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PEDAGOGICAL CASE #10 
 

An Explorative, Story-Based Approach to Teaching Dance 
 

Chris is a sixth grade classroom teacher at Springfield elementary. In his three years teaching at 
the school, this was the first time he had been tasked with the responsibility of teaching his 
class’s weekly physical education periods. Although initially this seemed like a daunting task, he 
was fortunate enough to receive support from a former colleague who had previously been in 
charge of the school’s Phys. Ed program for the past 25 years. Chris would often draw from his 
colleague’s previous lesson plans and resources, making necessary adjustments where he saw fit. 
One thing Chris did notice about the program his colleague had devised was that it seemed very 
‘games heavy’, whereas he felt it was important to provide a wider variety of physical education 
content. 

The school music teacher often raved to Chris about his class’s passion for music and the arts, 
and he felt that his students might respond well to a dance unit as part of the physical education 
program. The only problem with this was that Chris had very little experience teaching dance 
and wasn’t sure how comfortable he would be teaching it to his students. Despite his lack of 
formal dance training, Chris was still determined to develop and deliver a meaningful dance unit 
to his students. 

His first move was to make sure his students were comfortable in the classroom environment for 
dance. Although some of his students were excited, he also understood that many others (like 
him) were inexperienced dancers and were a little nervous about the unit. Chris tried to address 
this at the beginning of the unit by encouraging his students to embrace ideas about challenge – 
in particular, the challenge of stepping outside of their comfort zone. He used his own 
experiences as an example, and shared honest reflections with his class about the highs and lows 
of doing this. He also revisited the posters he had already placed around the gym that referred to 
the importance of being inclusive, caring, and supportive of others in their classroom 
community.  

Another very important step in the early planning stages was allowing his students to select the 
unit’s soundtrack. Chris talked to the music teacher about songs that the class responded well to 
and asked her for some other similar suggestions. He also realized how important it was to have 
his students hear some of their own favourite songs, so during a science work period he had with 
the class, well before the start of the unit, he had tasked four students to go around and ask 
students and make a list of songs that they would like to hear throughout the unit. 

Chris also used the features of Meaningful PE to guide the way he structured his lessons 
throughout the unit. The first part of the unit was related primarily to the features of ‘fun’ and 
‘movement competence’, as activities were dedicated to exploration and self-discovery. As 
students started to gain a better understanding of their own bodies and how they move, he then 
started to help them bridge the gap between these experiences and more formal dance concepts. 
This included everything from the basics such as rhythm and moving to the beat to effort quality 
and their relationships with their environment and others around them. As students continued to 
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become more self-aware, he then started to introduce activities with prompts, such as dance 
monopoly and mirror tag, which required students to rethink their abilities and start to 
incorporate and build off of the movements of their peers. During this time Chris also gradually 
lead the class through two large-group dances as a way to help add to their movement repertoire 
and support their movement development, while also continually referencing the concepts above 
throughout each dance.  

The next step was to encourage students to shift from an internal focus on oneself to an external 
one by introducing the idea of dance as a way of ‘story-telling’ or as a tool for representation. 
This led to them to the major culminating task of the unit that involved students working in small 
groups to create a short dance involving the music and props of their choosing. The central focus 
of the culminating task was that each member of the group had to feel equally represented within 
the ‘story’ that they were trying to convey.  He found in particular that the group planning 
aspects of this activity really helped students to connect with one another, as it encouraged them 
to share their ideas and discuss their commonalities. It was also crucial that group members 
understood and used some of the main concepts about being respectful members of their 
classroom community. The students were able to come up with a broad range of ideas, as Chris 
observed dances portraying everything from a baseball game that went down to the wire to the 
difficulties that accompany starting at a new school, which all represented things that the 
students found relatable. One group even tried to portray the journey of a polar bear wandering 
through melting glaciers in search of solid ground, a theme they had likely gotten from the 
class’s climate change unit earlier in the year.  

Regularly engaging in goal-setting practices also played a fundamental part in the unit’s 
effectiveness. The “doing, thinking, connecting” framework Chris used required his students to 
set goals in the physical, cognitive, and affective domains before certain classes. Students then 
revisited their goals at the end of each week by reflecting on how they approached them, the 
extent to which they were able to achieve them, and why they had selected these goals in the first 
place. During a discussion about the class’s goals, one student said that although he would likely 
be unable to achieve the physical goal he had set for himself, shifting his focus toward his 
‘thinking’ goal kept him motivated throughout the class time. Upon hearing this, several other 
students echoed this same idea in their respective reflections. For students who struggled or were 
new to dance, this framework provided them with a target and allowed them to focus on aspects 
of dance beyond the physical that may otherwise have been taken for granted unless specifically 
referenced. For example, dance is not solely a way of moving, but also a means for creating, 
communicating, and bringing people together.  

 Through creating a comfortable learning environment, encouraging exploration, using the 
features of Meaningful PE to guide the content of each lesson, and continually referencing the 
“doing, thinking, connecting” framework, Chris was not only able to get many of his students to 
step outside of their respective comfort zones, but also make their physical education and 
movement experiences more meaningful in the process.  
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Meaningful Physical Education in Practice:  

• When teaching an activity that certain students may be unfamiliar with, it can be useful to 
directly address its novelty, the importance of stepping out of one’s comfort zone, and not 
being discouraged if everything does not go as planned. Depending on the response of the 
students, it may also be necessary to make adjustments to the activity so that the level of 
challenge is better suited to the skill-level of the class. 

• Encouraging students to play an active role in certain aspects of planning the unit can allow 
them to feel more personally invested in the activities in which they are participating. For 
example, providing students with the opportunity to select certain songs on the playlist 
that they would hear throughout the unit made the each lesson more personally relevant 
to them.  

• Chris was able to make his students’ experience more meaningful by adjusting the 
emphasis on certain MPE features at different points throughout the unit. For example, 
early in the unit Chris felt that it was necessary to place more emphasis on movement 
competence and fun, as they related more closely to both the learning environment he 
was striving to foster and the early activities related to exploration and self-discovery. 

• Continually using a goal-setting framework throughout the unit can help students to adjust 
their focus to the aspects of the unit that they feel are most personally relevant. To 
provide one example, through the use of the ‘doing, thinking, connecting” framework 
certain students were able to better appreciate the social aspects of dance.   
 

**Case developed by the LAMPE team based on:  

https://www.pyppewithandy.com/pyp-pe-blog/story-telling-as-a-provocation 

 
 


