-Facing Dog, I have explored variations on yoga 

inversion postures to help students feel confident being upside down and avoid shoulder girdle injuries. 

·     21. Muscular strength is not the same thing as stability; flexibility is not the same as 

mobility.  Clarity of form without resilience leads to rigidity; flexibility without grounding creates 



formlessness. Dancers achieve a balance of mobility and stability when moving by releasing surface 

tension, establishing a give-and-take relationship with the earth, and allowing breath to happen freely 

throughout the body. When we yield to gravity with an open body wall, we become grounded, claiming 

power without sacrificing fluidity. When stabilizing ourselves by connecting to gravity and mobilizing 

ourselves by breathing fully and releasing unnecessary tension, we become integrated and adaptable. 

·     22. Yield and Push. Through the study of developmental movement patterns, which take place in utero 

and during the early months of life, we have discovered the necessity of YIELDING to and bonding with 

gravity and then PUSHING through every point of contact to the earth. Yielding establishes an active 

give-and-take relationship with gravity and a readiness to move. Pushing sends energy from the earth 

along open pathways of flow through the joint centers to the body’s core. 

·     23. Reach and Pull. When the energy of the push reaches the body’s core, it is the activity of 

REACHING that will send that energy to the body’s edges to create an integrated gesture and/or shift of 

weight. We can then PULL ourselves to a new body form and/or a point in space. If we think “lift” rather 

than “reach,” we will treat the body part as if it were an inanimate object, rather than as a constantly 

reorganizing component of the whole. Reaching and pulling allows the energy of the yield and push to 

travel from the body’s core through its edges, creating clarity of form while maintaining open pathways 

of resilient elasticity. 

·     24. Oxygen comes into the system as a gas but is converted to a liquid that travels through the 

cardiovascular system to nourish each cell. The heart's contractions work to move oxygen from the lungs 

into the blood, and to gather carbon dioxide from the blood so it can be expelled through the lungs. While 

the lungs play a vital role in this process, each of the body's cells is involved. Within the body, then, 

breath is a liquid experience. My students respond well to the images of “liquid breath” and “cellular 

respiration,” which bring them increased elasticity, resilience and flow. 

·     25. To build students’ core strength in each class, ask them to try the “plank” with weight on the 

forearms. They should experience abdominal hollowing (exhaling to bring the navel closer to the spine) 

as they maintain this form for at least 30 seconds. As they become stronger, encourage them to place first 

one hand and then the other behind their backs and then to lengthen one leg and then the other until the 

foot leaves the floor. I like to incorporate this experience into longer movement phrases with music, so 

that students experience them as dancing rather than just exercises. 

·     26. Rudolf Laban framed all his movement inquiries as investigations of opposites. He believed that 

things are partially defined by what they are not and that we need to explore all the possibilities between 

two contrasting extremes to understand the choices available to us. This guiding principle leads me to 

design classes that include a balance of such opposites as:  large movements/small movements, strong 

force/gentle force, front space/back space, set phrases/improvisation, musical rhythms/breath rhythms, 

outward rotation/inward rotation, fast tempi/slow tempi, inward focus/external focus and 

strength/flexibility.  By doing so, I offer variety to each student. Variety creates balance, and balance 

creates well being. 

·     27. After almost six decades of teaching, I am still amazed and delighted that each “crop” of students is 

different.  I am more effective as a teacher when I see each student with fresh eyes rather than making 

assumptions. The successful lesson plans I have used for years may not be right for the particular students 

I am teaching now, and I need to really look, listen and respond to the unique needs and learning styles of 

the people in the room.  I don’t teach technique, I teach people, and each group of people needs 

something different. 



·     28. When investigating successive (wave-like) sequencing through the spine, I ask students to work in 

pairs and give each other guiding touch. One student stands behind the other and slides a fingertip firmly 

but sensitively down the spine, from the base of the skull along the seven cervical vertebrae (neck), the 12 

vertebrae of the thorax, the five lumbar vertebrae, and then along the three fused vertebrae of the sacrum 

and the three to five fused vertebrae of the tail bone (coccyx). The student receiving the touch is invited to 

close her/his eyes and tune-in fully to the kinesthetic* experience of this journey down the spine. The 

process can be repeated, but this time the student being guided will flex her/his spine successively, 

articulating each adjacent joint as it is being touched, traveling as far as the fifth lumbar. She/he can then 

extend each joint successively as the guiding student walks his/her fingers back up the spine, from the top 

of the sacrum to the base of the skull. This process helps each student understand the different curves of 

the spine and gain a kinesthetic* awareness of their location and mobility. (*Kinesthesia is the sense of 

movement and position.) 

·     29. I sometimes hear teachers encouraging students to “straighten the spine.”  I don’t consider this sound 

advice. The curves in the spine provide shock absorption, allowing us to spread the impact of forceful 

movement throughout the whole body and move with elastic resilience. Diligent students asked to 

straighten the spine might actually succeed in removing its curves, creating rigidity and almost certain 

eventual injury. I invite students to allow the curves of the spine (cervical, thoracic and lumbar) to express 

themselves, while also experiencing a lengthening from the head to the tail. I encourage sensing a 

lengthening up the front of the spine and out the “open door at the top of the head, as the skull is allowed 

to float like a helium-filled balloon toward the sky.”   

·     30. At the same time, the student can sense a lengthening down the back of the spine, and out the “open 

door” at the bottom, as the sacrum and coccyx are allowed to be heavy and grounded like a kangaroo’s 

tail. This combination of a light head, a heavy tail, resilient curves and two-directional spinal 

lengthening will help students become adaptable and buoyant.   

·     31. When “straightening the knees” is over-emphasized, students can learn to stand with the body weight 

back on the heels. This pattern causes rigidity throughout the body and misalignments of the pelvis, spine 

and rib cage. Encourage your students to experience each foot as a tripod, with equal amounts of weight 

on the first metatarsal, the fifth metatarsal and the calcaneus (heel bone). This will direct the line of 

gravity (through the vertical joint centers of the legs) in front of the heel and distribute the weight where it 

needs to be for a resilient feet-to-head connection. 

·     32. The bones in the feet need to continually reorganize. As they plié, students should allow the feet to 

“melt”—spreading and sinking into the earth. As they rise from plié, they need to allow the arches in the 

feet to create little resilient “domes.” As the hips and knees fold and unfold, the lower leg bones change 

their relationship to the tarsals. Changes in the tarsals then create changes throughout the rest of the 

foot. Trying to “lift the arches” or otherwise hold immobilizing tension in the feet will lessen shock 

absorption throughout the entire body. 

·     33. Most students learn longer combinations more efficiently if you follow a whole-part-whole strategy. 

First demonstrate the whole phrase as clearly, musically and qualitatively as possible, so that the students 

get the big picture or context. Then, unpack the various parts and teach portions of the phrase. When each 

part has been investigated, it is time to put the WHOLE pattern together again. Whole (oneness), Part 

(differentiation), Whole (integration). 

·     34. I often hear teachers talking about what they “covered” in their classes. I prefer to focus on what I can 

help students “uncover.” Dance class can be a process of discovery, in which each student actively 



participates. Pouring information into our students is less useful to them than structuring opportunities for 

them to participate in investigations of movement concepts.  

·     35. Replace; you can’t just erase. I often hear teachers asking students to “let go” of a movement habit 

that is not serving them. However, I have learned that we can’t just let go of a habitual pattern, because it 

is serving (though perhaps not well) some kind of need. We have used that inefficient pattern to develop 

whatever skills and artistry we now possess. What we must do, instead, is replace the habits that are not 

working well for us with new patterns that will serve us better. In other words, instead of asking our 

students to focus on what not to do, let’s encourage them to focus on the positive traits they are trying to 

establish. 

·     36. A change in the part creates a change in the whole. The body is a complex organism composed of 

many interactive systems. To maintain healthy and efficient functioning, we must allow the whole body 

to reorganize continuously. When one part changes, all other parts change in accommodation. Life is 

movement, and movement is change. 

·     37. Balance is the key to healthy functioning, in dance as in all aspects of our lives. Activating internal 

(inward) as well as external (outward) rotation in the hip joint is crucial to our students’ well-being. 

Turning out more than turning in creates unhealthy imbalances. Because muscles that are not continually 

engaged become weak, and muscles that are overworked become disproportionately strong or hyptertonic 

(inelastic), it’s important to give students opportunities to work in outward rotation, neutral rotation 

(parallel) and inward rotation in every class. I enjoy sharing phrases that move through inward and 

outward rotation and linger for crystallizing moments in positions that allow students to experience being 

turned in, parallel and turned out in both the supporting and gesturing legs. 

·     38. It is important to remember that rotation of the leg and the arm takes place around an axis from the 

head of the femur or humerus all the way through the tips of the toes or fingers. By sensing these axes, 

students develop a synergistic muscle balance throughout the body, rather than overloading the proximal 

(closer to the trunk) muscles responsible for humeral rotation. I like to sense the axis in the arm and hand 

as extending from the humeral head through the third (middle) finger. I like to sense the axis in the leg 

and foot as extending from the femoral head through the second toe. Sometimes students hold so much 

shoulder tension that they immobilize the scapulo/humeral joint and rely solely on the rotary action at the 

elbow (twisting of the radius and ulna) rather than sensing the mobility of both the proximal and mid-limb 

joints. 

·     39. Moving through space is more about the pelvis than the feet. To prepare students to move freely and 

efficiently through space, I devote time early in each class session to an exploration of pelvic shifts—

transferring the weight from one foot to the other with an initiation in the pelvic floor. I call these actions 

“undercurves” because the lowest part of the pelvis inscribes a U-shaped curve in each transfer of 

weight. I instruct students to yield into the earth through one foot, push against the earth, sense the energy 

of that push radiating from the center of gravity (floor of the pelvis), and then reach through the other foot 

and pull themselves to a new point in space. This sequence of yield and push to reach and pull creates the 

undercurve. The sequence allows the students to be grounded and fluid as they move in all directions. 

Undercurves, in Laban terms, have an affinity for strength and acceleration. In a swing of the arm or leg, 

there is an acceleration on the way down and a deceleration on the way up. Strength and momentum are 

qualities of successful, efficient, unrestrained undercurves. 

·     40  Laban identified two weight centers: strength (or power, or groundedness), which is the pelvic floor; 

and lightness (or delicacy or buoyancy), which is the upper thorax/lungs, the space behind the sternum. 



Sometimes undercurves transition into “overcurves.” This happens when the momentum of the grounded 

weight shift is transformed into lightness emanating from behind the sternum for the next weight shift. 

The student will then create a full undercurve/overcurve pelvic circle in the diagonal, vertical, or sagittal 

(wheel, or forward/back and up/down) plane.  

·     41. The momentum of the undercurve is allowed to morph into an overcurve as the energy rises from the 

pelvis through the core to the center of lightness, from which it radiates outward to help the student 

become buoyant and linger in time. Each under/overcurve involves the sequence of plié through relevé on 

the first leg, weight transfer at the top, and then piqué through plié on the second leg.   

·     42. Many young dancers develop chronic injury patterns as a result erroneous ideas about “turn out.” 

Outward rotation at the hip, also called lateral or external rotation, is the movement of the femur around 

its own axis, away from the midline of the body. Classical ballet requires outward rotation, of course, but 

modern dancers also need to understand and have access to efficient femoral rotation. Many of the 

students who first enroll in my college modern technique courses have tried for years to “turn out” 

primarily in the feet, ankles and/or knees, and have developed serious misalignment patterns (including 

anterior tilting of the pelvis and pronation of the feet) as a result. A change in one part of the body creates 

a change throughout the whole organism, and the entire body of a dancer with a misaligned pelvis or feet 

lacks neutrality, connectivity and resilience.  

·     43. There is a small amount of outward rotation possible in the knee and the ankle, but it serves students’ 

best interests to describe “turn out” as the outward rotation of the head of the femur (thigh bone) in the 

acetabulum (hip socket). I ask dancers to initiate outward rotation at the hip socket by allowing the 

greater trochanter (large bony prominence on the outside of femur at the level of the pelvic floor that one 

can palpate—explore by touching with the fingers) to freely move closer to the ischial tuberosity or sitz 

bone. I encourage them to sense the rotation around an axis that travels from the head of the femur 

through the second toe, to balance the workload from the proximal to the distal ends of the lower 

extremity. 

·     44. The most recent research in dance science confirms the importance of proportional balance in our 

classes among time spent on the floor, time spent standing in place and time spent moving across the 

floor. All three portions of class are important, but the leading dance scientists recommend that we devote 

approximately one-third of class time to each. 

·     45. Time spent lying or sitting on the floor (as in Bartenieff Fundamentals, Graham or Hawkins 

technique, for example) provides crucial opportunities for our students to tune-in deeply to breath, 

kinesthetic sensation and basic patterns of total body organization. The portion of class devoted to 

exploring various bodily articulations while standing primarily in one place (as in Cunningham, Limόn 

and other traditional modern techniques) is also essential. It allows students to focus on clarity of 

initiation, sequencing, phrasing and form while also developing muscular strength and control. Moving 

through space develops much more total body integration, muscular activity and coordination than the 

earlier-mentioned portions of class. I suggest devising class structures and strategies that allow students to 

move through space in every second or third exploration throughout the class, rather than leaving the 

opportunities to move across the floor until the end. 

46. I find that an opening “ritual” can be a very important component of a successful class. One 

of my favorite rituals is to have students gather in a small, standing circle. I take a moment to 

make eye contact with each of them, welcome them to today’s session and invite them to “go 

inside” and notice what is alive for them today. That is, what questions about their bodies 



moving or the work I shared with them in our last class is still resonating?  I ask them to share 

their personal aliveness with a student standing next to them or, sometimes, with the entire 

group. I then invite them to let that personal curiosity be a guide as we explore today’s 

movement investigations. We then remain standing as we enlarge our circle and explore a 

familiar movement phrase based on condensing and expanding the whole body as we sense our 

breath and weight. Such an opening ritual can help students make the transition from the 

complexity of their lives as they rush to the studio and prepare for our class to the clearly focused 

learning community we have established. This process allows students to open themselves to full 

engagement in today’s opportunity to move toward the possibility of positive change, knowing 

they are supported by their teacher, their classmates and themselves. 

47. Closing rituals are also important. We usually return to our standing circle and explore simple 

growing and shrinking total body patterns as the heart rate slows and we cool down. We then stretch the 

major muscle groups, usually beginning with the back extensors and hamstrings, as I guide us again into 

sensing of our inner selves. I often ask students to notice what today’s explorations brought them both 

physically and emotionally. As we complete our stretching, I invite them to join me in a group hug, 

manifesting our support for each other. While in the hug, I often share general observations I have made 

during today’s session and offer questions that I invite them to consider before we meet again. Rituals 

offer the comfort, security and sense of trust of the familiar and balance the new material and movement 

challenges that I introduce in the “body” of each class. 

48. Instead of saying, “Point your toes,” I say, “Reach through your toes,” or “Allow energy to pour out 

through each toe tip.” I find that the image of “pointing the toes” can create tension that immobilizes the 

many joints in the foot and ankle. Thinking of the foot in isolation from the rest of the body can cause 

disintegration. Our continuous goal in guiding our students should be integration, recognizing that the 

foot (like the rest of us) is a constantly reorganizing and adaptable part of the whole human organism. The 

images of “reaching through the toe tips” and “allowing energy to pour out through the distal ends,” 

however, can create a synergistic energy balance through the leg and foot. The result: they are resilient 

and pliable and look longer. 

49. Instead of saying, “Flex your ankle,” I say, “Reach through your heel.” As in the previous example, 

the image of “reaching” integrates the foot with the rest of the body, creating an elastic line from the core 

through the hip, knee, ankle, and calcaneus, or heel bone, into the space beyond the distal end. No joint in 

the body functions separately. A change in one part of the body creates a change in the whole, and the 

images of “reaching” and “letting energy pour out” help students integrate rather than segment their 

bodies. 

50. I like to “invite” my students to participate in an experience, rather than “telling” them to do so. If I 

say, “I invite you to form a circle,” for instance, it has a very different tone from saying, “Form a circle.” 

By using words like “invite” or “encourage” or “request” or “ask,” I am indicating to students that they 

have agency, and that they and I are equally engaged in the exciting process of actively investigating new 

possibilities. Deeper learning requires students to think, question, pursue and create—to take ownership 

of their learning. I am a guide or facilitator, not an autocrat with all the answers, and I want my tone of 

my voice, my word choices and my body language to convey my open heart and my love of learning. I try 

to avoid strongly worded directives that might indicate that I am the “authority,” rather than a leader of 



exploratory experiences. I want students to know that my primary goal is to help them generate new 

knowledge in each class, but that I hope to learn something new myself. 

51. Instead of asking students to “do” something with their bodies, I encourage them to “allow” their 

bodies to participate in the experiences I am organizing. For example, I might say “allow your sits bones 

to widen and your feet to melt as you sink into a plié.” This will have a very different impact from saying 

“Widen your sits bones and soften your feet.” The goal of most somatics-based modern dance instruction 

is to allow the body’s wisdom—our inherited kinesthetic intelligence—to work for us. By giving 

appropriate imagery and encouraging students to allow those images to come alive in the body-mind, 

organic bodily processes will fulfill themselves from the inside out, and our students will learn to dance in 

harmony with the body’s needs, rather than imposing externally-motivated ideas upon the body. By 

“allowing,” students will tune into the body’s systematic processes and heighten internal sensation. In 

essence, through appropriate imagery, we can guide the body into finding organic and efficient solutions 

to the movement problems we are investigating. We can’t “make” it change, but we can give the body-

mind the imagery it needs and then allow positive change to occur.  

52. Spatial Intent can organize the neuromuscular system for integrated movement, in which all body 

parts contribute to the clarity of the whole organism. Giving our students clear guidance regarding the 

body’s relationship to the 27 different directions in the kinesphere (one’s personal reach space) can 

improve the coordination and efficiency of their dancing. For example, I might say that the top of the 

head and both arms are reaching toward Right Side High, while the left foot is reaching toward Left Side 

High. Or I might say that the tail bone is reaching toward Place Low as the spine and arms create a 

descending spiral around the vertical axis. Or, I could say that the right arm and top of the head are 

reaching toward Right Backward High as the left arm, left foot and tail bone counter-reach to Left 

Forward Low. These images are all action (rather than position) oriented. They are about process rather 

than product (or static shapes). 

53. When we give clear spatial imagery to our students, they can experience the elasticity and resilience 

of spatial pulls. A pull has two ends: a pull and a counter-pull, or a reach and a counter reach. Our 

muscles are like elastic bands that lengthen and shorten, providing spatial clarity and aliveness. If I ask a 

student to reach a part of her/his body toward Right Forward Middle, for example, I can ask that she/he 

sense the counter reach of one or more other body parts toward the equal-opposite direction in the 

kinesphere—Left Backward Middle. Encouraging our students to allow elastic pulls and counter pulls 

within their bodies will help them dance with connectivity, fluidity and buoyancy. Note: The 27 

directions in the kinesphere are composed of nine pathways at three different levels: Place Middle, 

Forward Middle, Backward Middle, Right Side Middle, Left Side Middle, Right Forward Middle, Left 

Backward Middle, Left Forward Middle and Right Backward Middle. For the high level, replace the 

word Middle with High in each of the above. For the low level, replace the word Middle with Low. 

54. Every technique class should include opportunities for our students to have fun. I encourage you to 

begin class by asking “Who has a joke”?  You might keep a supply of your own (light-hearted, non-

political, non- religious, mostly silly) jokes on hand in case students can’t think of one. You’ll find that 

after a while many students will come prepared and eager to share. The brain and body respond positively 

to laughter, which promotes learning by increasing dopamine (a brain chemical that helps us move and 

learn), endorphin (a brain chemical that reduces the perception of physical and emotional pain) and 



breathing volume (more oxygen).  When a lesson starts with or includes humor, students are more at ease 

and engaged, and our subsequent sharing of information is attached to the positive emotions elicited by 

the laughter. 

55. Every technique class should include opportunities for students to both experience challenge and 

achieve success. In order for some students to feel successful, they need the chance to repeat a movement 

investigation several times, often over several lessons.  Such repetition can still include challenges for 

other students who understand and embody the material more quickly. If I teach a familiar pattern from a 

new perspective, emphasizing a different layer of what could be considered, it can continue to challenge 

students already comfortable with the sequence as they find new expressive qualities, or new spatial 

intent, or new musical phrasing.  There is always more than one thing going on at a time in any human 

movement experience. If I unpack (or differentiate) some of those layers as I offer opportunities for 

students to repeat phrase work, each dancer can engage on the level that is right for her or him. 

 

 


