
Sigler  WHERE THE PAGE MEETS THE STAGE 

9 

Ubiquity: The Journal of Literature, Literacy, and the Arts, 

Praxis Strand, Vol.3 No.2, Fall/Winter 2016, pp. 9-24 

Ubiquity: http://ed-ubiquity.gsu.edu/wordpress/ 

ISSN: 2379-3007 

 

 

 

 

Where the Page Meets the Stage: Storytelling through Words and Movement  

© Haley Wright Sigler 

Washington and Lee University 

 

 

 

 

Correspondence concerning this article should be directed to Haley W. Sigler, Ph.D., Associate 

Professor of Education, 109 Newcomb Hall, Washington and Lee University, Lexington, VA 

24450.  

 

Contact: siglerh@wlu.edu 

 

 

 

Ubiquity: The Journal of Literature, Literacy, and the Arts, Praxis Strand, Vol.3 No.2, 

Fall/Winter 2016 

http://ed-ubiquity.gsu.edu/wordpress/
mailto:siglerh@wlu.edu


Sigler  WHERE THE PAGE MEETS THE STAGE 

10 

Abstract 

 This paper describes a collaborative project between a teacher education program, non-

profit dance company, and a group of K-12 children. Children wrote stories during a writers’ 

workshop and explored bringing the stories to life on stage. The paper examines tools for 

storytelling through written and performative arts and student self-efficacy as storytellers.  
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Where the Page Meets the Stage: Storytelling through Words and Movement 

As a cornerstone of literacy development, the medium of storytelling is integral to any art 

form. Storytellers use words, music, dance, and art as just a few of their tools. Through stories, 

children construct their knowledge of the world around them. They see how characters have 

different personalities and beliefs, solve problems, navigate good and evil, and become familiar 

with various cultures (Campbell & Hlusek, 2015). We began with a few questions: What 

happens when children are given the space to use multiple tools to tell their stories? Does the 

creation of this space increase the self-efficacy of these young writers? Would participants see 

themselves as storytellers with access to this new set of tools? This paper describes a 

collaborative literacy and performative arts project in a small, rural community. The purpose of 

Where the Page Meets the Stage was to help K-12 students explore the art of storytelling through 

movement and words during a weeklong summer workshop. 

Workshop Participants 

The 20 student participants, ages 5 through 16, participated in a writer’s workshop where 

they created stories. Participants were a blend of students attending public schools and students 

from the local homeschool community. Due to the placement of three small, liberal arts 

universities located in a rural community, our local public schools serve a diversity of students 

from various SES backgrounds and from families with a wide variety of educational attainment. 

The participants in this study were a self-selected group of children whose parents made 

available this summer opportunity. Participants were solicited through emails to local schools 

and parent groups. In the end, the majority of participants had some previous connection to the 

school of dance where the workshop would take place. In many cases, this included having 

previously taken dance classes or having a sibling who had participated in dance classes.  
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Workshop Setting 

The location for the workshop was a dance studio in our rural community. We met as a 

whole group in the largest of the studio dance rooms and as we broke into smaller groups for 

parts of the workshop scattered to other spaces for dance and writing.  

 

The Workshop Design 

The plan for this workshop was to have stories created by student participants serve as 

the inspiration for dances performed by a local non-profit ballet company at a community dance 

concert. Our hope was that K-12 authors, choreographers, and dancers would work 

collaboratively to bring the newly developed stories to life while gaining a greater appreciation 

for both crafts.  

During the design of this workshop, it remained vital that we stayed true to the known 

best practices of a writer’s workshop. While somewhat constrained by our non-classroom 

location and the varying ages and experiences of the participants, we led students through a 

research-based writers’ workshop that was structurally very similar to instructional practices for 

Figure 1. Participants in workshop setting. 
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classroom teachers in K-12 classrooms. We were informed by the works of the major 

contributors to the literature pertaining to writing workshop, including Donald Graves (1983), 

Lucy Calkins (1994), Jane Hansen (2001), Nancie Atwell (2014), Ralph Fletcher (1993), and 

Fletcher and JoAnn Portalupi (2001). The works of these pioneers comprise much of the 

foundational literature on writing workshops. A workshop approach to writing is a process-

focused approach that can help encourage growth for all students. It is an approach that can 

allow all students to increase their self-efficacy and see themselves as authors. Writing 

workshops are designed to include students from a wide range of achievement levels. This 

approach fosters differences in students and encourages students to grow from their own starting 

point. In this approach, teachers teach students how to find their own strengths as writers and set 

their own goals to help build on their weaknesses. They are usually given choice in topics, genre, 

length, and style.  

In a student-oriented process, students are encouraged to set their own goals as writers. 

They confer with peers, they are offered instruction in the form of mini-lessons, and they have 

the opportunity to share their writing and request and receive responses from the teacher and 

classmates. Though we were writing in the setting of a dance studio, we used these ideas as 

touchstones throughout our work.  

Value of Choice 

In a successful writing classroom, teachers will use various methods to aid students in 

thinking of ideas or topics for writing (Atwell, 2014). The writing topics are usually not 

designated, but rather stem from authentic ideas and experiences. Students are encouraged to 

write personal-narratives about their own lives, stories based on response to their peers, 

persuasive writing that arises from real life situations, and texts in many different genres 
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pertaining to their studies across the curriculum. Students may also choose to write about topics 

related to popular culture and media (Dyson, 1993). The teachers in successful writing 

classrooms realize it is important for students to write about what they know or to write about 

what they are learning.  

During writing workshops, students are sometimes encouraged to keep a writer’s 

notebook where they gather stories, quotes, pictures, or words that they may choose to use in 

their writing. This is one strategy to promote writing from authentic experiences. Students in our 

workshop gathered around each morning to write in their writer’s notebooks.  

Fletcher and Portalupi’s (2001) concept of choice was key to our design. When students 

are offered a choice, students are more motivated to write and want to write well (Fletcher, 

1993). This concept of choice guided the structure of our workshop. Students were offered free 

choice of topic and genre during their writing.  

Curriculum for the Workshop 

 The story creation portion of this summer workshop lasted three days. Figure 2 shows an 

overview of the planning and organization of our project.   

We know that young children are already primed for connecting visuals with story. The 

genre of the picture book connects images with story even for the youngest students (Salisbury & 

Styles, 2012). Making the leap of storytelling through dance then, is a short one.  

One of our initial exercises was an activity called Deconstructing Dance. During this 

activity, workshop leaders used previous performances of the ballet company to break down how 

the choreographers used storytelling elements to bring the story to life on the stage. During this 

session, leaders of the workshop would show a short video of a dance. The students would mine 

the dance for clues about the story. The leaders would ask questions like:  
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 Who do you think is the hero? Why?  

 Is this character good or evil?  

 What does the music tell us about the setting?  

 Did you notice what happened with the lighting? What do you think that might 

signal to the audience about the story?  

 Since the choreographer was unable to place the setting literally in a forest, what 

tools does she use to make the audience feel like the dancers are in a forest? 

 What can we infer by the colors of the costumes? 

 What does the style or genre of dance tell us about the story? 

These questions and more helped students begin to understand how choreographers and 

dancers work from a set of tools much like writers. When telling a story through words, authors 

employ word choice, voice, genre, conventions, and so on. Likewise, choreographers utilize 

music, costumes, lighting, and more as tools in their storytelling toolbox.  
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Where	the	Page	Meets	the	Stage	

Curriculum	Plan	
August	12,13,14,	9:30-2:30	Daily	

Whole	Group	–Yellow,		Small	Groups	-	Blue	

	 Tuesday	 Wednesday	 Thursday	

Goals	for	Day	
Understand	Connections	between	

Dance	&	Storytelling	
The	Writing/Editing	&	Revision	 Finalizing	our	Stories	

9:30-10:30	

Welcome	&	Pre-Workshop	Survey	
	

Overview	of	Process	–	Share	last	
year’s	video,	one	story	and	dance	
video	
	

Introductions	
o Children	will	work	with	a	

partner	(one	K-6,	one	6-12)	
to	do	an	introduction	activity.					

Whole-Group	Welcome	 	
Setting	the	Mood:	

Group	Mini-Lesson	on		
Music	&	Lighting		

	

Small	Group	Writing	Stories	with	
Adult	Transcription.		Mini-
lessons	by	small	group	as	
needed:	

· Using	Dialogue,	Dialogue	
Tags,	

· Multi-genre	
· Vivid	Verbs	
· Writing	Small,	etc.	

· Show,	Don’t	Tell	
	

Writing	Session	
(Group	Leaders	will	meet	with	
Dr.	Sigler	to	share	drafts	and	

decide	on	needed	mini-lessons)	

Small	Groups:		Making	
Decisions	about		Music	&		

Lighting	Students	will	be	placed	in	groups.	
(Stations?)	

· Thinking	About	your	
audience	

· Setting:		Snow	White	&	
Coal	Mine	

· Characters:	Peter	Pan,	
Charlotte’s	Sweet	Dream	

· Conflict:	Romeo	&	Juliet,	
To	Catch	a	Thief			10:30-11:30	

Choreography	Tools:			
Phrase		

Accumulation	
Cannon		

Repetition		
Lighting	
Levels	

Writing	Session	
Whole	Group	

	Editing	vs.	Revision	Mini	Lesson	
Final	Editing	and	Revision	
Session	with	Small	Group	

Leaders	

Work	in	Small	Groups	to	
brainstorm	ideas	for	Setting,	

Characters,	Conflict,	etc.	
(Try	to	come	up	with	a	

consensus	from	the	group)	

Small	Groups:		
Choreography	Workshop	
using	Storytelling	Dance	

Tools	
Choosing	a	Title	

Film	Title	Sequence:	
This	might	go	through	lunch	

11:45-12:15	 Lunch	Break	

12:30-1:30	

Small	Group	Planning	
Workshop:	

Create	Presentations	for	
whole	group	with	plan	for:	

Setting,	Characters,	etc.			
(May	use	graphic	organizers	

provided	if	helpful)	

Costuming	Mini-Lesson:	
		A	look	at	Costume	Choices	 During	Lunch	&	Right	After	

Plan	for	Group	Presentations			

Group	Final	Story	Writing	
Sessions	while	groups	visit	

costume	closet,	etc.	

Whole	Group	Presentations	
with	Author’s	Chair,	Music	

Choice,	Lighting,	&	Costuming	
Decisions	

	
Students	Receive	Final	

Anthologies	
	

Exit	Survey	
	

Video	Students	Feedback	on	
the	Process	

1:30-2:30	

Meet	with	Partner	
	Groups	for	Feedback/Peer	Editing	

Present:	Settings	Characters,		
Ideas,	Conflict	

Mini-Lessons	on:	
Watermelon	vs.	Seed	Stories		

Choosing	a	Genre	
Writing	a	Hook	Mini-Lesson	

Final	Story	Edits	in	Small	Groups	
Groups	Should	Have	a	SAVED	FINAL	
DRAFT	ON	THE	JUMP	DRIVE	BY	END	

OF	THE	DAY	

Figure 2. Curriculum plan. 
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Participant Self-Efficacy as Storytellers 

 We know that it is vitally important in workshop settings for students of all ages to have 

power over their work (Kissel & Miller, 2015). At the conclusion of our workshop, students were 

presented with an anthology of the works created within the Page Meets the Stage workshop.  

Where	the	Page	Meets	the	Stage	
Deconstructing	Dance	

	
Name:	__________________________________________					Dance:________________________________________	

	

Setting	

	

Characters	

	

Plot		
(action,	
conflict,	

resolution,	
etc.)	

	

Movement	

	

Music	

	

Lighting	

	

Costuming	

	

Also,	I	
noticed…	

	

	

Figure 3. Deconstructing Dance activity. 
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Figure 4. Anthology of Stories by Young Authors. 

 In an effort to examine attitudes toward writing and storytelling before and after student 

participation in this workshop, I solicited a simple, five-point Likert-scale survey. Not 

surprisingly, overall, the scores were very high. The self-selected participants in this group were, 

after all, participating in this workshop by choice during their summer. Each category, however, 
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does demonstrate a small amount of growth that would indicate that participation in a workshop 

examining strategies for storytelling through words and movement informs students’ identity as 

writers and storytellers.  

Additionally, we collected narrative comments from the participants. The comments were 

uniformly positive. One participant explained, “Most dances on stage are telling a story. It’s not 

just a bunch of random moves.” Another stated, “This will help me make my message clearer 

when I’m writing.” Yet another exclaimed, “I could act out my stories to get ideas when I write.” 

This qualitative data provides evidence this project informed participants’ ability to understand 

the different tools used in storytelling through dance and writing.  

 

Figure 5. Pre/Post Survey Responses. 

Conclusions 

 The culmination of the project was a community performance by dancers in the company. 

The young authors’ stories were displayed through movement on stage as well as in print form 

for audience members to read in the program handbook. During the intermission, the audience 
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had the opportunity to see a short video production that showed the students in action writing 

their stories and planning for their life on stage. The short video can be viewed and downloaded 

here: https://wlu.box.com/v/PageMeetstheStageVideo1 

 Overall, students participating in this experience had the opportunity to explore how the 

choices they make as authors mirror the choices that choreographers and dancers make when 

telling a story through dance. Students had the chance to be a part of the whole storytelling 

process from the development of character and setting on the page to set design, costuming, and 

choreography on the stage. Ultimately, this exploration of story through written word and 

performative arts helped students understand the power of storytelling more deeply.   

I have recently had the opportunity to explore the classroom implications of this project 

with a group of elementary and middle school teachers. It was helpful to process the potential 

ways this concept of storytelling tools could be incorporated into K-12 classroom settings. They 

were interested in exploring ways to incorporate movement into their own writers’ workshops 

and perhaps end a unit study with a performance for another grade level. In the end, one of the 

applicable takeaways was the level of participant engagement when students knew the stories 

they wrote would be performed by the ballet company. Knowing their stories would find an 

authentic audience when they were performed on stage was a motivating factor for students. 

While certainly not every classroom teacher has access to a pre-professional ballet company 

performance, teachers should be looking for experiences for students to share their writing 

beyond the classroom. When students are writing authentically and writing for more than an 

audience of one, we can see their self-efficacy as writers grow. 

 

 

https://wlu.box.com/v/PageMeetstheStageVideo
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Appendix A 

 

Where the Page Meets the Stage  

Post-Workshop Survey 

 

Name _________________________________________   Age_________      

 

 Strongly 

Disagree 

Disagree Undecided Agree 

Strongly 

Agree 

1 2 3 4 5 

I enjoy writing. 1 2 3 4 5 

I have good ideas as a 

writer.  

1 2 3 4 5 

I am good at choosing 

words when I write.  

1 2 3 4 5 

I enjoy storytelling. 1 2 3 4 5 

I understand 

storytelling through 

movement. 

1 2 3 4 5 

I am an author. 1 2 3 4 5 

I am a storyteller. 1 2 3 4 5 
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1. What part of our project helped you the most as a storyteller? 

 

2. What was your favorite part of this experience?  

 

3. How will you use what you have learned about storytelling beyond this project? 

 

4. How would you use your own words to describe this experience to a friend? 

 

5. What else would you like to tell us about this experience? 
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