
 

 

Are you dancing?  
Supporting Pedagogy Arts and Creativity Everywhere 

SPACE to Flourish 



 

 

The language of movement 

Travel, under, over, jump, step, skid, run, fast, slow, balance, 

perch, still, space, shape, energy, weight, gesture, pivot, twist, 

extend… 

“When entering a building or room that is new to me, I 
scan it. For example, I look at the polished floor which 
runs the length of a medieval National Trust house and 
visualise running as fast as possible and then skidding 
along the shiny surface. I can imagine the breeze I 
would feel as I passed through the air at speed, I can 
almost feel the solid sleek floor beneath my flying feet. 
I can feel the bend of my knees and the slight forward 
tilt of my body, leaning into the space. Similarly, in a 
meeting room I notice the run of windows and 
windowsills and internally sense how it would feel to 
perch on them, nestling into the corner where window 
meets windowsill, to hover above the meeting, curled 
and poised. In reality, I sit at the table during the 
meeting, glancing up at those windowsills from time to 
time, wishing I was up there.” 

Peppy Hills (2019) Early Education Journal, No 89 

 

 



 

 

       Attuning to children’s creative and expressive movement 

How many of your children might be entering your setting, looking at it, like creative practitioner Peppy Hills does (in the quote on the 
previous page), thinking about how their bodies might slide across the floor, or how they might be able to perch on a windowsill? How 
many of these children, like Peppy, have learnt to comply and sit still instead, yet wishing and yearning to move? 

To journey with children requires the activating presence of an educator who is willing to learn and move with children in the ways they 
choose and need to. As educators, we can ask: 

How do children move their bodies (both in movement and stillness)? 

and also 

How do materials including sound and space affect the ways children move, dance, or stay still? 

When we are intentionally attuning to children’s movement and being pedagogically active to amplify possibilities for it, we begin to see 
how vital it is not just to have opportunities to develop physical skills but also to perceive how children express themselves as well as 
communicate through their bodies. It is crucial that educators engage with children in what we might describe as the artistry of their 
movement. This can be through a wide range of creative dance explorations and investigative possibilities, offered in sensitive ways 
which aim to respond to, and also enable children to extend, their ways of expressing their physicality. This means more than putting on 
some music and standing aside or putting on YouTube for children to copy and imitate the movement of others. We directly challenge this 
and agree with Brooks (2022:86) when she states that: 

“When children do not find the support they need, they abandon the task and we see a characteristic decline in 
engagement with art…. We need to tune in, show genuine interest and respect children’s ideas.” 

Instead, we encourage your presence to notice and move with children, to amplify contexts, and generate encounters with materials and 
spaces that invite ways of moving that are expressive and creative. In this way, we believe that both children and their educators can 
flourish in learning together. 

 

Brooks, M. (2022) Authentic Art with Children. Australia: Pademelon Press. 

 

We invite you to journey with your children to move and to dance together 

 



 

 

       Attuning and attending to children’s movement 

Human beings think and learn not just with their brains, but with their bodies too.  Our children need to move: it’s not just good for brains, 
but good for their health and wellbeing too. We believe that movement is essential for children’s flourishing in all aspects of their lives 
now, and in the future too. 

 

The Youth Sports Development Trust (2024) recently put out a short film which explores how many children’s home lives are sedentary, 
with little access to safe outdoor spaces, or opportunities to go out. With fewer than one in five children moving enough to stay 
healthy (Early Intervention Foundation, 2022), developing opportunities for children to move is an essential requirement for early years 
settings. The Chief Medical Officer recommends that children up to the age of five, should be physically active for at least three 
hours per day. As the Youth Sports Development Trust (2024) makes clear: 
 

 “An inactive child’s brain does not develop as well as an active child’s”.  

 
Dancing is instinctively a human activity, and it enables children to express their feelings and emotions and to tell stories. Dance also 
enables young children to demonstrate their agility, strength, and power. It enables and facilitates connection between children and is a 
way of communicating either an individual or collective experience in a way that words sometimes cannot. This is the power of the arts! It 
is intrinsically developed in babies, toddlers, and young children’s early physical development, as they experiment with how their body 
moves and responses to the stimulus of the world which surrounds them. 

We can: 

• create our own dances, expressing our own individuality and creativity 

• perform and engage with dance with others, developing skills and gaining experiences of different forms of dance 

• appreciate the dance of others, through being an audience and building cultural capital. 

 

Early Intervention Foundation (2022). www.eif.org.uk/press-release/less-than-one-in-five-under-6s-getting-the-physical-activity-they-should-following-the-pandemic  

Goddard Blythe, S. (2018). Movement: Your Child's First Language: How music and movement assist brain development in children aged 3-7 years. Hawthorn Press Early 
Years. 

Youth Sports Development Trust (2024). www.youthsporttrust.org/healthymovers/families#:~:text= 

“Movement is your child’s first language” - Sally Goddard Blythe (2018) 

https://www.eif.org.uk/press-release/less-than-one-in-five-under-6s-getting-the-physical-activity-they-should-following-the-pandemic
https://www.youthsporttrust.org/healthymovers/families#:~:text=


 

 

 Children creating their own dance 

It is often assumed that dance needs music, but have you ever 
watched how children spin, wriggle, roll, jump, twirl and pause for 
effect, before bouncing off without need for a beat or rhythm to 
accompany them? They are physical beings and born to move 
and create their own. 

As educators we can: 

• notice and observe, then extend and develop the natural ways 
that children move 

• move with children; mirroring and echoing their movements is a 
form of attuning, empowering children to lead 

• curate materials to dance and move with eg scarves and fabric, 
hats, noise makers, ribbons 

• create environments for dancing both inside and out - use 
mirrors to enable children to see themselves, or lights to 
encourage exploration and make visible their shadows 

• invite children to dance alone or with a partner with just their 
feet, their hands, or eyes, this can provoke new possibilities of 
moving not previously considered 

• create a pathway of textures on the floor, such as bathmats, 
towels, foil, corrugated card in different sizes and shapes to 
encourage movements whilst travelling - notice how the 
positioning, texture, and shape of the materials suggest ways 
of moving. 

 
In creating and exploring their own ways of moving children may 
move between improvisation, refinement of moves, and 
composition. 

 

Noticing and creating 

together 

• Improvising - spontaneous testing out of how to 
move in which children explore possibilities. 

• Refining - enabling children to practise and repeat to 
develop preferences and skills whilst also extending 
and developing a wider vocabulary of movements 
and combinations of physical gestures. 

• Composing - developing sequenced and chosen 
movements to express and give physical shape to 
ideas, thoughts, and feelings. 



 

 

 Dancing with others (including performing) 

• Wondering aloud together – speculating 
about “what if?” What if you balanced on just 
one tip toe? 

• Revisiting - children will practise and repeat, 
rehearsing and perfecting ways of moving 
alone and with others. 

• Asking “and what else?” - inviting the child to 
elaborate upon their dance ideas and thoughts 
with others. 

• Performing - this can be to you, or a small 
group and not necessarily a huge crowd. It is 
important to bear in mind that this is a small 
part of dance and not a necessary outcome. 

If you have ever watched an 18-month-old beginning to learn how to jump, you will know how they spend much time rehearsing and 

perfecting the method of leaping. Then they will add in variations such as jumping in, over, up, across, and down. In doing so they are 

working on skills and technique and developing accuracy with the quality of the movement. In time, they notice the movement of others, 

wanting to join in, imitate, and evolve those ideas with their own which adds more variation and diversity to their growing vocabulary of 

movement and dance.  

As educators we can: 

• explore different styles of dancing, different dance forms as 
well as styles from across different cultures and traditions 

• invite community-based dancers and arts organisations into 
your setting to share how they dance, and to dance with your 
children 

• encourage collaboration, in pairs or small groups: how 
could they work and dance together? 

• dance with a woolly jumper as a partner – dance artist Liz 
Clarke shares more in a short video.  

https://youtu.be/k_ghmD-Xkek?si=MNWWhiKHsOXaLuUk
https://youtu.be/k_ghmD-Xkek?si=MNWWhiKHsOXaLuUk


 

 

 Appreciation of dance as audience 

• Observing - all kinds of 
dancing from all kinds of 
places and cultures - think 
calypso, Irish, folk, street 
dance, contemporary, and 
classical. 

• Connecting - what kinds of 
dancing do your children 
engage with in their homes 
and community? 

• Reflecting - what ideas do 
the children have on new 
ways to dance and move? 

Children gain inspiration from seeing and watching others dancing, whether that is observing you dance, or family 
members, trained or professional dancers. Appreciating and observing different styles of dancing, to different kinds 
of music (or none) affects children and can bring significant feelings of joy and wellbeing. Opportunities to 
appreciate the dancing of others can also come from film, online sources, animation, and stories. Sometimes, 
children will connect with something that quite literally grabs their attention and makes then want to move! Others 
can’t help it and need to join in. Use these experiences of appreciation to reflect on how they make your children 
feel and what new ideas it gives for their own dancing. 

Observing, noticing, and reflecting 



 

 

 

The SPACE to Flourish programme encourages us to reflect on 

how we “attune” to young children in early years, and in 

therapeutic ways to support relationships and belonging. 

Attuned teaching is a way of being we can apply when teaching 

children so that we can tune in effectively and form meaningful 

interactions (Gunning & Lofthouse, 2021).  

Attuned dance is a beautiful way of listening and moving. It 

gives a child agency to move in the ways they choose, 

enabling us to respond and really see them without words.  

When we dance like this, we offer attunement through our 

embodied presence. Instead of words, we use: 

• non-verbal communication and gesture 

• music 

• rhythm 

• movement. 

As educators we can attune, attach, relate, and communicate 

through movement and dance. 

 Attuned dance – what is it? 



 

 

  Attuned dance – how can we do it? 

Attuned dance is not about demonstrating moves to children for them to copy, but having a deep attunement 

to their movements and gestures which might be a tapping finger, a nodding head, or other small movements 

which you as an adult then mirror and “gives back” that movement to the child. When doing this, children 

discover that you are valuing them in the most incredible way and will often take the lead, watching you 

intensely, and offering movements for you to mirror back.  

Perhaps you can return their movement with a little twist by: 

• slowing it down,  

• speeding it up,  

• making it bigger, rounder, or taller 

• or through responding with another part of the body.  

Soon it becomes a joyful and reciprocal duet – passing back and forth, attuned to one another. 

We can adapt the movements, the scope, and the scale, to suit and engage each individual. 

 

Find out more:  

Louise Klarnett, dance artist, has developed this approach with young children and writes about it in The 
Dance of Attunement (People Dancing, Winter 2023). 

Dr Jools Page has developed her concept of “professional love” through the “Dance of Reciprocity” 
research project in collaboration with Liz Clarke, dance artist. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4VjJp9MtC28
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=OVSn8BwgdlI
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=OVSn8BwgdlI


 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 
 

 

Body What movements are we doing? Which body parts are we using? 

Space Where are we moving? 
Are we travelling or staying in one place?  

How much space are we using?  
Are we moving through horizontal and/or vertical space? 

Dynamics How are we moving? 
What energy and weight are we using? 

Is our movement sustained or short-lived? 

Relationships With whom or what are we moving? 
How are we relating to other dancers? 

How are we relating to objects or materials? 

 How can we think about dance? 

Adapted from Deans, J., Meiners, J., and Young, S. (2012). Education in the Arts. Oxford University Press. 

You might ask, why spend any time dancing in the EYFS when we have so much more to do, like phonics? 

Dancing and movement are directly linked to young children’s engagement with and their ability to learn. For example, if the vestibular 
system is not well developed, then children will find it difficult to track words when trying to read - no matter how many phonics 
interventions groups they are in. 

Young children need to move, and dance is a way of developing movement that is linked to expression and creative thinking - so the 
question instead, when so much is at stake if children do not dance and move, is: why would we not be dancing in the early years? 

We can think of dance and creative movement in the early years as based on four key elements as shown below, adapted from Deans, 
Meiners, and Young (2012). These elements can be used in designing contexts for dance with young children and for helping educators 
to organise their observations in terms of being able to attune to how the body is moving and which parts; where the movements are 
taking place and how; and with whom or what the movements are related with or to? 



 

 

  

Invite children to move like cats, spiders, rain 
clouds, or like a loud sound. Embodying 
ideas and moving between languages such 
as describing a spider with words and 
describing a spider through movement 
enables each “language” to enrich the other. 

We can express ourselves through dancing 
with materials. You could cover the floor with 
large rolls of paper and invite children to 
dance and draw at scale with charcoal, chalk, 
or soft pastels, which will flow with their 
movements in fluid ways.  
 
The interplay of these varied mediums with 
physical movement helps to offer a physical 
creative experience for the children on large 
scale, offering a new, expanded perspective. 
 
For inspiration, you might consider the work 
of Heather Hansen. Heather is an artist who 
uses her entire body to create larger than life 
charcoal drawings. An example of her work 
can be found in this video. 

Use light (projectors, torches, sunlight, LED 
lamps) to create spaces in which children can 
move with their shadow hands and bodies.  
Use props such as hands or tubes to change 
their shadow shape or extending it.   

  Further ideas to do more dancing! 

https://vimeo.com/75185969
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