
 

Dance Savvy Workshop Template 
 
Facilitators:   One YBCA Staff member, one Guest Expert 
Goal: (The goal of the workshop should be tailored to your specific desired 

outcomes, for example:) To explore contemporary dance as a site of ritual 
and transformation. 

Length: 6:00 pm to 8:00 pm (We have found that two hours prior to showtime works 
well.) 

Setup Needs: Open space for movement, discussion prompts on table tents, viewing tips 
on cards, etc. (Whatever you think you might need.) 

 
PRIOR TO WORKSHOP: 
It is a good idea to have email addresses for all attendees, in order to contact them the week 
prior to the event with logistical reminders and extra information. 
 
Participants are sent contextualizing materials 

 Interviews with the choreographer 

 Reviews of previous work 

 Link to clips of work online 
 
ARRIVING: 
This is when your participants will actually convene in the space.  We generally meet up in the 
grand lobby, greet participants one by one, and then encourage them to engage with a Visual 
Art exhibition until everyone arrives. 
 
5:45- 6:00pm (15 minutes) 
Participants arrive.  They are greeted and encouraged to move into a gallery space for casual 
viewing. 
 
SELF-INTROS: 
This is an opportunity for the facilitators to give everyone a sense of the activities that will 
comprise the evening’s workshop, as well as for the participants to introduce themselves to 
everyone else in the room. 
6:00-6:15 (15 minutes): 

• Facilitator: Welcome.  My name is    and I’ll be facilitating this evening’s 
Dance Savvy Workshop.   

 

 The landscape of contemporary dance is vast and diverse.  A workshop can 
explore only a limited range of that landscape.  It is our hope that this workshop 
will provide you with portable tools you can take to dances and performances in 
the future.   
 

 However, we’re also going to be looking very specifically at themes that may 
inform tonight’s viewing of   .  We’ll be investigating the ways in 
which the performance can function as a ritual of transformation, and the role 
that the body plays in that transformative process (forecast for the participants 
the goals/objectives you’ve outlined that are specific to the performance). 
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 We’re going to begin with some self-introductions to get to know the folks in 
the room.   
 

 We will then move out into a deep observation exercise with a piece of visual 
art to get us into the mode of really spending time reflecting on a work of art.  
 

 We will then head upstairs for some movement and body awareness exercises 
to help us become present in our bodies and in the moment and in the space. 
 

 We will then hear from    (Guest Expert) on some of the cultural (or 
thematic, aesthetic, technical etc) concepts that inform the choreography we’ll 
be seeing this evening. 
 

 We will then have a discussion over dinner about some of the broader notions 
of theatre, dance and contemporary performance. 
 

 We will then give you some thoughts and tips to take with you into the 
performance, and finally, after the performance and the Q&A, we will meet up 
again in here to very briefly share some final thoughts. 

 
• Facilitator introduces self, gives a brief sense of background. 
 
• I’d like to go around the circle and hear from each of you.  Please tell us your name, 

and one artist or piece of art that has been particularly transformative to you.  At 
this time, just mention the piece or the person -- don’t necessarily share the story of 
your experience with that art or artist, or why you found them so transformative, 
but do hold it in your mind in case we circle back to this conversation later in the 
workshop. (This caveat is intended to keep the workshop on schedule). 

 
• Participants go around the circle and introduce themselves. 

 
ART SAVVY 
6:15 to 6:30 (15 minutes) 
Art Savvy uses the principles of Visual Thinking Strategies (VTS) to encourage deep observation 
of, and reflection on, works of art. The facilitator uses the three key questions from VTS (What’s 
going on here?  What do you see that makes you say that?  What more can we find?) to engage 
in safe, dynamic dialogue around a piece of visual art. 
 
Begin by sharing the following thoughts with the participants: 
 

 By viewing visual art, cinema, theater, and music, as well as your own lived 
experiences and who you are as a person, you have already developed many tools 
that can be deployed when viewing contemporary dance.  (cite specific examples: 
visual artists might look at composition, theatergoers might look at lighting/staging, 
storytellers might look at narrative, etc.)  
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 Furthermore, you bring yourself to the work: the stresses of your day, what 
you’ve eaten, your body, your energy levels… you meet the performance where 
you’re at, and that meeting, that moment of shared time and space, is what 
makes up the performance experience. 

 

 A large part of our educational philosophy here at YBCA is that it is okay to be 
lost.  Being “lost” with contemporary dance is uncomfortable, and sometimes 
frustrating, but the part where you feel lost, frustrated or uncomfortable, can 
be a fertile place for exploring new ideas.  And, as a matter of fact, it might even 
be okay to feel bored, to space out, to think about other things… the key is to 
stay present, and aware of the places your brain travels during a performance.   
 

 Moreover, contemporary art may not have an inherent literal meaning, so 
whatever meaning you make is valid. All of us are coming in to this program 
with different aesthetic predilections and levels of formal or informal training, 
and we want to validate, up front, the fact that you are the architects of your 
own aesthetic meaning-making processes. 
 

 Now, we’re going to engage in that very practice of meaning-making, using deep 
observation techniques on a work of visual art.  Deep observation rests on the 
principle that the more time you spend looking at a piece of art and talking 
about that piece of art with your peers, the deeper and more meaningful your 
experience of that piece of art will be.  Pretty simple. 

 

 Remember, there is much to be gained by listening to one’s peers as well, so 
make sure there is space in the discussion for everyone to share their 
observations.  Also, remember that an observation is not always a fact, so 
differing interpretations are okay.  In fact, often times both opposing views can 
be valid and correct. 

 

 Facilitator then guides participants through the Visual Thinking Strategies 
model, using a piece of Visual Art (actual or projected). 

 

 At 6:30, everyone heads upstairs to the movement space. 
 
 
MOVEMENT EXERCISE: 
6:35-6:50 (10 minutes) 
This is just an example of one approach to the movement component of the workshop.  Different 
educators and different performances may benefit from a variety of approaches, techniques, 
vocabularies and facilitation styles. However, we have found that incorporating movement of 
some kind encourages a deeper connection between Audience Members and the experience of 
viewing contemporary dance. 
 

• Facilitator explains that the goal of the movement exercise is to become present in 
the moment, to become aware of one’s body in the space, and to experience the 
negative space between one’s body and another. 
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a. Begin in a neutral position, with your feet in parallel, knees slightly bent, 
arms by your sides. 

b. Take a deep breath in through the nose and roll your shoulders up.  
Breathe out and feel your shoulderblades sliding down your back.  
Repeat. 

c. Take a walk around the space as normal as you can.  Become aware of 
your feet landing on the floor, your pace, the length of your steps. 

d. Freeze.  How frozen can you be?  Feel frozen in your fingertips, your 
eyeballs, the ends of your hair. 

e. The air around you thickens, and suddenly it’s a substance you have to 
push through in order to move.  Move through the space in sloooow 
moooootion. 

f. Shake it out, come back into a circle. 
 
Briefly share some thoughts on the significance of that experience.  How does “getting in to our 
bodies” help us empathize with the performing bodies we are about to see onstage?  How does it 
prepare us for the experience of physically sitting in the audience?  How can it help the potential 
nondancer “get” dance? 
 
LECTURE/DISCUSSION OF CONCEPTS 
6:50 to 7:10 (20 minutes) 

 The Guest Expert facilitates a conversation about cultural themes, aesthetic concepts, 
technical aspects, design, and any other elements from the distributed readings that 
may help illuminate/provide points-of-access for the performance experience. 

 
DINNER 
7:15 TO 7:40 (25 minutes) 

 Participants are escorted to their tables, where they encounter discussion prompts on 
each table.  Examples of discussion prompts that we have used to frame past 
conversations include: 

 Have you experienced the theatre as a site of reflection or 
transformation?  When?  How? 

 What are rituals that you have been a part of?  How was that ritual like, 
or not like, a performance? 

 What is the function of the theatre? 

 Think about the transformational piece of art you mentioned when you 
introduced yourself at the beginning of the workshop.  How did it 
transform you? 

 
 

VIEWING TIPS & CLOSING. 
7:40-7:45 PM (10 minutes) 
Facilitator explains that they will be given some thoughts to consider while they are watching 
the performance.  They will have a small handout with these items so they don’t have to 
memorize anything.  

 Keep in mind the things you’ve seen, done, and learned in this workshop as you see 
the show, especially  
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o Body awareness.  What does your body feel like during the show?  What 
sorts of physiological states or experiences does it undergo?  Note the 
connections between what is happening onstage and within your own 
physical self. 

o Deep observation.  Take a moment to ask yourself: What is going on here?  
What do I see that makes me say that?  What more can I find?  Remember 
that there may not be an inherent literal meaning, so whatever meaning 
you make is valid. 

o Presence & patience.  What are you bringing in to the performance 
experience?  Your day, your meals, your companionship, your energy 
levels… how do these things affect your experience as an audience 
member?  Remember that it’s okay to space out, to think about other 
things… maintain an awareness of the places your brain travels during a 
performance.   

o Look at audience members around you.  Remind yourself that performance 
can simply be people sharing a space and a moment in time.  How are we all 
experiencing this space and this moment together?  Separately? 

 
Also remind participants verbally to read the program before the show. 

 
Facilitator dismisses the participants, reminds them they may use the free time to eat or just 
relax, and tells them where to regroup after the performance. 
 

POST-SHOW MEETUP: 
This is an opportunity for people to share their reflections about the piece. 
 
PARTING THOUGHTS (5 minutes): 
 
Facilitator asks participants for one thought they will leave the workshop with.  Everyone has a 
chance to respond. 
 
The participants are thanked and invited back for future workshops.   
 
 

PERFORMANCE HANDOUT: 
 

We have printed these up on pieces of paper, so that participants can bring a tangible reminder 
of their workshop experience into the show. 
 
THINGS TO DO: 

 

 Keep in mind the things you’ve seen, done, and learned in this workshop as you 
watch the show.  
 

o Body awareness.  What does your body feel like during the show?  What 
sorts of physiological states or experiences does it undergo?  Note the 
connections between what is happening onstage and within your own 
physical self. 
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o Deep observation.  Take a moment to ask yourself: What is going on here?  
What do I see that makes me say that?  What more can I find?  Remember 
that there may not be an inherent literal meaning, so whatever meaning 
you make is valid. 

o Presence & patience.  What are you bringing in to the performance 
experience?  Your day, your meals, your companionship, your energy 
levels… how do these things affect your experience as an audience 
member?  Remember that it’s okay to space out, to think about other 
things… maintain an awareness of the places your brain travels during a 
performance.   

o Look at audience members around you.  Remind yourself that performance 
can simply be people sharing a space and a moment in time.  How are we all 
experiencing this space and this moment together?  Separately? 

 


