
I Speak Dance Program Model 

 

Introduction: ODC’s I Speak Dance project aims to cultivate fluency and life-long 

interest in dance among a young adult audience.  Below is guidance on preparation, a 

description of the four components of the program, along with hints to increase their 

success; and guidance on evaluation.  For a thorough discussion of our survey results, 

please see our top-line report as posted in the file cabinet of the EDA website 

[www.eda.groupsite.com]. 

 

Our focus is on regional college students for whom we created a portable mini-

curriculum aimed at providing exposure and first-hand interaction with live, high-quality 

professional dance.  While we took advantage of available technology, we know from 40 

years experience that face-to-face contact is the only truly reliable method to real 

constituency building.  We engaged a cross-section of dance/art/humanities and social 

studies students in four regional institutions.  This model assumes a professional dance 

company providing content and working with a cohort of local university/college faculty 

and students. The exposure to a clear choreographic vision interpreted by high level 

performers in a welcoming atmosphere is key to the success of the program’s effort.   

 

The overarching goals of the project are to: entice an upcoming generation of students 

into a cultural habit of dance participation; cultivate a better-informed constituency for 

contemporary dance; demystify the artistic process and develop a shared language for 

artistic response; and introduce critical thought as a vital element of the dance 

experience.  We view I Speak Dance as a vital opportunity to develop a young, arts-

literate constituency who will be key stakeholders for the arts as potential policy-makers, 

board members, and engaged citizens. 

 

Preparation for I Speak Dance: Each institution includes one dance based and one non-

dance based course taking part in this program simultaneously.  The dance company 

selects local institutions with which to work throughout the semester.  It is essential to 

find an enthusiastic host partner at each site. This partner will invite a colleague who is 

not in the dance department to join the partnership program, thus expanding both the 

frame of reference and the aesthetic conversation.  The choreographer (and a company 

staff member if possible) will meet with the professors together to discuss the goals of the 

program, the partnership, expectations, strategies and how I Speak Dance might intersect 

with their particular curriculum (what are the content/form issues that might converge?).  

It is essential to confirm that all of the scheduled activity dates (Immediate Dance, 

Unplugged and performance) are included in each participating course syllabus. 

  

1) The Video:  I Speak Dance begins with an orientation video (made available by DVD 

and online), which is a five minute lively account of contemporary dance and its sources; 

a non-didactic choreographic realization of basic strategies of composition/perception. 

Although not essential, we have found that it is optimal if the choreographer can be 

present with the classes for viewing/discussion, particularly with the non-dance partner. 

(ODC can make their film, Love on the Run, available.) 

  



2) Immediate Dance:  At each partner site, company offers a two to three-hour 

choreographic/performance workshop where a dance is created on the spot.   

(Each collaborating school will determine the group constituents, broadly or narrowly 

e.g., dancers, humanities and arts students, scientists or athletes – all levels possible.) 

ODC dancers each take a group and teach material from current repertory and/or, in the 

case of dance novices, elicit and develop new material from the participants.  The 

choreographer refigures the resulting material into a group composition/performance by 

the end of the session.  The participants are encouraged to invite friends to witness the 

performing result of the session.  The event has the flavor of a flash mob but embodies 

the perspective of the choreographer/dance company with whose work the students are 

already engaged.  Taking part in a performance is a key part of our agenda to enrich 

participants’ relationship to dance in general and the company dancers in particular. 

  

3) Unplugged: The Unplugged event is a 90-minute creative process presentation held at 

ODC’s home studio, the ODC Dance Commons. It depends for its success on a 

combination of social and intellectual components.  We begin with light refreshments 

before we move to the studio to deconstruct and explore the back-story of one new 

choreography.  This is followed by a low-tech run through of the work-in-progress.   The 

performance is followed by a free-flowing discussion of responses and finally the 

opportunity to talk with both the dancers and the choreographer in the post performance 

reception. The event is similar to an extended lecture-demonstration with focus on a 

single work and is greatly enhanced by a strong social component. 

  

4) Performance: At Yerba Buena Center for the Arts or ODC Theater, participants 

attend a fully produced performance.  Each participant receives a complimentary ticket 

and a deeply discounted ticket to bring a friend (who has not been involved in the 

program) to the performance where they will see the work that they have been introduced 

to in the “Unplugged.” Again, a small reception and discussion with artists follows or 

precedes the performance. The I Speak Dance program participants have by now become 

the “experts”, able to guide their uninitiated friends through the dance experience.    

  

Analysis:  Responses are gathered following each activity. Some surveys are conducted 

orally by the dancers, some are collected through multiple choice questionnaires or 

qualitative surveys, others are video-taped reactions to the event.  The ODC Marketing 

staff compiles and analyzes the collected data.  A team of volunteers enter the responses 

from paper surveys into surveymonkey.  The qualitative data has been useful in 

understanding the ways in which students perceived and responded to activities.  

 

Future Plans and Suggestions 

 

Changes to the program model include the method of surveying, length and combination 

of the activities, length of time between scheduled events and using the same artists 

throughout the entire semester, in order to find a better format of the I Speak Dance 

model to integrate into our Outreach curriculum. The points below are detailed in our 

Topline Report.   

 



Evaluation. Surveys will be changed to traditional paper questionnaires and/or video-

recorded responses, as online surveys proved difficult to track for faculty.  The surveys 

will be completed in the classroom or the classroom discussions around the survey 

questions will be recorded then later transcribed at ODC. 

 

Scheduling. The length of the Immediate Dance and Unplugged sessions will be 

combined and shortened into one event with a brief reception and discussion lasting a 

total of three hours.  Activities will be scheduled across a six to eight week period, rather 

than a 10-day period.  This timing allows students the time to process what they had 

learned, participated in or seen.   

 

Artists.  The same ODC/Dance dancers will be involved throughout the project; Love on 

the Run, Immediate Dance, Unplugged and the performance, offering consistency to 

students who may be new to contemporary dance. 

 

Students Targeted. The graduate students from the visual arts college were able to have 

sophisticated responses while relating their understanding of dance to their own art form.     

We look forward to future collaborations with visual arts and dance.  In general, we 

advocate for working with undergraduate classes as I Speak Dance is more easily 

integrated into the curriculum and coursework. 

 

Communication.  As referenced above, ongoing communication with the faculty was 

crucial to successful student participation, attendance and responses.   

 


