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Our Dance Access/KIDS! programs embody our philosophy that ANYONE CAN DANCE. Additionally, we 
believe that by providing arts opportunities to all people, regardless of social, economic or physical 
barriers, the entire community is enriched. Possible activities include: In-School Residencies, Master 
Classes & Intensives, School Assemblies, Youth Performances, and Classroom Visits. We trust that any 
AXIS program will serve as a vehicle to educate students about the diversity of dance while creating a 
better understanding of the capabilities and achievements of people with varying physical abilities. 

We’ve designed this short document with a few tips and activities to help teachers/leaders prepare their 
students for AXIS. Our Staff is always available to discuss and brainstorm further. 

Use Words That Empower: 

Positive language empowers. When speaking about people with disabilities, it is important to put people 
first. Catch-all phrases like ‘the blind,’ ’the deaf,’ or ‘the disabled,’ do not reflect the individuality, 
equality, or dignity of people with disabilities. Here are some examples of positive and negative phrases. 
Note that the positive puts the person first:

Affirmative Phrases: Negative Phrases:
• person with a disability
• person who has muscular dystrophy

• person with a spinal cord injury
• person who uses a wheelchair

• person without disabilities

• the disabled, the handicapped
• afflicted by (stricken by, victim of, suffers 

from) muscular dystrophy
• injured, lame, deformed

• confined to (restricted to) a wheelchair; 

wheelchair –bound

• normal person
Try These Creative Dance Activities: 

Body Part Painting: Beginning in a circle, try using different body parts to “paint” your name in the 
space. This can begin as a stationary activity and build into moving through the space. With younger 
children you may want to ask them what colors they are using and always elicit body part ideas from the 
students. You can also incorporate ideas about size and orientation. ex: Paint your name as big as you 
can on the ceiling.

Milling with the Elements: (Music is optional for this activity - a drum is always handy) Have students 
begin to move in a pedestrian way through the designated space. They will be listening for the teachers’ 
directives with ways to think about their movement.  Have a list of words related to space, time, or 
force that you can yell out and have students explore. You may coordinate the words with present 
curriculum or any other theme that makes sense for your students.  In more advanced situations consider 
combining ideas. ex: Try moving at a low level on a curvy pathway.

Movement Conversation w/ Vocab. Cards: Create vocabulary cards that contain words related to special 
concepts, actions, and qualities. You might use a color system for tracking cards. In partners, have 
students have a movement conversation using only movement that reflects three chosen cards, no 
words. After some exploration, they guess each other’s words. By combining and arranging the cards, the 
duos create a dance with a beginning, middle and end using the chosen words. It’s great to have them 
share dances with the class.
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Mirroring: There are many levels of mirroring that can be used - some ways to approach mirroring:
1. Choose one student to lead as an example of how it works. ex: Max moves to the front of the 

group facing the students and models how to be a good leader. It is not about tricking each other 
but working to keep your partner with you.

2. Have the class stand in two lines facing partners with an imaginary mirror down the center. One 
side (partner) begins to move while the other tries to mirror the movement as accurately as 
possible, making any necessary adaptations. Switch roles. Advance it by allowing ‘leaders’ the 
option to move anywhere on their side of the line. Switch roles. For older students, advance one 
step further by allowing the side that is leading to no longer pay attention to their partner, but 
focus on interacting with the dancers on their side of the line. *This last part is not recommended 
for young children.

Make the Most of a Dance Access/KIDS! School Performance 
Try these with your students: 

Before the Presentation:
•Facilitate a discussion about perceptions, stereotypes and ideas about people with disabilities. Have 

a person with a disability come and speak to the class.
•View and discuss a movie or story (see Bibliography) about a person with a disability. Research and 

discuss famous people who are/were disabled.
•Have a sensitivity training where kids experience disabilities by using crutches, wheelchairs, 

blindfolds, or earplugs to simulate disability conditions.
•Facilitate a discussion about dance. What and who is a dancer? Is all movement dance, or 

potentially dance? What kinds of dance styles can you name?

During the Presentation:
Encourage students to be good audience members by making mental notes of things they notice during 
the presentation. Suggestions for directing student awareness:

 1) How do you feel while watching this style dance? Do you sit on the edge of your seat, getting 
really involved? What is happening when you're on the edge of your seat? Or did your mind 
wander? Try to be more specific than "I liked it," or "I didn't like it."

2)Were you surprised at the dances or the dancers? How did the dancers with disabilities and non- 
disabled dancers dance with each other?

3) What kinds of props were used and how were they used by the dancers?
 4) What were some of the themes of pieces the dancers performed? How did you feel about the 

different dances? Did you have a favorite one? Why?

After the Presentation:

• Encourage students to share their observations made (see questions 1-4 above) using creative 
media.

• Discuss how the students’ perceptions of disability and dance have changed after experiencing 
AXIS perform, lecture or teach.

• Encourage students to talk openly about disability and what they've learned.
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AXIS Dance & Disability Vocabulary

Axis     A central or principal line around which an object rotates or is arranged.

Access    A means or capacity to enter or approach.

Adaptation Something that is changed or changes so as to become suitable to a new or special 

use or situation.

Choreography The art of making dances. A whole dance with a beginning, middle and conclusion.

Choreographer   One who finds movement for and organizes actions into dances.

Contact Improvisation Spontaneous movement drawn from actions while relating to the environment or 

while in contact with another moving body.

Energy    One of the elements of movement. Movement is propelled by energy.

Ensemble   A group of dancers who perform together.

Improvisation  In dance, movement that is not planned or choreographed, but which happens 

spontaneously in the moment. 

Integrate   To make whole by bringing all parts together.

Modern/Contemporary A type of dance, which in this country evolved at the beginning of the 20th century, 

as contrasted with ballet, tap or jazz dance. Creative work or choreography is an 

important part of the learning experience in modern dance.

Lecture Demonstration An informal performance including movement and verbal explanations of aspects of 

dance.

Lift A machine used to raise objects; some vans have lifts in them; lifts allow people 

who use wheelchairs to ride in or drive vans.

Movement Vocabulary A set of dance movements or a style of dancing which is specific to or characteristic 

of a choreographer, dancer, or dance company.

Phrase    The smallest unit of movement in an entire dance.

Physically Integrated Dance  The combination of people with and without disabilities dancing together.

Ramp A surface that slants to connect two levels; access ramps provide an entrance into 

a building or passage between floors of a building.

Rehearsal   A practice session for a dance, play, or musical work.

Repertory   All of the dances that a company choreographs and performs.

Sequence A series of movements longer than a phrase but much shorter than a section of a 

dance; similar to a combination. 

Shape An interesting and interrelated arrangement of body parts of one dancer or a group 

of dancers.

Space    One of the elements of movement. Movement occurs in and crosses space.

Time    One of the elements of movement. Movement takes place through time.

Variation   In dance, an altered version of a given movement phrase or sequence.
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Try these Resources
[See www.axisdance.org for a complete bibliography]

Children’s Books on Dance
• Maya Ajmera, Jacques D'Amboise, John D. Ivanko, How to be an Artist, Charlesbridge Publishing, 2004. Ages 4-8

• Ancona, George. Let’s Dance, Morrow Junior Books, 1998.

• Goss, Belov Ruth. If You Were a Ballet Dancer, Dial Press, 1979.

• Jonas, Ann. Color Dance, Harper Collins Children's Book Group, 1989.

• Varriale, Jim. Kids Dance, Dutton Children’s Books, 1999.

Children’s Books on Disability
• Gackenbach, Dick. A Bag Full of Pups, Clarion Books, 1981.

• Rabe, Berniece. Balancing Girl, Dutton, 1981. 

• Radley, Gail. Nothing Stays the Same Forever, Crown, 1981. Ages 9-12

• Slepian, Jan. The Alfred Summer, Macmillan, 1980. Ages 9-12

• Dobbs, Jean, Kids on Wheels (Kids volume), Leonard Media Group, 2004. Grade 1-8

• Lynne Barasch, Knockin on Wood, Lee & Low Books ,2004. Grade 3-5

• Brown, Tricia. Someone Special, Just Like You, Henry Holt, 1984.

• Friedberg, Joan and J. Mullins, A. Sukiennik. Accept Me As I Am, RR Bowker, 1985. Annotated bibliography of 

nonfictional works about disability for juveniles 5-18. 

• Lester, Helen. Author: A True Story, Houghton Mifflin, 1997.

• Rodriguez Banister, Katie, Aunt Katie’s Visit, 2003. Grades 2 & 3

• Rosenberg, Maxine. My Friend Leslie, Lothrop, Lee and Shepard Books, 1983.

Teacher’s Books on Dance & Disability
• Albright, Ann Copper, Choreographing Difference, Wesleyan Univ. Press, 1997.

• Dobbs, Jean, Kids on Wheels(Adult volume), Leonard Media Group, 2004. 

• Dwight,Laura, We Can Do It!, 1992. Grade 1-2

• Fahy & King, Peering Behind the Curtain, Routledge, 2002 .

• Humphrey, Doris, The Art of Making Dances, Princeton Book Co. 1959/1987.

• (Useful for high school dance/theater teachers)

• Lloyd, Marcia. Adventures in Creative Movement Activities, Eddie Bowers Publishing, Inc. Dubuque, CA 1998.

• Rowen, Betty, Dance and Grow,  Princeton Book Co., 1994.

• Shapiro, Joseph, No Pity, Times Books, 1993.

Videos
• WNET'S "People in Motion" series, Part One Featuring "Ways to Move", performed by AXIS Dance Company and Light 

Motion. For purchasing contact: (800) 336-1917, or write to: People in Motion, P.O. Box 2284, Burlington, VT 05407 

($19.95 plus $3.95 shipping/handling.)

• KQED’s Spark Program: See glimpses of AXIS Dance Company's world premiere of "Dust," a provocative choreo-portrait 

that challenges the viewer's assumptions about each of the performers. Barbara Welch, Program Sales KQED-TV, 2601 

Mariposa Street, San Francisco, CA 94110. For more information, contact: (415) 553-3370 or orders@kqed.org

• AXIS Dance Company Demo tape (12 minutes featuring current repertory works of AXIS). Available for  purchase for  $20 

at 510-625-0110 or www.axisdance.org
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