Dr. Elizabeth Gibbons: The Spectrum of Teaching Styles for Dance

Action Words

Action words are great for use with Convergent Discovery and Divergent Production; usually students will move between Divergent to Convergent as students explore the possibilities for each action word, choose an option, put it with other actions, explore word order, etc.  
I’ve developed this collection of action words over several years.  Entering these into your computer will enable you to add new words and create a personalized collection. Depending on the number of students in your classes and how many words you want them to use, make several copies of each sheet of words, cut them apart and keep the slips in a container such as a manila envelope, clean coffee can, cardboard box, classy fedora hat, etc. 

Action Words may be used in any type of dance or action.  These words do not name any specific movement or step, but are chosen to allow students to produce a variety of alternatives.  Collections for use in specific classes, such as a collection of the ballet, modern, tap, or jazz terminology that you use, could be kept in separate containers.

You may “re-cycle” the words by asking that students return the slips to you after they have their phrases memorized, but sometimes the slips get crumpled or discarded, so you might keep several copies of each sheet on hand to re-stock your supply.  These are fun as an occasional assignment in technique class, for use in improv or choreography class, or as a one-time workshop with a special group of students.  

A few suggestions on ways to use Action Words: 

1.  Have each student pick a single action word and ask each student to produce five different movements for that word.  After they have produced these five options, have them choose the one they like best.  Then have them pick three more slips and do the same with each one: produce five options, then pick the one they like best for each word.  Ask students to put these in any order, then work on transitions to get from one action to the next.  OR….
2.  Have each student pick five words and put them in any order.  Produce a movement “sentence” with those words.   Direct students to experiment with putting the words in a different order and producing another “sentence” with those words.  You may either have the students choose the phrase they like best between the two, or perform both phrases sequentially in a single long movement phrase.  OR….
3.  Put on a piece of music while the students work on their phrases.  You may want to specify that their phrase take a certain number of measures, or randomly assign time values to each word (i.e., word 1 takes one measure of four counts, words 2 & 3 take one measure, word 4 takes two measures, etc.).  OR….
4.  With the entire group, pull out four words.  By consensus, have the group suggest the order they’d like.  Now everyone makes up an action for each word—everyone is doing the same word at the same time but in their own way.  OR….
5.  Have the students work in pairs.  For each word the pair picks, the partners must relate to each other in some way: moving toward or away from partner, moving together in synchrony, or one move and the other responds to the partner’s movement.  OR….
6.  Create your own variations!  

In addition to using the Action Words in class for student creative projects, these movement words can be a very useful tool for you.  Use them when your well of creativity is dry and you need to produce a new technique phrase or dance, or when you just need a little nudge to get you going again.  If you find yourself doing the same phrases or movements over and over, get out your collection of words and experiment with them.  Challenge yourself to make up several different variations for each word, so you don’t just go with the first thing that came to mind, but can give yourself a choice of options.  

shake
open
turn 
stretch


wring
flick
dab
press


float
glide
slide
pull

fall
descend
rise
scatter


gather
wiggle
flatten

fly

slither
explode
twist
bend


grow
shrink
reach
contract


extend
contract
travel

go!

carve
slash
under
over

around
through
hop
skip



jump
leap
sissonne
assemblé

drop
pause
scatter

turn

spin
patter
run


rise

narrow
widen

swing

hang


melt
drip
walk

wander

push
tap
arch 
curl

collapse
expand
point

draw

pour
rotate
hide
crawl

creep
bound

soar

sail

wave
touch
whisper
shout

beat
kneel
sit
listen

spread
balance
wipe
climb

lie
squeeze
pass

kick

fall
shoot

swim

hold

weave
bounce
peek
look

run
chase

spring
wilt

descend
ascend
bend
spin

grasp
release
break
bump







