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Synopsis: The goal of this unit is to teach 5th grade students the basics of dance elements 
and sequenced movement series so that they can create a dance that reflects their 
understanding and analysis of a fictional character in a class novel study. Over the course of 
the first five lessons, students will learn about the elements of body shape, action, space, 
time, energy. They will also learn how to sequence short series of movements. The next six 
lessons ask students to apply their knowledge of creative dance sequences to generate series 
of movements that reflect their understanding of a character’s perspective in a particular 
event in a literary plotline. These lessons coincide with the 5th grade literacy curriculum for 
our district. The final three lessons allow students to put finishing touches on their efforts by 
identifying music that fits their piece, putting on a performance for their peers, and 
reflecting on their learning through dance integration. This unit also serves as a starting 
point for teachers to build their capacity to use dance in the literacy classroom as a strategy 
to make comprehension of text visible through embodiment. The instructional strategies 
included in this unit would be useful in any literacy classroom and can be modified to meet 
the needs of a variety of ages and units of instruction.  
 
 
I plan to teach this unit during the coming year to 25 students in a 5th grade English 
Language Arts class. 
 
I give permission for Charlotte Teachers Institute to publish my curriculum unit in print and 
online. I understand that I will be credited as the author of my work.  



Introduction 
 
In a school climate that is increasingly being ruled by the unintended outworking of the No 
Child Left Behind legislation and the negative effects of standardized testing, it is time to 
reignite our focus on the role of the body and movement in building knowledge, expressing 
learning and engaging in academic instruction. Integrating dance and movement lessons into 
the literacy classroom is an excellent way for teachers to help bridge the gap between 
passive consumption of text and excited, holistic, meaningful demonstration of personal 
understanding of and connection to the books they read. Embodied instructional experiences 
can lead students to integrated and joyful learning that will promote the success of students 
from all backgrounds and walks of life. Our students are growing increasingly disintegrated, 
apathetic, consumeristic, and passive in their education experience and this is in part due to 
the lack of integration in the curriculum to connect the mind and body. This unit is written 
with the goal that teachers might help students reclaim their ability to be creative and 
produce integrated works of art that connect movement, feeling and knowledge.  
 
     It is also written with the goal of assisting teachers in learning more about the basics of 
teaching dance in the elementary classroom so that methods of dance instruction can extend 
beyond the three-week unit of study that is laid out in this curriculum unit and into the other 
modules that students will study throughout the year as they work through the district set 
curriculum pacing. To that end, much of the content research in this unit will provide 
rationale for why dance matters, suggestions and ideas for dance implementation in the 
classroom, as well as other helpful information for teachers who have no background in 
dance education. This unit will connect basic principles of dance instruction to the literacy 
objectives already established by the EL 5th Grade Curriculum.  
 
     Finally, this unit is written with the intent that teachers might guide their students to 
become more capable, confident and self-motivated readers who are able to connect with 
their reading and writing in a way that displays creativity and showcases their unique artistic 
talent and personal identity. 
 
Rationale 
 
The vision of CMS states that they intend to “lead the community in education excellence, 
inspiring intellectual curiosity, creativity, and achievement so that all students reach their 
full potential.” This unit is the work of a CMS teacher who desires to see students inspired 
in their intellectual curiosity and creativity through the use of dance in the curriculum as a 
way to achieve that goal. Dance and other movement techniques are a positive way for 
students to learn how to self-regulate their minds, emotions and bodies. They are also an 
excellent way to engage students in expressing learning kinesthetically. In Charlotte 
Mecklenburg Public Schools, our current literacy curriculum is focused on teaching the 
cognitive skills of reading, writing, vocabulary and grammar but it lacks methods in 
assessing said learning through multiple modes of intelligence. It also lacks ways of 
integrating the mind and body through embodied cognition processes. I have chosen to 
focus on incorporating the arts into my instruction because my school is designated as a 
STEAM (Science, Technology, Engineering, Art, Math) school and helping to fulfill the 



mission and vision of my school’s magnet program is important to me. Over the years, I 
have seen a heavy emphasis on weaving science, technology and math throughout the 
curriculum, but we have not done much to focus well on the expanse of arts instruction. I 
believe a unit of instruction that helps bring artistic forms of expression to life in the literacy 
classroom is a meaningful endeavor not only for myself personally but for the good of my 
school. This unit is written with the intent that our magnet program would be strengthened 
and that work would continue in making Oakhurst STEAM Academy a place that is a 
positive environment for students of all learning styles and modes of intelligence. I hope 
that in the years to come, dance integration might become a part of the culture at Oakhurst 
STEAM Academy, and I look forward to finding opportunities to make that vision a reality.  

 
Demographics 
 
I teach at Oakhurst STEAM Academy, a public, Title I, partial magnet school in Charlotte, North 
Carolina. Oakhurst was the first school to reopen as a STEAM magnet school in 2015. Oakhurst 
has a student population of about 540-600 students with an 80% minority enrollment. 44% of 
students are Black, 28% of students are Hispanic, 19% of students are white and 5% of students 
are Asian or Pacific Islander. 44% of students are female and 56% of students are male. The 
school enrolls 100% economically disadvantaged students. Test scores at Oakhurst show that 
only 32% of students are scoring at or above proficiency in mathematics and 32% of students are 
scoring at or above proficiency in reading. This is significantly behind the district average for 
both subjects. The district average for proficiency in math is 43% and in literacy it is 42%. In 
Science, Oakhurst’s proficiency level for 5th grade science is 40% as compared to the district 
proficiency rate of 48.9%. I am responsible for teaching literacy and social studies content to two 
out of the four 5th grade homerooms. There are 25 students in my first block and 24 students in 
the second block. I teach an integrated literacy and social studies curriculum in 120-minute 
blocks of time.  
 
     Those are the objective facts about my school, but I would be remiss if I did not share that the 
mission and vision of my school is to provide students with unique, integrated experiences that 
incorporate critical thinking, problem solving and real-world applications that allow for deep 
comprehension of content and increased student achievement.  Unfortunately, in our school, 
teachers and students often get lost in the weeds of trying to meet state standards as reflected on 
mandated testing and so the scores of our school do not reflect the beautiful, bright, curious 
children who walk through the doors of Oakhurst every single school day. Nor do the scores of 
our school reflect the growth and gains that I have seen these children make as they engage in the 
STEAM projects and problem based learning and social emotional development lessons that they 
experience throughout the year. These are children who are deserving of a rich and integrated 
education and the opportunity to express themselves and their achievement in more significant 
and meaningful ways than could ever be noted by a multiple-choice test.  

 
Unit Goals 
 
Students will learn movement and dance techniques that help them display understanding of 
literature through expressions of dance. Students will read Esperanza Rising in Module 1 of the 
EL curriculum. They will learn to analyze plot and character development through the three units 



of instruction in the module. At the end of the module, they produce a monologue written from 
the perspective of one of the characters in the story. After participating in the lessons included 
throughout this CTI unit that focus on dance instruction, students will produce their own dance 
or movement series that reflects the character’s development over the course of the story. My 
goal for students who participate in these lessons is that they would grow in their creativity, 
empathy, critical thinking, ability to take risks, and increase their mental health and emotional 
regulation. It is my hope that any teacher who reads this unit might be inspired to try 
incorporating dance instruction and movement activities into their daily repertoire of student 
engagement, learning, knowledge building, and assessment strategies.  
 
Content Research  
 
Why dance in the literacy classroom? 
 
Every day students leave the classroom at the end of the day and get on their phones and tablets 
to watch TikTok dances and learn the moves of the current most popular reel on Instagram. They 
are dancing on the bus, dancing at recess, dancing in line as they walk down the hall and dancing 
in the classroom. They dance when you want them to be focused and dance when they’re 
“supposed to be still.” It might be frustrating, but the truth is they are doing what their bodies 
need and are supposed to be doing. Instead of seeing this as a negative, what if you had a way to 
connect student fascination with dance moves to the literacy work you are doing in your daily 
ELA lessons? What if the fact of the matter is that incorporating dance into daily classroom life 
could boost student self-esteem, cognitive growth, academic achievement and peer relationships? 
If that sounds appealing to you, then this is the perfect unit to jumpstart your thinking and 
provide ideas that could be applied in any literacy class. Even if you are still on the fence about 
dance, the reality is that our students need more movement in their daily life, and this is a need 
that cannot be ignored by educators.  
 
     In 2018, the World Health Organization completed a data analysis of children around the 
world to determine levels of physical activity in students aged 11-17 years old. Their findings 
suggested that most children surveyed (80%) were not sufficiently physically active.1 The data 
showed no pattern based on income but did show a disparity between improvement in levels of 
activity for boys versus girls. Across the world and in the United States in particular, small 
improvements are being seen for boys, while there has been little improvement for girls. This 
could be due in part to the fact that there are more organized sports options available to boys as 
well as safety concerns for girls playing in public spaces. This suggests a need to find ways to 
increase activity levels for girls specifically. In schools, however, we see a greater number of 
boys who are struggling to sit still for longer periods of time, and we are seeing an increase in 
ADD/ADHD diagnoses. These factors combined suggest the importance of developing options 
for all students, both male and female, that will create more accessibility to movement and 
increase positive mindsets towards physical activity and personal investment in being active.  

1 Regina Guthold et al., “Global Trends in Insufficient Physical Activity among Adolescents: A Pooled Analysis of 298 
Population-Based Surveys with 1·6 Million Participants,” The Lancet Child & Adolescent Health (Elsevier, November 
21, 2019), https://www.thelancet.com/journals/lanchi/article/PIIS2352-4642(19)30323-2/fulltext. 

https://www.thelancet.com/journals/lanchi/article/PIIS2352-4642(19)30323-2/fulltext


     According to WHO, physical activity levels play an important role in regulating obesity, 
diabetes and other health problems.2 Physical activity is also well known to be key in helping 
minds work better and thus process, retain and apply learning to new situations. The CDC 
recommends that children ages 6-17 years old need at least 60 minutes or more of 
moderate-to-vigorous intensity physical activity each day. This includes aerobic activity, muscle 
strengthening and bone strengthening activities.3 Currently, students in my homeroom receive 
about 25-30 minutes of recess each day and PE approximately once per week. I share this 
information to support one of the key underpinnings for my curriculum unit. Teachers need to 
find creative ways to increase movement in the classroom and increase the mind-body 
connection in learning. It is important that schools and school districts recognize that it is 
impossible to teach students to be strong academically without also focusing on the need for 
teaching the importance of caring well for the body and establishing holistic, embodied processes 
that integrate physical movement with intellectual understanding.  
 
     For too many years, teachers have fallen into the fallacy of teaching students as if they were 
“brains on sticks” and not as a complex human being with a physical body, mind, emotions, 
hopes, and dreams.4 Susan Hrach, author of Minding Bodies: How Physical Space, Sensation and 
Movement Affect Learning, points out that “bringing an awareness of our physical bodies into 
academic endeavors makes education more humane. Whatever the differences in our cultural and 
socioeconomic backgrounds, our genetic predispositions, or our habits of mind, we are united by 
our bodies’ need for sleep and by the way being hungry and thirsty can make us cranky” (Hrach, 
2021, xvi). In recent years, educators have spent time teaching students to have a growth mindset 
in order to support self-efficacy in learning, educators would also benefit from “a belief in our 
bodies’ fundamental capacity for mobility, expressed in a variety of forms” (Hrach, 2021, xvi). 
Hrach provides six key principles to understanding the body’s need for movement that she 
believes are necessary to guide implications for learning.  

1.​ Our bodies are in a state of constant motion.  
2.​ Our ever-moving bodies prize energy efficiency – stress creates an allostatic load that 

leads to disease and impacts cognitive functioning. “Students will not be capable of 
learning and retaining new concepts with depleted reserves of bodily energy, which 
can be drained by emotional, social, and physical stresses.” (Hrach, 2021, 6)  

3.​ Our efficient bodies engage tools, technologies, and other people to extend our 
capacities. 

4.​ Each of us affects the embodied ecosystem of others. 
5.​ Knowledge is constructed through embodied experience. 
6.​ Our bodies reward learning.  

If these principles are true, and there is an increasing body of research showing evidence that 
they are, “then learning is not strictly mental effort but depends a great deal on the body’s energy 

4 Susan Hrach, Minding Bodies How Physical Space, Sensation, and Movement Affect Learning (Morgantown: West 
Virginia University Press, 2021). 

3 CDC, “How Much Physical Activity Do Children Need?,” Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (Centers for 
Disease Control and Prevention, June 3, 2022), https://www.cdc.gov/physicalactivity/basics/children/index.htm. 

2 Matt Berger, “Children around the World Don't Get Enough Exercise,” Healthline (Healthline Media, November 21, 
2019), 
https://www.healthline.com/health-news/children-around-the-world-dont-get-enough-exercise#:~:text=A%20repo
rt%20by%20the%20World,aren't%20physically%20active%20enough.https://www.cdc.gov/physicalactivity/basics/
children/index.htm. 

https://www.cdc.gov/physicalactivity/basics/children/index.htm
https://www.healthline.com/health-news/children-around-the-world-dont-get-enough-exercise#:~:text=A%20report%20by%20the%20World,aren't%20physically%20active%20enough.https://www.cdc.gov/physicalactivity/basics/children/index.htm
https://www.healthline.com/health-news/children-around-the-world-dont-get-enough-exercise#:~:text=A%20report%20by%20the%20World,aren't%20physically%20active%20enough.https://www.cdc.gov/physicalactivity/basics/children/index.htm
https://www.healthline.com/health-news/children-around-the-world-dont-get-enough-exercise#:~:text=A%20report%20by%20the%20World,aren't%20physically%20active%20enough.https://www.cdc.gov/physicalactivity/basics/children/index.htm


reserves and the learner’s ability to connect affective states with openness to new information” 
(Hrach, 2021, 17). One way that educators can practically apply this knowledge in the classroom 
is through inviting movement into the classroom. Generalized dance instruction and application 
of basic dance concepts to express academic understanding is an easy and beautiful way for 
students to move more frequently and understand their own body and thoughts better.  
      
I chose to focus my unit on incorporating dance in the classroom because I believe it is an 
underutilized technique for engagement in the elementary classroom that is accessible and 
desirous to both boys and girls. It is also relatively simple for teachers to learn the basics of 
dance instruction without too much advanced study or prep time. Dance is well known for 
developing student creativity and problem solving. It provides students the opportunity to make 
choices, use their imagination, and test their personal boundaries.5 Dance is a strategy for 
embodied cognition which allows students to show understanding through their body and 
strengthen cognition as a result of using the body in learning.6 Teaching students how to explore 
and express their feelings, consider the emotions of others, and practice empathy are part and 
parcel of incorporating quality dance instruction into the classroom. These positive benefits 
support the current Social Emotional Learning emphasis in Charlotte Mecklenburg Public 
Schools as well as many other school districts. Dance matters in the literacy classroom because 
“the teaching of literacy should be responsive to the diversity of cultures and communities and 
be agile in how it adapts to the use of other languages within the classroom. Using dance allows 
students who speak English as an additional language a wide range of ways to make meaning 
and explore how they communicate.”7 

 
Connecting the body and mind  
 
Dance is considered to be one of those means of knowing “in which body, mind, and spirit come 
together in action.”8 Dance asks students to connect something they know with their mind with a 
specific movement that reflects that knowing. Because every body is different and every mind 
unique, children are able to reveal specific knowledge or understanding that may not come 
through as clearly in a multiple-choice assessment, written or verbal response, or drawing. 
Utilizing dance techniques in the classroom offers teachers a valuable window into a child’s 
comprehension of text, which is generally an unseen process and tricky to evaluate in its 
complexity because it is intangible. The body is an instrument that “enables children to work in 
real and imagined worlds and to find how to communicate without words.”9 
 
Effective Dance Teaching Methods  

9 Kym, “8 Ways to Feel More Confident Teaching Dance in Your Classroom,” Creative Dance Teaching Ideas and 
Resources, March 4, 2022, 
https://danceteachingideas.com/8-ways-to-feel-more-confident-teaching-dance-in-your-classroom/. 

8 Patricia Reedy, Body, Mind, & Spirit in Action: A Teacher's Guide to Creative Dance (Berkeley, CA: Luna Kids Dance, 
2003). 

7 Kym, “Create a Dance: Multiliteracies in the Primary Classroom,” Creative Dance Teaching Ideas and Resources, 
March 4, 2022, https://danceteachingideas.com/create-a-dance-multiliteracies-in-the-primary-classroom/. 

6Margaret V. Branscombe, Teaching through Embodied Learning: Dramatizing Key Concepts from Informational 
Texts (S.l.: Routledge, 2020). 

5 Clyre Lyndley, Leah Kearney, and Lindsay Mall, “Dance Is Elementary to Education,” ETFO Voice, accessed 
November 29, 2022, https://etfovoice.ca/feature/dance-elementary-education. 

https://danceteachingideas.com/create-a-dance-multiliteracies-in-the-primary-classroom/
https://etfovoice.ca/feature/dance-elementary-education


 
While dance instruction in cross curricular classes doesn’t have to be complicated, it should be 
thoughtful. It is necessary to consider the dynamics of the class including the age of the students, 
class size and location for the instruction. It is important that teachers create an environment 
where students feel safe to take risks and step outside of their immediate comfort zone. The goals 
of the lesson should be clearly articulated by the teacher and understood by the students. It is 
necessary in the dance instruction to provide explanations in both verbal, non-verbal, audio 
visual and written forms. Teachers should use a positive approach to giving instructions and be a 
positive role model in the classroom. Helping students become comfortable with dance may take 
time, so patience and a great deal of grace and compassion is necessary for students and teachers 
alike.  
 
Structuring Dance Lessons  
 
In order to effectively teach dance techniques and/or integrate dance instruction into a literacy 
classroom, it is important to know how to structure the learning. A warm-up is an important part 
of the lesson. Children need to have underlying information and skills to allow them to complete 
the tasks in front of them. Therefore, the lessons in my unit progress from teaching the basics of 
dance to the more difficult lessons that connect dance movements to displaying understanding 
about literary texts. Creating integrated dance and literacy lessons is similar to the way that one 
would structure a project-based learning experience. Students will have to prepare, discuss, 
improve ideas, set a course of action, and then create a final product. These are the same 
processes that are used in science, engineering, and information technology.10 Quality dance 
lessons will be accessible for teachers and students, allow for high quality thinking, provide 
opportunities for multi-disciplinary learning, and encourage innovation and invention. Dance 
lessons should involve creating, responding, and performing. In order to encourage reflection, 
teachers should provide time at the end of each lesson for closure. This could include personal 
writing and individual reflection, collaborative discourse, or peer feedback on the work that was 
done in class. It is also important to remember that students should have opportunities to build 
upon the work that was done in earlier lessons so that connections can be made to previous 
learning.  
 
What makes a great dance lesson? 
 
Great dance lessons begin with a positive environment. Teachers must set the tone and be a 
positive role model for their students by modeling inclusivity, compassion for mistakes and a 
willingness to try new things. It is important that students’ personal space and boundaries are 
respected throughout the dance lesson. Student buy-in to the lesson is something that must be 
earned, not assumed. Great dance lessons will include exploratory learning that encourages 
students to talk about ideas and processes and gives students information, confidence, and a 
willingness and desire to practice and improve their dance skills. Teachers must be sensitive to 
social, economic and cultural contexts and expectations.11 

11 Ausdance National, “Effective Dance Teaching Methods " Ausdance: Dance Advocacy,” Ausdance, June 27, 2012, 
https://ausdance.org.au/articles/details/effective-dance-teaching-methods. 

10 Kym, “Create a Dance in Your Primary Classroom ,” Creative Dance Teaching Ideas and Resources, March 4, 2022, 
https://danceteachingideas.com/create-a-dance-in-your-primary-classroom/. 

https://ausdance.org.au/articles/details/effective-dance-teaching-methods
https://danceteachingideas.com/create-a-dance-in-your-primary-classroom/


 
 
 
Elements of dance 
If you are a teacher with limited dance background or an uncertainty about how to teach dance, 
this will most likely be an important section of this content research. In order to begin teaching 
students about dance, you must have a basic understanding of the elements of dance. There are 
five basic elements of dance: body, action, space, time, energy. The acronym BASTE is helpful 
to use when trying to remember these elements.12 When beginning dance integration, it is 
necessary to teach body, action and space first because they are the easier concepts to grasp.13 
When teaching about the body, students learn how to use their body to form different shapes and 
answer the question “What are the different shapes I can make with my body?”. Students can 
notice what part of the body is moving, whether the body is symmetrical, curved, twisted, or 
straight. The element of action has to do with either non-locomotor movement or locomotor 
movement. Non-locomotor movement is movement that occurs in one spot such as a bend, 
stretch, swing, rise, fall, shake, turn, rock, tip or twist. Locomotor movement involves movement 
that travels through space such as a run, walk, jump, slide, hop, skip, somersault, leap, crawl, 
gallop, or roll.14  
 
     Space is the third element that should be taught in the sequence. Space has to do with where 
the action takes place and can be thought of in many ways. Dancers consider the level, direction, 
place, orientation, pathway, and size of their actions. Time is the fourth element and focuses on 
whether movements are quick or slow and how fast dancers move in relation to each other. When 
teaching about time, teachers should consider teach points that introduce tempo, metered time 
and rhythmic patterns, as well as free rhythm that takes place without music. Once you have 
students creating shapes with their body and moving through space at different speeds, then you 
can teach the fifth element of dance – energy. Energy has to do with how dancers move and just 
as with the element of space, there are a variety of different ways to think about energy. Energy 
can be sharp and sudden or smooth and sustained. Movement can be light and upward or heavy 
and downward. Flow and quality are two other ways to think about energy. Movements can be 
restricted or bound or relaxed and free. Quality of movement has to do with whether movements 
are tight, loose, sharp, swinging, swaying, suspended, collapsed or smooth. For more information 
on elements of dance, I strongly recommend the Kennedy Center’s excellent article on 
understanding the elements of dance or purchasing Patricia Reedy’s book Body, Mind and Spirit: 
A Teacher’s Guide to Creative Dance. Much of the information that I include in this unit comes 
from her concise and easy to read manual that would be an asset to any elementary teacher’s 
library.  
 
 

14 “Do You Wanna Dance?,” The Kennedy Center, accessed November 27, 2022, 
https://www.kennedy-center.org/education/resources-for-educators/classroom-resources/media-and-interactives/
media/dance/do-you-wanna-dance/. 

13 Widy, “Tips to Teach the Elements of Dance,” Stageworthy by Widy, March 27, 2022, 
https://stageworthybywidy.com/2020/08/12/teach-the-elements-of-dance/. 

12 Diane Aldis, “The Elements of Dance,” The Elements of Dance, accessed November 29, 2022, 
https://www.elementsofdance.org/. 

https://stageworthybywidy.com/2020/08/12/teach-the-elements-of-dance/
https://www.elementsofdance.org/


Overview of 5TH Grade EL Module 1 – Esperanza Rising  
 
The lessons in this unit are written to be used in conjunction with Module 1-Stories of Human 
Rights in the EL literacy curriculum. The guiding questions that govern the unit are 1) “What are 
human rights, and how can they be threatened?” and 2) “How can we use writing to raise 
awareness of human rights?”. The mentor text for this unit is Esperanza Rising, written by Pam 
Munoz Ryan. Esperanza Rising is a historical fiction narrative that follows Esperanza and her 
family as they are forced to leave their home country of Mexico due to adverse circumstances 
and travel to migrant farm camps in Southern California. This text is studied alongside of the 
nonfiction Universal Declaration of Human Rights to identify how Esperanza and her family’s 
human rights were threatened over the course of the story. Students also spend time studying 
character reactions to the different events that take place to understand how to compare and 
contrast character perspectives.  
 
     In the first unit of the module, students analyze how each chapter fits into the overall structure 
of the novel. They read and summarize articles in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights 
and make connections between threats to human rights in Esperanza Rising and the protections 
set forth in the UDHR. In Unit 2, students begin analyzing character reactions to events in 
Esperanza Rising and compare and contrast those reactions. This work is used to form the base 
research needed to write a literary analysis essay that compares character reactions. In the 3rd and 
final unit of the module, students switch gears from writing in 3rd person voice to writing a 
monologue in first person voice that displays their understanding of a character’s perspective, 
thoughts, emotions and reactions to significant event in the plotline. I believe that incorporating 
dance lessons into this particular unit of the EL curriculum allows for significant mind-body 
connections to be made that will effectively bring both teacher and student into dance and 
literacy integrative experiences that can continue and advance in other units throughout the year. 
 
Possible roadblocks and ways to become more confident  
 
It is important to note that while there are many positive benefits to incorporating dance into the 
classroom, there is the reality that teachers will face challenges when they first begin to include 
dance integration. Teachers may feel a lack of knowledge in formal dance that discourages them 
from trying out this unit. Teachers may also struggle with uncertainty about where to find dance 
lessons or how to fit something extra into an already tightly paced curriculum. Educators can 
overcome these personal challenges by networking with others, finding resources online through 
dance websites, inviting dance educators or dance companies into their building, or starting small 
with one specific curriculum area to develop an activity. To that end, this curriculum unit focuses 
more on the process of integrating dance than the outcome. The goal in the lessons is for students 
to try out new ideas and experience new ways of demonstrating understanding. They are not for 
assessment purposes. It is my hope that teachers will have fun leading these lessons and be 
surprised and amazed by their students’ efforts and ideas in creating dance sequences.  
 
     Another roadblock that teachers may encounter is an initial lack of student engagement or 
interest in dancing. Students may have a preconceived negative attitude toward dance or even 
general anxiety about dancing in front of their peers. These attitudes may increase depending on 



the age of the child. Implementing dance integration in the younger grades may be an easier 
entry point than high school. Students may also have limited connections with dance due to their 
ethnic or cultural background. Challenges with students should be slowly overcome by allowing 
them to feel safe in the classroom, giving them time to become comfortable with the new 
techniques being implemented, and fostering a culture of inclusivity and kindness between peers. 
It is equally important throughout the course of the lessons included in this unit to focus on the 
objective of building community with peers as it is to focus on the objectives of teaching dance 
principles and literary analysis and evaluation.  
 
Instructional Implementation 
 
The work of this unit takes place at the beginning of the calendar year when students are just 
getting to know each other and becoming a classroom community. The beginning lessons of this 
unit could take place at various points throughout the day and should focus primarily on helping 
students to become comfortable with the elements of dance and dancing with their peers. They 
are dance centered lessons that invite students into understanding how their bodies move and 
have no immediate bearing on the lessons in the literacy curriculum. The later lessons are 
specifically tied to lessons that take place within the EL Module 1 curriculum. Depending on the 
needs of your students, there is teacher discretion as to whether you teach the dance connections 
before, alongside of, or after the specific literacy lessons. The literacy lessons directly target 
finding text evidence to support personal opinions about a character’s thoughts, feelings, actions 
and motivations. You may find that students prefer to work through the literacy graphic 
organizers first and then create their dance sequences. Or you may find the reverse to be true and 
that it is more helpful for students to think through how to portray understanding of a character 
or event through dance after reading the chapter but before they are able to effectively write their 
character analysis responses.  
 
     You have teacher freedom in walking through these lessons. The important guideline to 
remember is that students should have a good understanding of dance elements and a strong 
comprehension of the gist of Esperanza Rising and character dynamics to effectively participate 
in Lessons 7-15. The work of these lessons can take place during the ALL Block time frame or 
during flex days or enrichment periods. The teaching strategies in this unit focus primarily on 
different dance techniques that are easy and quick for teachers to learn and try on their own. For 
more information on the literacy component of instruction, it is recommended that teachers read 
through the Module 1 EL Curriculum for 5th grade: Stories of Human Rights. The dance lessons 
that accompany the literacy integration can take place over the course of more than just 1-2 days 
depending on the level of scaffolding that students need in order to be successful or the amount 
of time you have in your days to add in the dance components. Flexibility is key in making the 
most out of this unit because all classrooms will have diverse needs and unique sets of time 
constraints.  
 
 
 
 



Teaching Strategies  
 
Teacher Note: There is no shortage of strategies to teach elementary dance available on the 
internet. The following selection reflects a handful of strategies that I believe are particularly 
helpful for engaging 5th grade students in practicing elements of dance and becoming 
comfortable dancing with their peers. In the Teacher Resources section, I have included 
numerous other websites that provide more teaching strategies than I could possibly list within 
the page requirements of this curriculum unit. I strongly encourage trying the following 
strategies in your classroom and then doing research on your own to find new ideas to keep the 
learning fresh and fun for the grade levels you teach.   
 
 
Freeze Game  
This game is recommended by Patricia Reedy, author of Body, Mind, and Spirit: A Teacher’s 
Guide to Creative Dance. It is easily accessible to students of all ages and teachers can quickly 
modify it in a variety of ways to help teach the different elements of dance. Some variety of the 
Freeze Game will show up in many of the early lessons of this unit. According to Reedy, the 
Freeze game “provides opportunities to practice self-control, develop self-awareness, and creates 
purposeful disequilibrium in order to generate new problems and solutions.”15 To play the game, 
students move through space freely until the teacher calls “Freeze” or plays the signal to freeze. 
In the freeze game, teachers can give directions for the type of movement that is occurring before 
the Freeze signal as well as give directions for the type of shape that students will freeze into 
after the Freeze signal. Elements of dance can be taught separately in the initial rounds of the 
freeze game and as students become comfortable, elements can be combined with other elements 
to advance the learning. Combining elements can provide an easy way to review the element 
from the previous lesson while allowing students the chance to compare how the new element of 
dance affects the previous element.  
 
The Dance Vocabulary Game  
The Dance Vocabulary game is another tool recommended by Patricia Reedy that can be used in 
many different lessons. In order to use the dance vocabulary game, you will need to create a deck 
of cards that have movement words written on them. These words can be connected with the 
elements of dance. For example, words that describe level (high, medium, low, towering, 
crunching) and words that describe speeds (fast, slow, quickly, stop) could be part of one deck. 
You could also create another deck with body parts, locomotor movements and spatial 
relationships (above, below, behind, above).16 Decks of movement words could also be 
connected to the unit of study in your science, literacy, math, or social studies classroom. One 
way to play the dance vocabulary game is to have a student draw a word from the deck. The 
teacher reads the word and then asks students to find as many different ways as possible to move 

16 Patricia Reedy, Body, Mind, & Spirit in Action: A Teacher's Guide to Creative Dance (Berkeley, CA: Luna Kids Dance, 
2003). 

15 Patricia Reedy, Body, Mind, & Spirit in Action: A Teacher's Guide to Creative Dance (Berkeley, CA: Luna Kids Dance, 
2003). (72) 



like that word. To advance the game, students could each select two different cards and then find 
a way of movement that combines both words. Students could even draw up to six cards and 
create a movement sequence that represents the learning of a particular unit. The possibilities and 
cross curricular opportunities for this game are only limited by your imagination!  
 
 
Dance Phrases  
Dance phrases are a series of movements that communicates a complete thought or idea.17 These 
are helpful in the elementary classroom because they don’t take much time to prepare. These 
movement series usually have a beginning, middle and end. Students should focus on a specific 
element of dance to showcase when they create their phrase.  If you would like more information 
on suggestions for dance phrases, check out StageWorthybyWidy.com for an excellent 
Roll-A-Dice phrase activity.  
 
Tableau  
Tableau can be a starting point for students who are creating dances to represent characters or 
events within a story. Tableau are frozen pictures created with the body.18 In this unit, tableau can 
be used when analyzing events in the story Esperanza Rising. Students can create frozen images 
that reflect and embody the mental image in their mind when they read the beginning, middle or 
end of an important scene in the story. For students who speak English as a second language, this 
is an excellent way to assess student understanding of a concept or idea because they are able to 
use physical poses, gestures and facial expressions instead of words.19 
 
Brain Dance 
The Brain Dance was created by dance educator and author, Anne Green Gilbert. The Brain 
Dance is “a full body brain exercise that is based on developmental movement patterns that 
healthy human beings naturally move through in the first year of life.”20 The Brain Dance 
explores patterns with breath, tactile, core, distal, head/tail, upper/lower, body side, cross, lateral, 
and vestibular movements. Throughout the course of this unit, the Brain Dance will appear as a 
typical warm up for students to begin engaging with their vestibular system and preparing for 
other dance movements. For more information on the Brain Dance, please visit the site listed in 
the Teacher Resources section of this unit.  
 
Mystery Mover 
This is an easy warm up activity that helps students engage in non-threatening whole group 
movement. The goal of this game is to identify the Mystery Mover. Students gather in a wide 
circle. One student is the guesser, and they leave the room for a minute. One person is named the 

20 Suzy Simpson, “What Is Brain Dance®?,” 3-D Dance, July 21, 2020, https://3-ddance.com/what-is-braindance/. 

19 Stefannie Cundiff, “Tableau,” TheTeacherToolkit, accessed November 29, 2022, 
https://www.theteachertoolkit.com/index.php/tool/tableau. 

18 Deirdre Moore, “From Pictures to Tableau: An Arts Based Strategy,” The Institute for Arts Integration and STEAM, 
April 2, 2020, https://artsintegration.com/2017/02/08/pictures-tableau-arts-based-strategy/. 

17 Widy, “Tips to Teach the Elements of Dance,” Stageworthy by Widy, March 27, 2022, 
https://stageworthybywidy.com/2020/08/12/teach-the-elements-of-dance/. 

https://3-ddance.com/what-is-braindance/
https://www.theteachertoolkit.com/index.php/tool/tableau
https://artsintegration.com/2017/02/08/pictures-tableau-arts-based-strategy/
https://stageworthybywidy.com/2020/08/12/teach-the-elements-of-dance/


mystery mover. The mystery mover will make small movements that everyone else will follow 
as secretively as possible. When the guesser comes back to the circle, they get three guesses to 
identify the mystery mover before having them identify themselves.21 To begin the game again, 
the new guesser exits the room and a new mystery mover is chosen.  
 
Stage Corners 
Stage corners is an excellent activity to use when asking students to practice with the elements of 
space and action. It is similar to the game of four corners where students choose a corner of the 
room to go to in the hopes that the dice will not land on their numbered corner. Before rolling the 
dice, you can ask students to move in a particular way or at a particular level to choose their 
corner. Then roll the dice, students who are in the corner that the dice lands on could be asked to 
generate a specific shape with their body before they are allowed back into the game.22 This 
game could be modified in a variety of ways to practice all five of the dance elements- body, 
action, space, time and energy.  
 
Carnival Walks 
Charles-Camille Saint Saens was a French composer who is known for his musical suite called 
Carnival of Animals. To begin the activity, access the YouTube video and ask students to move 
through space thinking about how each animal might move to the music. The YouTube video is 
listed in the Teacher Resources Appendix. This activity can also be modified to fit any text or 
historical figure that is being studied. An extension could be to ask students to think of a person 
being studied and think about creating a dance or movement series that represents the mood or 
personality of the individual. Then students could guess who the dance represents using clues 
from the movement choices.23 
 
Dance Videos Galore! 
Inspiration often comes from allowing students the opportunity to watch videos through the eyes 
of a choreographer. Research interesting dance videos and ask students to watch clips of 
movement for specific elements of dance. Just as students participate in close reads of classroom 
texts, they can participate in “close watches” of dance. A simple close watch could include first 
analyzing a clip for body shapes, then for action, and finally for time. There are a variety of 
different ways that you can ask students to reflect on what they are seeing, and this can provide 
inspiration for their own creations.24  

24 Deirdre Moore, “How Do You Inspire Movement in Your Students?,” The Institute for Arts Integration and STEAM, 
April 1, 2020, https://artsintegration.com/2017/07/01/inspire-movement-students/. 

23 Molly Lucareli, “5 Ways to Add Dance and Theater to the Classroom,” The Institute for Arts Integration and 
STEAM, January 24, 2022, 
https://artsintegration.com/2022/02/01/5-ways-to-add-dance-and-theater-to-the-classroom/. 

22 Molly Lucareli, “5 Ways to Add Dance and Theater to the Classroom,” The Institute for Arts Integration and 
STEAM, January 24, 2022, 
https://artsintegration.com/2022/02/01/5-ways-to-add-dance-and-theater-to-the-classroom/. 

21 Molly Lucareli, “5 Ways to Add Dance and Theater to the Classroom,” The Institute for Arts Integration and 
STEAM, January 24, 2022, 
https://artsintegration.com/2022/02/01/5-ways-to-add-dance-and-theater-to-the-classroom/. 

https://artsintegration.com/2017/07/01/inspire-movement-students/
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Six Word Story 
There is an old story that says that Ernest Hemingway wrote a story with only six words that 
made his readers cry. The story read “For sale: baby shoes, never worn.” Sharing this story with 
students and then asking them to create their own six-word stories and dances provides an 
excellent opportunity for meaningful movement.25 In this unit, this activity will be used for a 
section of text from Esperanza Rising but any story or content area could work! Students write 
six words that tell a story from the section of Esperanza Rising. Then they think of all the 
possible synonyms for the word. They highlight the six that are most emotional. Students think 
of a dance element that they could use to tell the story and create a dance of six movements that 
connects to their words and shares their story.  
 
Classroom Lessons/Activities  
 

Lesson 1 (Introduce Dance) 
 
Objective: Students will become comfortable dancing with and around their peers. 
 
Warm up: Gather students in a circle. Explain that today they will introduce themselves with 
their name and a movement to represent their name. Give students a moment to think, then go 
around the circle and allow each student to say their name and their movement. After each 
student says their name and shows their movement, the other students repeat the name and the 
movement. This allows everybody to move and begin to learn each other’s names.  
 
Teacher Instruction: Introduce the Brain Dance and explain to students that this dance is a 
way to warm up all the parts of the body and think about the different types of movement our 
body can do daily. Explain to students that this Brain Dance helps our brain to connect better 
to our learning and that it will be used frequently for warm-ups.  
 
Student Participation: Students follow the teacher’s direction as they are led through the brain 
dance.  
 
Closure: Have students sit back down in a circle. Ask students to share and demonstrate which 
part of the Brain Dance they liked best. Then ask students to turn to a partner and share what 
they can remember of the sequence of the Brain Dance.  
 
Teacher Reference Material:  

1.​ Body, Mind and Spirit in Action, Patricia Reedy, p.201  
2.​ https://www.creativedance.org/brain-dance/  

25 Kym, “How to Teach Literacy in Your Dance Classroom |,” Creative Dance Teaching Ideas and Resources, March 4, 
2022, https://danceteachingideas.com/how-to-support-literacy-in-your-dance-classroom/. 

https://www.creativedance.org/brain-dance/
https://danceteachingideas.com/how-to-support-literacy-in-your-dance-classroom/


3.​ https://3-ddance.com/what-is-braindance/  

Lesson 2 (Element 1: Body) 
 

Objective: Students will learn about the zones of the body as well as different body shapes. “I 
can create different shapes with my body.” 
 
Warm Up: Gather students in a circle, have students say their name and demonstrate their 
movement from the previous lesson. Greet each student. Play soft music and take students 
through the Brain Dance.  
 
Teacher Instruction: After the Brain Dance exercise, ask students to sit in a circle. Explain to 
students that today they will learn about the first element of dance and explore different shapes 
that their body can make. Share with them that their body is made up of many different parts 
including organs, joints, bones, muscles, and the face. Show them different joints on the body 
like the elbow, knee, and knuckles. Ask them to show you different ways they can move their 
joints. Explain that muscles are what we need to move our bones. Ask students to feel their 
muscles in their arms and legs. Share with them that the brain is also a muscle and that moving 
our body in different ways is a way to grow our brain muscle too! Then ask students to think 
about what muscles are found in our face. Explain that we can use our face muscles when we 
dance to show expression. Ask students to show you a sad face, then a happy face, then a 
worried face, and then a shocked face. Teach students that all the parts of the body, joints, 
bones, muscle, and face, come together when we are dancing.  
 
Student Participation: Students will play the freeze game to explore moving their body. Ask 
students to move freely around the room until you say freeze. Explain to students that you will 
say freeze with a specific direction. For example, “Freeze with one arm in the air” “Freeze 
with a leg lifted” “Freeze with your elbow bent” “Freeze with your face sad” After students 
have played several rounds in this way, then begin asking students to freeze with their body in 
a small shape, a curved shape, a bent shape, a straight shape, or a squiggly shape.  
 
Closure: Bring students back to the circle and invite them to take out their notebooks. Ask 
students to draw the different shapes that they were able to make with their bodies. Have a list 
of body shape vocabulary on the board that they could use to label their drawings. Remind 
students that the first element of dance is using their body to create shapes.  
 
Teacher Reference Material: 

1.​ Body, Mind and Spirit in Action, Patricia Reedy, p.17-21 
2.​ https://knilt.arcc.albany.edu/Lesson:_Integrating_Dance_into_English_Language_Arts 
3.​ https://knilt.arcc.albany.edu/images/b/b4/Elements_of_Dance_Chart_1.jpg  
4.​ https://www.elementsofdance.org/  

Lesson 3 (Element 2: Action) 

https://3-ddance.com/what-is-braindance/
https://knilt.arcc.albany.edu/Lesson:_Integrating_Dance_into_English_Language_Arts
https://knilt.arcc.albany.edu/images/b/b4/Elements_of_Dance_Chart_1.jpg
https://www.elementsofdance.org/


 
Objective: Students will learn locomotor and non-locomotor movements. “I can move my 
body in different ways.” 
 
Warm Up: Gather students into a circle and lead students through a round of the Brain Dance. 
Then ask students if they can recall the different shapes they made with their body the last time 
they played the Freeze Game. Ask students to look at their notebook and share with their 
partner the different shapes they drew and demonstrate how to make those shapes with their 
body.  
 
Teacher Instruction: Explain to students that action has to do with physical movement and 
that there are two types of movement that will be explored in this lesson. The first is axial 
movement and can be performed in place without students traveling. Have students practice 
spinning on one foot to demonstrate turning on an axis. Explain that other movements such as 
a contraction, expansion, rise, fall, balance, swing or sway could be done in one place. 
Demonstrate with your own body what different types of axial movements could look like and 
have students imitate your actions. Then explain that axial movement is different from 
locomotor movement and that locomotor movement is defined as “carrying the body from one 
place to another.” Locomotor movements include walking, running, leaping, jumping, and 
skipping as well as crawls, rolls and slithers.  
 
Student Participation: Just as they did in the previous lesson, students will participate in the 
Freeze Game. This time, however, the teacher will guide students through different movement 
styles prior to saying freeze. For example, the teacher will say “Begin moving around the 
room by hopping.” Students will practice hopping from one place to another until the teacher 
plays the signal to freeze. At that point, the teacher can ask students to freeze into a particular 
shape to continue practicing with body shapes. Vary the phase of the Freeze game by asking 
students to practice big hops or small hops or sideways hops or backwards hops. Then move 
on to a different type of movement such as a skip, a crawl, or a walk. Be sure to intersperse 
low energy locomotor movements with high energy locomotor movements to allow children 
time to catch their breath or build their energy up before trying another movement style.  
 
Closure: Bring students back into a circle and ask students to share with a partner the 
movement style they most enjoyed or the movement style that was a little bit trickier for them. 
Have students create a t-chart in their notebook labeled axial/locomotor movements. Have 
students jot down as many ways to move through space as they can recall from the day’s 
lesson or from what they already know about different ways the body can move.  
 
Teacher Reference Material: 

1.​ Body, Mind and Spirit in Action, Patricia Reedy 
2.​ https://knilt.arcc.albany.edu/Lesson:_Integrating_Dance_into_English_Language_Arts  
3.​ https://knilt.arcc.albany.edu/images/b/b4/Elements_of_Dance_Chart_1.jpg 

https://knilt.arcc.albany.edu/Lesson:_Integrating_Dance_into_English_Language_Arts


Lesson 4 (Element 3: Space) 
 

Objective: Students will learn levels, directions, pathways, and size of movement. “I can travel 
around space in many different ways.” 
 
Warm Up: After beginning class with the Brain Dance, play 3 rounds of the freeze game 
utilizing different types of action. For example, “When I say travel, I want you to slither 
through space” or “Can you try moving your body with skips, hops or leaps?” or “Can you try 
sliding through space?” Each time you play the signal for a freeze, ask students to create a 
different body shape.   
 
Teacher Instruction: Teacher will guide students through exploring different options for 
moving through space. This is the time to introduce students to the vocabulary of space in 
dance. Explain to the students that each movement through space has a direction, pathway, 
level, dimension, range and focus. For the purpose of this lesson, the teacher will focus student 
attention on levels, directions, pathways, and size of movement. Teach students that pathways 
can be zigzag lines, angles, spirals, circles or squares. Demonstrate to students what low level, 
middle level and high-level movements look like and have students practice moving close to 
the ground or jumping high above it to visualize the difference between low- and high-level 
movements. Show students how the body can move in different directions whether that is 
backwards, forwards, diagonally, sideways, up or down. Finally, share that movements through 
space can be large or small and that movements can be varied in size, height and width. Share 
with students that today they will play the Freeze Game and focus specifically on how they are 
moving through space.  
 
Student Participation: Students participate in multiple rounds of the Freeze Game as the 
teacher provides varied cues pertaining to pathways, directions, levels and size of movement. 
For example, “Can you try to move in a zig zag pattern close to the ground?” or “Move 
through space at a high level with large movements” or “Can you move at middle level going 
backwards through space?” After playing the freeze game for several rounds, students will 
gather on one side of the room in partnerships. Partnerships will take turns traveling 
throughout the space of the room while the other partner practices describing the different 
level, pathway, direction or size of movement that they observe in their partner’s choice of 
movements. Allow several different rounds of partner analysis if there is time.  
 
Closure: Gather students back into a circle shape. Have students create a four square in their 
notebook and list Level, Pathway, Direction, and Size at the top of each square. Then have 
students work with their partner to record vocabulary words for the different levels, types of 
pathways, directions and size of movements. It may be helpful to have an anchor chart that 
lists the words for student reference.  
 
Teacher Reference Material:  

1.​ https://danceteachingideas.com/a-quick-guide-to-the-dance-element-of-space/ 

https://danceteachingideas.com/a-quick-guide-to-the-dance-element-of-space/


2.​ https://knilt.arcc.albany.edu/Lesson:_Integrating_Dance_into_English_Language_Arts 
3.​ Body, Mind and Spirit in Action, Patricia Reedy 
4.​ https://knilt.arcc.albany.edu/images/b/b4/Elements_of_Dance_Chart_1.jpg  

Lesson 5 (Element 4: Time) 
 

Objective: Students will learn about tempo, rhythm, freezes, acceleration/deceleration. “I can 
move to the tempo of a song.” 
 
Warm Up: Brain Dance…this time modify the Brain Dance to move through sections very 
fast, then very slow, then regular speed, then short and choppy. This will provide a hook for 
the focus of today’s lesson on the element of time.  
 
Teacher Instruction: Teacher will guide students through practice with rhythm and tempo, 
freezes, acceleration and deceleration. Begin the lesson by previewing the meaning of the 
words rhythm, tempo, and beat. Explain to students that tempo is the rate of speed at which 
one movement follows another. A beat is a defined interval of time and rhythm has to do with 
the pattern of the beats.  Using clapping, demonstrate for students how beats can be fast or 
slow. Have students clap rhythm patterns. Explain to students that songs can have different 
tempos or beats.  
 
Student Participation: Play a clip of song and ask students to discuss with their partner 
whether they thought the tempo of the song was slow or fast. Then play the clip again and ask 
students to dance in a way that matches the tempo of the song. Play a different clip and repeat 
the process. Then play the Tempo Song and have students dance along based on the speed of 
the tempo song. Finish the lesson by playing the Freeze Game and providing movement cues 
that include tempo. For example, “move backward as fast as you can” or “Now try moving 
sideways at a medium tempo” or “Can you skip at a very fast tempo?”. 
 
Closure: Gather students into a circle. Have students share with an elbow partner the different 
tempos they learned. Play the Tempo Song one more time and have students write down what 
they learned about tempo in their notebook as they listen to the song.  
 
Teacher Reference Material:  

1.​ Tempo - A song for kids - YouTube  
2.​ Slow and Fast Game, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5cQ_eRxMkgo 
3.​ https://knilt.arcc.albany.edu/Lesson:_Integrating_Dance_into_English_Language_Arts 
4.​ Body, Mind and Spirit by Patricia Reedy 
5.​ https://knilt.arcc.albany.edu/images/b/b4/Elements_of_Dance_Chart_1.jpg  

Lesson 6 (Element 5: Energy) 
Objective: Students will learn about quality, force and effect. “I can show movements with 
high, medium, or low energy.” 
 

https://knilt.arcc.albany.edu/Lesson:_Integrating_Dance_into_English_Language_Arts
https://knilt.arcc.albany.edu/images/b/b4/Elements_of_Dance_Chart_1.jpg
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6GKUmVu6tW4
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6GKUmVu6tW4
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5cQ_eRxMkgo
https://knilt.arcc.albany.edu/Lesson:_Integrating_Dance_into_English_Language_Arts
https://knilt.arcc.albany.edu/images/b/b4/Elements_of_Dance_Chart_1.jpg


Warm Up: Brain Dance, Freeze Dance or Stage Corners 
 
Teacher Instruction: Teacher will guide students through activities that help students explore 
different types of energy in dancing. Begin the lesson by reviewing the previous four elements 
of dance that students have already learned. Share with the students that there is one more 
important element of dance that they need to learn to make their dances the best they can be! 
Share with students that the last element they will study specifically is the element of energy. 
Begin to build background knowledge by asking students to think of a time when they didn’t 
have any energy. Ask them to move through the classroom as if all their energy was gone. 
Bring students back together and ask students to share what it means to be without energy. Ask 
them to consider what it would like if a dancer chose to have parts of their dance be low 
energy. Then ask students to think of a time when they had high energy. Have them move 
through the classroom space with high energy. Bring students back together and have them 
talk with an elbow partner about the difference between movement that is low energy vs. high 
energy. Share with students that when we think about the element of energy in dance, we think 
in the categories of attack, tension, force, weight, and flow. Share with students that 
movements can be sharp or smooth, sudden or sustained, tight or loose, strong or gentle, heavy 
or light, bound or free.  
 
Student Participation: Given a list of the vocabulary words that have to do with types of 
energy in dance, students will create movements that reflect the vocabulary terms. For 
example, one group of students may have words that have to do with the category of attack. 
They will come up with movements that represent sharp, smooth, sudden and sustained 
movements. Another group of students may have words that have to do with tension or force. 
They will come up with movements that show tight, loose, strong or gentle actions. Another 
group will have words that have to do with weight. They will create actions that show 
heaviness or lightness, strength or resiliency.  
 
Closure: Once students have had the opportunity to brainstorm their movements, ask them to 
meet with another group to share their learning. Then have each group demonstrate the types 
of movements that accompanied their energy words with the class. Have students record their 
learning about energy in their notebooks and write one to two sentences about why they think 
energy matters in dance.  
 
Teacher Reference Material:  

1.​ https://knilt.arcc.albany.edu/Lesson:_Integrating_Dance_into_English_Language_Arts 
2.​ Body, Mind and Spirit in Action, Patricia Reedy 
3.​ https://knilt.arcc.albany.edu/images/b/b4/Elements_of_Dance_Chart_1.jpg  

Lesson 7 and 8 (Dance to Portray Characters in a Section of Text) 
Objective: Students will create short dances that demonstrate understanding of character 
emotion, thoughts or feelings in short sections of Esperanza Rising.  
 

https://knilt.arcc.albany.edu/Lesson:_Integrating_Dance_into_English_Language_Arts
https://knilt.arcc.albany.edu/images/b/b4/Elements_of_Dance_Chart_1.jpg


Warm Up: Brain Dance, Freeze Game, or Mystery Mover 
 
Teacher Instruction: The work of this lesson should take place over 2 or more lessons 
depending on the time constraints and student needs for additional scaffolding or support. This 
work should be done after you have completed Unit 2 of Module 1: Stories of Human Rights. 
That way, students will have all their graphic organizers completed and a general 
understanding of the characters they will be representing through dance. At the beginning of 
the lesson, remind students of the work they have done to understand how characters are 
feeling based on evidence in the text. Ask students to refer to their graphic organizers from 
Lesson 1, 3, 6 or 7 and decide which character they would like to represent through dance. 
Have students share their thinking with a partner. (Depending on the level of student readiness, 
it may be wise to have students pair up with a partner for the first time they create a dance 
sequence.) Then, ask students to follow the Six Word Story strategy to identify 6 words that 
stick out to them from the section of text or their graphic organizer that would support them in 
developing a dance. Provide students with time and support to process their thinking and 
create movements that connect with each of the words they chose.  
 
Student Participation: Students will use information from their graphic organizer to sequence 
a short dance that displays the emotion of their character. Students will identify 6 key words 
from the section of text and their graphic organizer that they want to embody in a dance. Then 
they will identify synonyms for each of the words and choose the final six words that have the 
most impact on them. Students will work to sequence their dance using all the elements of 
dance that they learned in the previous lessons of the unit. Ask students to write their six 
words in the order they will dance them and jot down notes next to each word to help them 
remember the movement flow.  
 
Closure: Ask students to gather into a circle and share with their elbow partner how their 
dances are coming. Ask if any students are willing to showcase their dance. Explain to 
students that they will repeat this work in the next lesson but that they will use a different 
character for the basis of their dance.  
 
Teacher Reference Material: 

1.​ Grade 5 Module Lessons Teacher Guide (Module 1: Stories of Human Rights) 
2.​ https://knilt.arcc.albany.edu/images/b/b4/Elements_of_Dance_Chart_1.jpg  

Lesson 9 and 10: 2 Part Lesson (Dance to Compare and Contrast Characters) 
Objective: Students will work with a partner to create a dance that shows the contrast between 
Miguel and Esperanza in the fight scene of the text. In the second lesson, students will create a 
dance that shows the contrast between Marta and Esperanza in the Immigration Sweep or 
between Mama and Esperanza during Mama’s sickness.  
 
Warm Up: Brain Dance or Freeze Game or Carnival Walks 
 

https://knilt.arcc.albany.edu/images/b/b4/Elements_of_Dance_Chart_1.jpg


Teacher Instruction: Explain to students that they have now created two different dance 
representations to showcase character emotion and feeling. Ask students to form triads and 
perform their favorite character’s dances. Engage students in evaluating how the dances were 
similar and different. Ask students to refer to the different elements of dance that they have 
learned to discuss the similarities and differences in the movements. Share with students that 
today they will work on creating a partner dance that reflects the similarities and differences 
between characters who are experiencing the same event in the text.  
 
Student Participation: Place students in partnerships. Make sure each partnership has their 
graphic organizer that lists the different emotions and words/actions of Miguel and Esperanza. 
Explain that they will create a dance sequence that shows the different responses of Esperanza 
and Miguel in the fight scene. One person will portray Miguel and the other person will 
portray Esperanza in the dance. Allow students the time they need to create their dances. On 
Day 2, ask students to swap roles and perform the opposite character in the dance. If students 
are not ready to swap roles, the second day can be used to further revise and improve the 
created dance from the previous day. Use teacher judgment to determine what would be best 
for individual partnerships.  
 
Closure: Have students perform their dance for another partnership. Then have students reflect 
on which character was easier for them to portray through dance. Allow time to reflect through 
writing in their journal about their experience dancing like each character. 
 
Teacher Reference Material: 

1.​ Grade 5 Module Lessons Teacher Guide (Module 1: Stories of Human Rights)  
2.​ https://knilt.arcc.albany.edu/images/b/b4/Elements_of_Dance_Chart_1.jpg  

Lesson 11 and 12: 2 Part Lesson (Dance to portray character development over time) 
Objective: Students will create a dance to show the character development of Esperanza or 
Miguel from the beginning to end of the story. 
 
Warm Up: Brain Dance or have students meet with a partner to share the dances they were 
working on in the previous lessons.  
 
Teacher Instruction: This lesson should take place after finishing Esperanza Rising. Explain 
to students that over the course of the plotline of Esperanza Rising we saw characters change 
from beginning to middle to end. Share with students that just as a story can have a beginning, 
middle and end, so also dances can have a beginning, middle and end. Share with students that 
today they will consider how a character was at the beginning and end of the story Esperanza 
Rising. They will identify two words that describe the character at the beginning of the story, 
two words that describe the character in the middle of the plot, and two words that describe the 
character at the end of the story. They will then create a sequence of movements that shows the 
development of the character from start to finish. Explain to students that they have the 
freedom to choose to work with a partner or on their own for this activity. The work of this 
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lesson should last for at least two different sessions if not more depending on time allotment 
and student readiness.  
 
Student Participation: Students meet with their partner or individually with their copy of 
Esperanza Rising, their module workbook and their dance notes. Students will identify an 
event at the beginning of the story that best displays who the character was and choose two 
words that support their thinking. Then students will find an event at the middle of the story 
that portrays character development. They will choose two words to support their thinking. 
Finally, students will choose an ending event that represents how the character has changed 
since the beginning of the story. They will choose two words to represent their thinking. In this 
way, they are following the six-word story pattern that they utilized in previous lessons. Once 
they have their words, they can brainstorm synonyms for greater depth of understanding and 
emotional impact. Students should then work to develop movements that represent their words 
and use transition movements to sequence their dance piece from beginning to end.  
 
Closure: When the work time needs to come to an end, ask students to join you in a circle and 
share their thoughts on the process. Encourage students who are willing to share the work they 
have done with the class. Ask students to spend 4-5 minutes in writing reflection on the 
process. Ask students to write their thoughts on how their chosen character changed from the 
beginning to the end of the story and how their dance reflects that development over time.  
 
Teacher Reference Material 

1.​ Grade 5 Module Lessons Teacher Guide (Module 1: Stories of Human Rights) 
2.​ https://knilt.arcc.albany.edu/images/b/b4/Elements_of_Dance_Chart_1.jpg  

Lesson 13 (Selecting music to accompany our dance) 
Objective: Students will identify music that best connects with their character and emotion of 
their dance.  
 
Warm Up: Brain Dance, Mystery Mover, Freeze Game, Stage Corners   
 
Teacher Instruction: Demonstrate how to scan a YouTube collection to preview snippets of 
music. Explain to students that the music they choose to accompany their piece should have a 
connection with the energy and flow of the dance. Encourage students to try their dance in 
connection with several different clips of music before they settle on their final choice.   
Website option: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1ZENiMeCT84  
 
Student Participation: Students will visit a list of teacher provided YouTube instrumental sets 
and identify portions of music that will best suit their performance. The goal for students in 
this lesson is to gain exposure to thinking critically about what types of tempo and beat best fit 
with their dance movements. This is an opportunity to extend the learning and it is not 
necessary for the music to fit perfectly for the student to gain exposure to the thought process 
of selecting music.  

https://knilt.arcc.albany.edu/images/b/b4/Elements_of_Dance_Chart_1.jpg
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1ZENiMeCT84


 
Closure: Have students share their music selection with a friend and then write 2-3 sentences 
about why they chose the music segment and how it best supports their dance choreography  
 

Lesson 14 (Performing Dances for an Audience) 
Objective: Students will perform their dance for a live audience 
 
Teacher Instruction: This is an excellent time to review audience expectations for a 
performance as well as give students the opportunity to practice evaluating dances using the 
rubric listed in the assessment section. Explain to students that performances can be very nerve 
wracking for some students and that the focus of the audience should be to respect individual 
creativity and encourage bravery in performing in front of others. If you have a community of 
students who can give positive constructive assessment, you could provide students with a 
copy of the rubric and ask them to think through each dance they see through the lens of one 
particular element on the rubric. I would not have students observe a dance for more than one 
element at a time.  
 
Student Participation: Students will take turns performing their dance for the audience or 
evaluating the dance they are seeing for one specific element of dance. If you can turn your 
performances into an actual program, students who are not interested in performing for the 
new audience could be included by helping to hand out programs, serving as the narrator for 
different performances, or performing their monologues from the EL Module 1, Unit 3 
assessment.  
 
Closure: After the performance is over, gather students in a circle to share one thing they are 
proud of or that they think went well during the performance time. Encourage them to write 
this reflection in their notebook and provide 4-5 minutes of quiet writing time. Then ask them 
to think about one thing they would do differently if they were to create the performance again 
for a new audience. Encourage them to explain their rationale behind their choice for a change. 
 

Lesson 15 (Reflecting on our learning) 
Objective: Students will reflect on their learning and form an opinion about how dance shapes 
their understanding of literary text and whether they would like to continue on with similar 
activities throughout the year.  
 
Teacher Instruction: Gather students into a circle and ask them to share some favorite 
moments from their performance or from the work they have done over the past 14 lessons. 
Have them look back on their lesson notes and identify their favorite lesson or dance activity. 
Explain to students that integrating dance is a helpful strategy for learning new information, 
building knowledge, and connecting our bodies to the work our minds are doing in reading and 
writing.  
 



Student Participation: Ask students to turn and talk with a partner about how the dance 
lessons helped them in their learning about character development in the story Esperanza 
Rising. Then ask students to think about whether creating the dances taught them anything 
new or gave them a different understanding of the characters in the story. Students will spend 
10-15 minutes writing about their experience with dance and if they think it is something they 
would like to do again in the future with different units of study.  
 
Closure: Bring students back together after the writing time is over and allow a few volunteers 
to share their thoughts. Finish the lesson and celebrate the work of the unit by having a free 
flow dance party! 

 



Assessments  
 

This free rubric from Ontario Dance Expectations26 would be a helpful rubric to provide 
to students for self-assessment of their final dance performances. However, I do not recommend 
taking a grade for the dance performances. I would recommend trading out the A/B/C/D grade at 
the top and instead labeling from left to right Advanced, Proficient, Developing, Beginning. This 
rubric could form a framework for guiding student discussion in self-evaluation of performances 
in a non-threatening way. Because this unit is designed to expose students to dance and build a 
new way of learning and experiencing knowledge through movement, it is not intended for 
grading purposes and should not be used as such.  

 
 
​ Literacy objectives for 5th grade standards-based character analysis and writing should be 
assessed using the EL Module guidelines. The rubric on the next page provides guidance for 
evaluating student comprehension of ideas, organization and elaboration.  It is recommended that 
teachers look at literacy rubric to find the connections that exist between dance evaluation and 

26 Treasured Resources, “Dance Rubric - Ontario Expectations,” Teachers Pay Teachers, accessed November 29, 
2022, 
https://www.teacherspayteachers.com/Product/Dance-Rubric-Ontario-Expectations-4895368?st=a1dcc66fc20d5f6
9ed522af16292bde4. 

https://www.teacherspayteachers.com/Product/Dance-Rubric-Ontario-Expectations-4895368?st=a1dcc66fc20d5f69ed522af16292bde4
https://www.teacherspayteachers.com/Product/Dance-Rubric-Ontario-Expectations-4895368?st=a1dcc66fc20d5f69ed522af16292bde4


writing/comprehension assessment. Dances have a beginning, middle and end while essays have 
introductions, proof paragraphs, and conclusions. Helping students self-assess and make these 
connections between their writing and dance may lead to enhanced writing skills. 
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Appendix 1: Teaching Standards  
 
5.RL.5.1 Quote accurately from a text when explaining what the text says explicitly and when 
drawing inferences from the text. 

This standard is crucial for almost all the work that is done in the literacy classroom. 
Students will use evidence from the text to support the decisions they make in creating 
their dance sequences. 

 
5.RL.5.6 Describe how a narrator’s or speaker’s point of view influences how events are 
described. 

Students will consider how a character’s point of view impacts their movement 
sequences. They will use text-based evidence to support their opinions.  

 
5.RI.5.6 Analyze multiple accounts of the same event or topic, noting important similarities and 
differences in the point of view they represent.  

Students will create a dance where two contrasting accounts of the same event are shown 
through a movement series. They will analyze the movement series for similarities and 
differences.  

 
5.CP.1 Use choreographic principles, structures, and processes to create dances that 
communicate ideas, experiences, feelings and images.  

5.CP.1.1 Create short dances that use simple choreographic forms and structures 
(musical, literary, or visual), and that vary the use of dance elements. 

​ 5.CP.1.2 Use collaborative skills to improvise and create dance  
​ 5.CP.1.3 Create short dances that communicate abstract ideas  
​ 5.CP.1.3 Generate strategies for problem solving in dance  
 
 
Classroom Materials 
 

●​ Anchor Chart Paper: Use for listing key vocabulary and dance phrases 
●​ Index Cards: use for creating dance vocabulary card decks 
●​ Large soft dice with clear pockets: use in conjunction with the dance vocabulary 

decks 
●​ Markers: anchor charts make more of a statement when done in color 
●​ Notebook Paper: always encourage students to write down their ideas and thoughts 
●​ Projector or Smartboard: use to display graphic organizers and dance phrases  
●​ Technology to play music: speakers and phone or a cd player, or other device  
●​ White paper: use for recording vocabulary or drafting dance phrases 

 
Student Materials  
 

●​ Comfortable clothes: students should be able to move freely in their dances 
●​ Computer: students will need this when researching their music choices  



●​ EL 5th Grade Module 1 Workbook: district provided, students will use for literacy 
instruction 

●​ Esperanza Rising by Pam Munoz Ryan: mentor text for the unit   
●​ Graphic Organizers: help to keep student thoughts and new learning organized  

28 
●​ Headphones: students will need headphones when previewing music selections 
●​ Notebook: have students record all their lesson notes and closure notes in one place 
●​ Paper: students will need to have a place to jot down their dance ideas 
●​ Pencil: a classic student resource, helpful for writing things down as well as making edits 

and revisions  
 

 
Teacher Resources 
Aldis, Diane. “The Elements of Dance.” The Elements of Dance. Accessed November 29, 2022. 

https://www.elementsofdance.org/.  
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This website provides an overview of the 5 elements of dance and is an easy place to begin 
your journey towards knowing the basics. There is a section devoted to each of the 
elements and also provides lesson plans and activities for each element.  

Ausdance National. “Effective Dance Teaching Methods " Ausdance: Dance Advocacy.” 
Ausdance, June 27, 2012. 
https://ausdance.org.au/articles/details/effective-dance-teaching-methods.  

​ If you don’t know where to begin in thinking about teaching dance, this website would be a 
good place to start. It provides a starting point to think through the logistics of what it 
entails to provide dance integration into the classroom. It also provides valuable 
information on assessing students.  

Carnival of Animals - https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=k2RPKMJmSp0  
 

This video should be used in conjunction with the teaching dance strategy Carnival Walks. 
This 23 minute long video plays the musical piece Carnival of Animals and includes 
pictures of the animals to coincide with the music.  

“Do You Wanna Dance?” The Kennedy Center. Accessed November 27, 2022. 
https://www.kennedy-center.org/education/resources-for-educators/classroom-resources/me
dia-and-interactives/media/dance/do-you-wanna-dance/.   

​ This website is another great resource for learning the basics of the elements of dance. It 
also provides video clips of different dances that showcase elements of dance. These clips 
could be used in conjunction with the lessons on the elements of dance found at the 
beginning of this unit.  

Hernandez, Danielle. “Let's Sing, Dance and Move!” Beyond the Barre. Beyond the Barre, 
November 8, 2018. 
https://beyondthebarreusa.com/blogs/dance-skills-techniques/effective-dance-techniques-to
-young-children.   

​ Hernandez provides an easy read of ten strategies to improve your dance instruction and 
keep students motivated. These tips would be helpful to read before you begin working 
through the lessons in this unit.  

Hrach, Susan. Minding Bodies How Physical Space, Sensation, and Movement Affect Learning. 
Morgantown: West Virginia University Press, 2021.  
This book provides an overview of why physical space, sensation and movement affect 
learning. It also provides valuable insight into the idea of embodied cognition and the 
science behind why movement is critical for student learning. It is another must have for 
your teacher reading material list.  

Jacobson, Mariah. “Lesson: Integrating Dance into English Language Arts.” KNILT. Accessed 
November 28, 2022. 
https://knilt.arcc.albany.edu/Lesson:_Integrating_Dance_into_English_Language_Arts. 

​ Mariah Jacobson has created a useful resource for thinking through the categories of dance 
elements. Her graphic organizer is linked in the student materials as a tool for keeping the 
elements of dance and the related vocabulary organized and easily accessible.  

Karsten , Jayne. “How Dance Can Teach Literature.” The Kennedy Center. Accessed November 
28, 2022. 
https://www.kennedy-center.org/education/resources-for-educators/classroom-resources/art
icles-and-how-tos/articles/educators/dance/how-dance-can-teach-literature2/.   

https://ausdance.org.au/articles/details/effective-dance-teaching-methods
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=k2RPKMJmSp0
https://www.kennedy-center.org/education/resources-for-educators/classroom-resources/media-and-interactives/media/dance/do-you-wanna-dance/
https://www.kennedy-center.org/education/resources-for-educators/classroom-resources/media-and-interactives/media/dance/do-you-wanna-dance/
https://beyondthebarreusa.com/blogs/dance-skills-techniques/effective-dance-techniques-to-young-children
https://beyondthebarreusa.com/blogs/dance-skills-techniques/effective-dance-techniques-to-young-children
https://knilt.arcc.albany.edu/Lesson:_Integrating_Dance_into_English_Language_Arts
https://www.kennedy-center.org/education/resources-for-educators/classroom-resources/articles-and-how-tos/articles/educators/dance/how-dance-can-teach-literature2/
https://www.kennedy-center.org/education/resources-for-educators/classroom-resources/articles-and-how-tos/articles/educators/dance/how-dance-can-teach-literature2/


This would be a great resource to share with anyone who is skeptical about the benefits of 
integrating dance instruction into the literacy classroom. It provides clear information on 
the connections between dance and literary. 

Kym. “8 Ways to Feel More Confident Teaching Dance in Your Classroom.” Creative Dance 
Teaching Ideas and Resources, March 4, 2022. 
https://danceteachingideas.com/8-ways-to-feel-more-confident-teaching-dance-in-your-cla
ssroom/.  

This website provides a host of many different articles, including the one listed here, that provide 
key information for teachers who would like to try dance instruction. This article provides 
the why behind dance instruction in the classroom as well as many more helpful links to 
follow for more information on overcoming obstacles and becoming confident in dance 
instruction.  

Reedy, Patricia. Body, Mind, & Spirit in Action: A Teacher's Guide to Creative Dance. Berkeley, 
CA: Luna Kids Dance, 2003.  
This book is a must have in any elementary teacher’s library. Not only does Reedy provide 
valuable insight into the basics of dance instruction, she also provides useful tools for 
crafting lessons and devising unit plans. Run, don’t walk, to purchase this book.  

Slow and Fast Game, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5cQ_eRxMkgo  
​ This video should be used when introducing the element of time to your students. It is a 

short video clip that asks students to move to different tempos as the music changes.  
Tempo - A song for kids - YouTube, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6GKUmVu6tW4   
 

This video is another short song introduction to the element of time. It is a cute sing along 
that students can learn to help them remember the concept of tempo. 

Treasured Resources. “Dance Rubric - Ontario Expectations.” Teachers Pay Teachers. Accessed 
November 29, 2022. 
https://www.teacherspayteachers.com/Product/Dance-Rubric-Ontario-Expectations-489536
8?st=a1dcc66fc20d5f69ed522af16292bde4.    
This resource is linked in the assessment section. It is a short rubric that asks students to 
self-analyze their use of the five elements of dance in their movement sequences.  

Widy. “Tips to Teach the Elements of Dance.” Stageworthy by Widy, March 27, 2022. 
https://stageworthybywidy.com/2020/08/12/teach-the-elements-of-dance/.  
This is another website that provides information on the elements of dance. It also provides 
a great link to a fun roll-a-dice activity that could be used in the classroom to help students 
sequence dance phrases.  
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