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Visual and Performing Arts Resources 

Dance 
 

Grade 3: Lesson 4 
 
Title:  Choreographing and Performing Native American Dances 
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Standards Addressed 
 
Artistic Perception 
Processing, Analyzing, and Responding to Sensory Information Through the Language and Skills 
Unique to Dance 
1.1 Combine and perform basic locomotor skills, moving on a specific pathway (e.g., skip in 

circles, slide in zigzags, run in a variety of linear paths).  Combine and perform locomotor 
and axial movements (e.g., walk and turn, stretch and slide). 

1.2 Demonstrate the ability to start, change, and stop movement. 
1.3 Perform short movement problems, emphasizing the element of force/energy (e.g., swing, 

melt, explode, quiver). 
 
Creative Expression 
Creating, Performing, and Participating in Dance 
2.1 Create and perform complex improvised movement patterns, dance sequences, and studies.
2.3 Create a sequence that has a beginning, a middle, and an end.  Name and refine the parts of

the sequence. 
2.4 Create a wide variety of shapes and movements, using different levels in space. 
2.8 Create, memorize, and perform original movement sequences with a partner or small 

group. 
 

Historical and Cultural Context 
Understanding the Historical and Cultural Dimensions of Dance 
3.3 Explain the function of dance in ceremonial and social community events in Native 

American cultures. 
3.4 Name and demonstrate dances of Native Americans. 
ime:  25 minutes 

loor Plan:  A regular classroom setting, with desks cleared out of the way for plenty of general 
pace, or outside with clearly marked boundaries. 

aterials Needed:   
 Small drum or anything that will make a similar sound (you could even just clap out 

rhythms) *For an extension, a recording of Native American music can be introduced. 

urpose: 
The purpose of this lesson is to build rhythmic awareness, dance step patterns, creativity 

n movement, and listening skills.  This will be accomplished by examining and performing 
raditional aspects of the Native American culture and its dances. 
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Background: 
It is assumed that students have prior knowledge regarding beat and tempo (hard, soft, 

fast, slow, even and uneven rhythm) and have a basic knowledge of locomotor skills (walk, 
gallop, slide, etc.).  It is also assumed that students have at least minimal prior knowledge of 
Native Americans and their culture, including but not limited to, their respect of nature  and 
totem poles (only present in certain nations of Native Americans). 
 
Key Questions: 
 Can the students recognize and execute traditionally Native American rhythms and 

tempos? 
 Can the students move to those afore mentioned rhythms and tempos? 
 Can the students choreograph and perform movements to these rhythms to tell the story 

of something in nature (sun, moon, harvest, animals, etc.)? 
 
 

Steps of the Lesson 
1 Set up purpose/goals 
Explain to the students that they will be 
listening and moving to different beats played 
on a drum.  They will be choosing movements 
based on prior knowledge of Native Americans 
and their culture. 

Thoughts for the Teacher 
How are you making your purpose clear to 
the students? 
Visual aids:  have pictures/photographs ready 
to show Native Americans in their traditional 
dress, ceremonies, and dances. 

2 Engage students 
Ask students to brainstorm what they already 
know about Native Americans and their 
culture.  Have students share experiences of 
seeing dances, visiting Native American 
exhibits at museums, etc. 

How can I effectively get the students 
interested in the content of the lesson? 
Do the students understand that the culture is 
based on a respect for nature?  Do they know 
that Northwest Nations built totem poles? 

3 Learning Sequence 
a) Brainstorm. 
b) Review and practice rhythms. 
c) Choreograph their own dance (in groups—

nature based). 
d) Perform dances. 
e) Closure and discussion. 

What are the BIG idea(s) of your 
presentation?  How will students 
understand/experience the material that you 
present? 
Native American dances have an emphasis on 
a strong steady beat and are often based on 
nature. 

4 Assessment 
Embedded into the lesson/teacher observation 
and student performance. 

How will you allow your students to deepen 
their understanding of content presented?  
(Reflect, revise, retell, refine, practice) 
Reflect on lesson through discussion and 
practice of necessary skills. 
Are the students keeping a steady beat?   
Are their movements consistent with the topic 
given? 

 
 

Actual Lesson Sequence 
 

1. Today we are going to have an opportunity to choreograph and perform our own original 
Native American dances.  Brainstorm aspects of Native American culture, prior knowledge. 
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2. Thank you for letting me know how much you know.  Let’s continue by exploring rhythms 
that are common to Native American dances.  Native American dances usually have a steady 
beat—they chose this to represent a heartbeat, the action that keeps life alive.  Let’s practice 
and then add movements of our own.  Everyone come and sit in a big circle.  I am going to 
clap a rhythm.  Clap, rest, clap, rest, clap, rest (clapping every other count in an eight count 
phrase).  Everybody practice with me.  Clap the same rhythm above your head.  Now, low to 
the ground.  Now stamp it with your feet.  Great! 

3. This time when you hear the rhythm, I want to see you walk on the clap.  Very good. Try it 
one more time, making sure you take a step on the clap.  If you have a drum, you can 
transition to that now.  Continue to practice until the students are only taking steps on the 
clap part of the rhythm. 

4. This time, I want you to do the same thing, and when you no longer hear the beat, I want you 
to freeze into your best “totem pole” pose.  Show me one pose now, good, here we go.  Do 
this activity several times with different lengths of musical phrases.  Now do the same thing, 
but on your tiptoes. 

5. Native American dances often use a toe tap, heel, then step pattern.  Watch me, then you can 
try it.  Model and practice several times (toe, heel, down—other leg, toe, heel, down), repeat, 
working up to a moderate tempo.  Now let’s try it with our drum.  Play the drum or clap as 
students practice toe/heel step to the same beat as before. 

6. Let’s pretend to do a Native American dance about the sun*.  I am going to talk with you 
about the sun while you dance and show me what the sun does.  Everyone’s dance will be 
different and beautiful in its own way.  Remember to keep your feet moving with the toe/heel/ 
step while you walk and make dance movements with your arms, hands, body, and facial 
expressions.   Let’s try it.  Remember to praise all efforts.  Have students move in a circle. 
* Here is an idea about what to say about the sun: 
 The sun comes up in the morning and begins to brighten the day.  The sun is big and 
beautiful and seems to play in the clouds.  By noon the sun seems very tall in the sky and the 
rays of sunlight dance to the ground.  The sun sees children swimming and flowers blooming.  
Soon it is time for the sun to set and rest for another day. 

7. Those were beautiful sun dances.  The Native Americans believed that dances were meant to 
be shared with members of the tribe.  For this reason, I need this half of the class to have a 
seat while this half performs their sun dances.  Use the same phrase about the sun from 
above, or your own, and allow the students to express themselves through movement for their 
classmates.  After the first group is finished, allow the second group to do their dances. 

8. Extension:  Give students other aspects of nature to write about and develop a Native 
American dance to go with it.  They can work in pairs or in small groups.  Suggestions:  
moon, harvest, water, animals, hunting, etc.  They can practice together and then perform 
later on that day or the next. 

 
Closure: 
 Bring the class back to the listening area or classroom seats.  Begin a discussion by 
asking questions about the dancing and how the beats and tempos made them feel.  Ask students 
what was easy and what was difficult about deciding what movements to make.  Allow students 
to express their feelings and what they learned about movement and dance.  Ask them how they 
could use this in the future (choreography, good exercise, audiences may enjoy watching a dance 
based on these movements, learning and respecting another culture, etc.). 
 
Other Considerations: 

 Special Needs:  Adjust the lesson according to the student’s abilities. 
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