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12

Legens (u)mulige koreografier på 
pædagoguddannelsen

Af Lars Dahl Pedersen

Det er noget af det mest angstprovokerende, jeg nogensinde har prøvet. Jeg ved ikke, 

hvad jeg skal gøre af mig selv. Jeg kan slet ikke. (Peter, pædagogstuderende, december 

2020) 

Ovenstående udsagn er fra en undervisningssituation på pædagoguddannelsen, 
hvor jeg som koreograf og ph.d.-studerende arbejder sammen med pædagogstude-
rende og deres undervisere med fokus på kropslige og legende tilgange til læring. Pe-
ter er en af flere unge studerende, som udtrykker, at de ikke har lyst til at vise sig i 
legende bevægelser foran hinanden. Denne reaktion vækker en undren i mig, som 
jeg i dette kapitel ønsker at undersøge nærmere. Som erfaren koreograf og danser er 
jeg vant til at kigge på bevægelse med et koreografisk undersøgende blik. Jeg kan 
ikke lade være med at lægge mærke til, hvordan mennesker bevæger sig og bruger 
deres krop i forskellige typer af situationer. Jeg undrer mig over, at jeg i den seneste 
tid har mødt flere unge mennesker, som tilsyneladende har svært ved at træde frem i 
legende bevægelsesmønstre over for hinanden på deres uddannelse. Hvor udbredt er 
dette fænomen, og hvordan kan vi forstå det? Det vil jeg undersøge igennem obser-
vationer og udsagn i undervisningsrummet på pædagoguddannelsen. Her ses tegn 
på, at flere unge og pædagogstuderende har problemer med kropslighed og bevægel-
se. Derfor bør det have et fokus. Jeg ønsker derved også at rette opmærksomhed på, 
hvilken betydning det har, at kommende pædagoger kan og tør deltage i legende, 
nonverbale, spontane og sameksisterende bevægelseshandlinger.

I kapitlet retter jeg med inspiration fra samtidsdiagnostikken (Kristensen 2020) 
mit blik mod aktuelle forandringer i måden, den legende krop opleves og tales om. 
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Jeg prøver at ”diagnosticere og forstå forandringer i samtiden” (Hammershøj 2017a: 
21) for at se, om de empiriske tegn i undervisningsrummet er en del af nogle større 
mønstre. Det er ikke bare den studerende, som virker forandret. Jeg er også en del af 
forandringen. For hvad laver en danser på et kontor for legeforskere, og hvorfor skal 
jeg lege ude iblandt de pædagogstuderende? Mit forskningsprojekt er en del af det 
nationale Playful Learning-program (Playful Learning DK 2021) (se også Knudsen & 
Rasmussen, Holflod og Hammershøj, hhv. kap. 11, 14 og 16). Jeg er dermed selv et ek-
sempel på, at legen er kommet i fokus. Jeg er blevet en del af selvfølgeligheden: at 
skulle lege. Så lige så vel som jeg kan spørge om, hvorfor de pædagogstuderende ikke 
vil lege med, kan jeg spørge: Hvorfor vil jeg gerne have de studerende til at vise sig 
frem i legende bevægelsesmønstre? Med andre ord spørger jeg samtidsdiagnostisk: 
Hvorfor er vi i en situation, hvor vi gerne vil have den studerende til at lege – og hvor-
for vil den studerende ikke?

Et ungepanel nedsat af den danske sundhedsminister erklærede i 2018, at ”[d]er 
skal skabes frirum til børn og unge, hvor der ikke skal præsteres” (Sundhedsministe-
riet 2018). Det kan ses som en reaktion på det, som både nationale og internationale 
forskningsanalyser viser: Unges liv er i dag mere end før præget af præstation, per-
fektionisme og individualitet (Curran & Hill 2019; Petersen 2016; Skårderud 1999; 
Toft 2019). Eksempelvis skriver psykologerne Thomas Curran og Andrew P. Hill i en 
omfattende metaanalyse, at der er tegn på, at de seneste generationer af unge kende-
tegnes ved en øget multidimensionel perfektionisme. Perfektionismen rettes i navn-
lig tre retninger. For det første opfatter unge deres omgivelser som krævende mere af 
dem. For det andet er unge mere krævende over for andre. Og for det tredje stiller de 
unge også højere krav til sig selv (Curran & Hill 2019: 410). Når den pædagogstude-
rende, Peter, finder det angstprovokerende at vise sig frem i legende bevægelsesmøn-
stre, er det så, fordi han ikke opfatter dansen som et legende frirum – eller kan han 
godt se frirummet, men bare ikke finde indgangen til det med sin krop?

Kapitlet er en del af et igangværende ph.d.-projekt, som undersøger en koreogra-
fisk tilgang til at forstå og eksperimentere med legende former for læring på pæda-
goguddannelsen. Jeg skriver ikke fra en neutral forskerposition. Min baggrund som 
professionel danser og koreograf inden for eksperimentende scenekunst og danseim-
provisation bliver på sin vis brugt aktivistisk i mødet med pædagoguddannelsen og 
dens studerende og undervisere. Denne kropslige erfaring øger bevidstheden om, 
hvordan jeg selv som forsker oplever, sanser og deltager (Pink 2015) i pædagogud-
dannelsens undervisningspraksis. Det betyder, at min egen kropslige oplevelse af at 
danse og koreografere giver mig mulighed for at opdage aspekter, som ellers kunne 
være forblevet ubemærket (Legrand & Ravn 2009: 396). Samtidig må jeg også særligt 
være bevidst om min egen forforståelse og eventuelle idealer om fri leg og fri bevæ-
gelse. Det forsøger jeg undervejs i feltarbejde og analyse ved at være åben over for 
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overraskelser og ved at sætte spørgsmålstegn ved den kropslige selvfølgelighed og 
adgang til legende læring, jeg med min dansebaggrund tager for givet (Grau 2005). 

Den dobbelte koreografi

Udtrykket koreografi bliver i daglig tale ofte brugt til at beskrive meget grundigt 
planlagte, strategisk placerede og kontrollerede handlinger. Modsat bliver leg ofte 
forbundet med mere frie og spontane handlinger. Men koreografi og leg har mere til-
fælles, end det umiddelbart lader til. Begge fænomener involverer regler. En koreo-
grafi definerer reglerne for vores kropslige bevægelser i bred forstand. Regler i leg 
rammesætter deltagernes handlinger – og næsten alle legehandlinger involverer 
kropslige bevægelser. Det koreografiske blik på leg retter derfor opmærksomhed på 
legens mulige bevægelsesmønstre.

Koreografi har som begreb forandret sig igennem historien. Ordet optræder første 
gang i 1789 på fransk som choréographie. Det er en sammentrækning af de to græske 
ord khoreía, ‘dans’ (afledt af khorós, ‘dans med korsang’), og grafi (afledt af graphein, 
‘skrive’) (ordnet.dk; etymonline.com). Koreografi har derfor oprindeligt betydet en 
form for nedskrivning og arrangement af dansetrin. Betydningen har udviklet og 
udvidet sig igennem historien, og særligt i løbet af de sidste 10-20 år er koreografi 
blevet brugt i andre forståelser og analyser, som beskæftiger sig med mere end blot at 
huske eller at nedskrive bestemte bevægelsesmønstre. Professor i performancestudi-
er André Lepecki taler om koreografi som et ”system of command” (Allsopp & Le-
pecki 2008: 2). Med det mener han, at vores bevægelser er underlagt og formet af et 
kommandosystem. Systemet eksisterer ikke kun, når en koreograf bestemmer, hvor-
dan en danser skal bevæge sig. Koreografi kan udøves af alle aktører og strukturer i 
verden. Den måde, hvorpå politiet kan kommandere os til at bevæge os til og fra et 
sted, kan også forstås koreografisk (Lepecki 2013). 

Koreografiske krav kan derfor også avle modstand imod at underlægge sig eller 
kan omvendt virke ufravigelige og derved sløre muligheden for at gøre sig fri og ska-
be forandring. I koreografi vises altså en dobbelthed imellem kontrol og frihed. Med 
et udvidet koreografisk blik kan man kigge på en situation og spørge: Hvilke bevæ-
gelser er mulige i dette rum – og for hvem? Som danseforskeren Susan Foster konsta-
terer: Det virker, som om hele vores eksistens er koreograferet (Foster 2011: 3). Ko-
reografi er på en gang et regelstyrende kommandosystem, men set i et andet perspek-
tiv skaber de samtidig koreografiske regler og kommandoer rammer for, at noget 
kreativt og legende kan opstå. F.eks. kan den eksperimenterende og sociale danse-
genre kontaktimprovisation karakteriseres som en form for legende koreografi, hvor 
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de dansende improviserer med hinandens kroppe gennem berøring og kropsvægt 
(Novack 1990).

Ifølge kulturhistoriker Johan Huizinga er legens første vigtige kendetegn frihed 
(Huizinga 1950: 8). Et andet kendetegn er ifølge filosoffen Hans-Georg Gadamer, at 
det er legen, der er i fokus, når man leger, og ikke den, der leger (Gadamer 1999: 110). 
Deraf følger, at man må kunne give sig hen til legen for at kunne lege. Andre legefor-
skere, særligt Brian Sutton-Smith (Sutton-Smith 1997), peger dog på, at leg ikke altid 
er så tydelig en fri og forglemmende aktivitet, som mere idylliserede forestillinger 
om leg giver udtryk for. Legen er ikke altid let for alle. Det belyser forsker i game de-
sign Sebastian Deterding med inspiration fra sociologen Erving Goffman, når han 
tager fat om voksnes forlegenhed ved at lege (Deterding 2018). Hvis legen er for åben 
og af improvisatorisk karakter, er der stor chance for, at voksne bliver pinligt bevid-
ste om sig selv og stivner i legen. Hvis legen derimod foregår i en tydelig ramme, som 
eksempelvis har til formål at drage omsorg for og opdrage børn (Deterding 2018: 
265) i et dagtilbud, er legen mere legal at deltage i som voksen. 

I forhold til at stå frem i leg udleder legeforsker Helle Marie Skovbjerg fire lege-
praksisser og deres stemninger (Karoff 2013). En af disse praksisser er at fremvise. 
Ifølge Skovbjerg opnår man som legende en særlig opspændt stemning, når man stil-
ler sig frem foran et publikum som en del af legen. En del af dette praksis-/stem-
ningspar (fremvise/opspændt) er ifølge Skovbjerg også, at man er parat til at lade de 
andre i legen bedømme og kritisere ens legende performance. Når risikoen for kritik 
og bedømmelse foregår inde i et legende univers, virker det knap så ‘farligt’, end det 
ellers kan være, når der ikke er tale om legende sammenhænge. Den legende, som vi-
ser sine bevægelser foran andre, er ikke nødvendigvis uopmærksom på sine bevægel-
ser, men med Skovbjergs læsning af Gadamer (Skovbjerg 2017: 46) kan man sige, at 
den, der bevæger sig legende, må have en legende indstilling og derved en åbenhed 
for at bevæge sin krop på måder, man endnu ikke kender. Den legende krop kan der-
ved genkendes på en åbenhed og uforudsigelighed i sine bevægelser. Den krop, som 
allerede har bestemt sig for, hvordan den skal bevæge sig, er ofte stoppet med at lege.

Curran & Hill peger i deres analyse på, at de øgede præstationskrav blandt unge 
er forbundet med en kropsperfektionisme kombineret med social utilpashed (Cur-
ran & Hill 2019). På de sociale medier har vi mulighed for at fremstille os selv med 
særligt perfekte kroppe, og synet af de andres perfekte kroppe påvirker synet på vo-
res egen kropslige fremtoning (Grabe m.fl. 2008). I tråd med dette beskriver psykia-
teren Finn Skårderud i 1999 det moderne menneskes krop som noget mere skulptu-
relt end bevægeligt:

En moderne vestlig krop er socialt og psykologisk ikke så vigtig med henblik på, hvad 

den foretager sig. Den foretager sig i det hele taget meget få ting. Den er vigtigere med 
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henblik på, hvordan den ser ud. Kroppen har bevæget sig dramatisk fra produktion til 

præsentation. (Skårderud 1999: 339)

I 2021 er vores kropslige relationer nu i højere grad ”mediemæssigt formidlede” 
(Rosa 2021: 103) igennem eksempelvis skærme og apps. Fokus på, hvordan vi tager 
os ud, kan også kobles til et stigende krav i samtiden om at skulle præstere. Her ud-
peger sociolog Anders Petersen fitnesskulturen og mindfulness som nogle af de 
kropsteknikker, vi bruger til at holde os selv på et ”præstationsspor” (Petersen 2016: 
92).

I forhold til den hastighed, som vores syn på kroppen forandres i, beskriver socio-
logen Hartmut Rosa en række former for acceleration i samfundet (Rosa 2014). Der 
sker en ”sammentrækning af de tidsrum, der kan siges at udgøre ‘nuet’” (Rosa 2014: 
24). Den sociale acceleration forandrer ”de måder, hvorpå mennesker er stillet eller 
placeret i verden – og hvordan de bevæger og orienterer sig i verden” (Rosa 2014: 55). 
Kendte eksempler på sammentrækning af tidsrum kan være fastfood, lyntog og digi-
tale forbedringer. Som en følge af accelerationen risikerer vi at blive fremmedgjorte 
over for hinanden og ikke mindst i forhold til vores krop. Som et svar søger Rosa at 
udvikle en resonanssociologi (Rosa 2021). Resonans er et begreb lånt fra fysikken, 
hvor to elementer går i svingninger med hinanden. For Rosa handler resonans om at 
komme hinanden i møde, hvor man sammen, men med hver sin stemme, skaber en 
samklang. Rosas resonanssociologi trækker bl.a. på en kropsfænomenologisk tradi-
tion (Rosa 2021: 45), hvor vores bevidsthed forstås som altid allerede kropslig og 
sammenvævet med verden og andre (Merleau-Ponty 2014). Vi lærer gennem vores 
krop og udvider ikke bare vores kropslige repertoire, men hele vores bevidsthed, når 
vi lærer noget nyt. Damgaard Knudsen m.fl. (2011) peger med afsæt i fænomenolo-
gien på, at ”de kropskompetencer, der er udviklet i de unges personlige livsverdener, 
ligger langt fra de kompetencer og den dannelse, der fordres, og som er et af målene 
i en professionsuddannelse” (Damgaard Knudsen m.fl. 2011: 43). Hele uddannelsens 
tilrettelæggelse og rammesætning spiller altså en vigtig rolle for at kunne bringe de 
pædagogstuderende frem til at kunne tilegne sig den særligt kropsligt forankrede 
faglighed og praktiske viden, som er væsentlig, når man eksempelvis som pædagog 
tilbringer 37 timer om ugen sammen med børn i et dagtilbud.

I den næste del vil jeg prøve at forstå forandringer i undervisningsrummet på pæ-
dagoguddannelsen med ovenstående teorier og samtidsdiagnoser som analytiske 
opmærksomhedspunkter. Jeg vil undersøge, hvordan forandringer i de unges krops-
lighed hænger sammen med den accelererende præstations- og perfekthedskultur og 
behovet for trygge rammer. Den legende bevægelsesundervisning på pædagogud-
dannelsen inviterer de studerende til at bevæge sig på en åben og uforudsigelig måde. 
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Med et koreografisk blik gransker jeg, om det er blevet sværere for unge at lege og 
være spontane og improviserende med deres kroppe.

”Jeg vil faktisk hellere hoppe ud ad vinduet end at danse”

Som en del af mit igangværende ph.d.-projekt har jeg deltaget i en række designeks-
perimenter (Barab & Squire 2004) på en af landets seks professionshøjskolers pæda-
goguddannelser, hvor jeg dels har observeret og dels har samarbejdet med både un-
dervisere og studerende om at skabe legende og kropslige undervisningsformater. At 
forskningsprojektet er designbaseret betyder, at der igennem eksperimenter og inter-
ventioner i undervisningen arbejdes på at fremme teori og praksis på samme tid og 
endda synergetisk (McKenney & Reeves 2018: 19). I det følgende eksempel vil jeg be-
skrive en af de oplevelser, som plantede den første undren i mig omkring de stude-
rendes kropslighed bl.a. i forbindelse med at stå frem foran hinanden:

Vi er i dramalokalet på anden sal inde på pædagoguddannelsen. I dag arbejder jeg 

som koreograf og ph.d.-studerende sammen med 15 pædagogstuderende om at ska-

be legende koreografier i nuet. Tre og tre står de studerende side om side, og en efter 

en skal hver i gruppen udføre en bevægelse, som de andre to efterfølgende imiterer. 

Undervisningssituation med pædagogstuderende og underviser på pædagoguddannelsen.
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Herefter bliver de studerende bedt om at lege med, hvordan man på vidt forskellige 

måder kan udføre de tre bevægelser som en kropslig fortælling – og dette foregår til 

varigheden af en Elvissang. Efter at grupperne har haft lidt tid til at øve sig, spørger 

jeg grupperne, om de vil opføre deres ‘øjeblikkets koreografier’ for hinanden lige her, 

hvor vi står i rummet. Med det samme siger en gruppe nej, imens de fire andre grup-

per gerne vil. Den ene gruppe, som sagde nej, har trukket sig væk fra scenegulvet og 

hen i nærheden af en stabel rekvisitter. Peter, en af de studerende i gruppen, siger ty-

deligt, at han ikke har lyst. Jeg svarer, at det er helt ok, og at de bare kan se med på de 

andres leg. 

Under disse optrædener synes en del studerende at krympe sig sammen og gøre deres 

bevægelser betydeligt mindre, end da de før legede, hvor ingen kiggede på. Alle bevæ-

ger sig pludseligt også meget ens, og det er, som om deres kroppe stivner lidt. Jeg har 

på fornemmelsen, at jeg er gået for hurtigt frem i min undervisning. I en af grupperne 

er der dog særligt en af de studerende, Signe, som eksperimenterer med store bevæ-

gelser i forskellige rytmer op og ned fra gulvet. Hun ser ud til at nyde dansen. Vi klap-

per efter hver lille visning og samles til sidst for at tale om oplevelsen. Peter siger så 

som den første: ”Jeg har arbejdet med skuespil hele mit liv men det her, det, jeg kan 

slet ikke. Jeg tror måske, det havde været bedre, hvis vi lærte sådan en koreografi alle 

sammen, og du viste det: Så gør vi det her, og så gør vi det her, og så gør vi alle sam-

men det her samtidigt”. Signe siger: ”Jeg syntes bare, det var fedt. Altså der var musik, 

jeg kunne godt have lukket øjnene, og så havde det nok været endnu nemmere, at man 

ikke skulle tænke på dem. Jeg kunne lave hvad som helst: bevæge mig ned på gulvet, 

op og springe og alt muligt forskelligt, hvor de andre stod sådan lidt ‘hvad skal vi, 

hvad gør vi’ og kiggede på de andre”. Olivia, en tredje studerende, siger: ”For mig er 

det ikke noget problem, at folk ser på mig. Der er det der med ‘jeg ved, jeg kan ikke 

danse’. Jeg kunne ikke, jeg vidste ikke, hvad jeg skulle finde på. Jeg vil hellere alt andet. 

Jeg vil faktisk hellere hoppe ud ad vinduet end at danse”.

Den legende danseundervisning fremkalder forskellige reaktioner hos de studeren-
de. Peter er den eneste, som midt i situationen klart og tydeligt udtrykker, at han ikke 
kan gennemføre øvelsen. Olivia, som heller ikke kan lide at danse på denne måde, 
afslører først sin radikale tanke om at hoppe ud ad vinduet, da hun i den efterfølgen-
de snak bliver spurgt til sin oplevelse. Derimod står Signe med sin tydeligt frie og 
markante måde at bevæge sig på klart frem i undervisningen, hvilket hendes udsagn 
efterfølgende bekræfter. Hun har ovenikøbet undervejs i sin dans haft overskud til 
både at nyde øvelsen og bemærke, at nogle af hendes medstuderende så rådvilde ud. 
Signes udsagn peger dels på, at de studerende kommer med forskellige forudsætnin-
ger til uddannelsen. Derudover peger hendes udsagn på en særlig selvfremstilling og 
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selvoplevelse. Set med Gadamers tanker om legen formår hun på en måde at lade sig 
opsluge af dansen – men på en anden måde synes de andres forlegenhed at blive en 
del af hendes nydelse. Med de forskellige væremåder i undervisningslokalet får de 
studerende blik for, hvad der er muligt for dem selv, og hvad der er muligt for deres 
medstuderende.

Der er også et par grupper af studerende, som giver øvelsen et forsøg, men samti-
dig virker hele deres kropssprog hæmmet og formindsket. Flere af disse variationer 
over oplevet forlegenhed kommer Goffman ind på i sin artikel ”Embarrassment and 
Social Organization” (Goffman 1956). Ifølge Goffman opstår forlegenheden, når ens 
forventninger brydes: Den virkelighed, som de [studerende] føler sig hjemme i, svin-
der ind, indtil alle føler sig små eller malplacerede (Goffman 1956: 269). Koreografisk 
set afsløres forlegenheden i de studerendes hæmmede bevægelsesmønstre, som de 
står der side om side. Efterhånden bevæger de sig næsten helt ens, som om de prøver 
at imitere hinanden eller søger at finde et fællesskab i en akavet situation. Med min 
plan om, at de studerende uden særlig forberedelse skulle vise deres spontane danse-
lege foran hinanden, må jeg altså have brudt med nogle forventninger hos de stude-
rende, fordi øvelsen ikke stemte overens med deres sædvanlige måde at være på.

Undervisningssituationen fik mig til at se nærmere på forlegenheden igennem 
særligt tre tematikker: 

1. At fremvise: De studerende vil ikke ses i legende bevægelsesmønstre 
2. At skabe: De studerende har ikke tid til at være kreative
3. At kropsliggøre: De studerende bevæger sig mindre. 

Jeg er kommet frem til tematikkerne gennem interviews med tre undervisere, Rikke, 
Mia og Hanne (pseudonymer), som alle har mange års erfaring i at undervise på pæ-
dagoguddannelsen. 

At fremvise: De studerende vil ikke ses i legende bevægelsesmønstre

To af de unge pædagogstuderende, Peter og Olivia, udtrykker, at de ikke nødvendig-
vis har svært ved at stå frem foran andre. Det er nærmere, at når de gør det, så skal 
det helst være nøje planlagt: Det skal helst være gennemkoreograferet ned til mind-
ste detalje i forhold til synsvinkel og kropslig perfektion. Men det er ikke foreneligt 
med opgaven i timen, som går ud på at vise legende og umiddelbare koreografier, der 
skabes på stedet. Det kræver en høj grad af improvisation. Kan Peter og Olivias øn-
ske om perfektion hænge sammen med, at det mål, de studerende har for øje for en-
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den af undervisningen, eksamenssituationen, har ændret sig igennem tiden? Til ek-
samen skal de studerende i dag vise et produkt:

Nogle studerende viser en lille film af noget, de har lavet, og det fysiske er ikke til stede 

i rummet. Det fysiske har fået det navn, at det er et produkt. Det er produktet, man 

viser til prøven. Så det er ikke nødvendigt at være fysisk aktiv til prøven. (Rikke, under-

viser)

Tidligere havde de studerende ofte en målgruppe med, som de igangsatte aktiviteter 
sammen med. Når det kropslige og praktiske i eksamenssituationen nu ofte helt er 
fjernet, kan det være med til at mindske motivationen for at udøve og fremvise krops-
lige øvelser i undervisningsrummet. De studerende formulerer på en måde et om-
vendt koreografisk kommandosystem til deres undervisere: Fortæl mig i detaljer, 
hvordan jeg skal bevæge mig. 

Flere undervisere fremhæver dog, at det for nogle studerende altid har været svært 
at stå frem. Som underviseren Mia udtrykker det, har man altid som underviser 
skullet overveje sin præsentation, når aktiviteter involverer ”svømmehal, massage og 
dans”. Men der er sket en udvikling:

Det er blevet værre med tiden. Måske fordi man er blevet mere bange for at vise de 

andre, at man ikke kan. Dengang [for 25 år siden], der var der mange, der heller ikke 

kunne det, men de var ikke bange for at være i det sammen og vise det for hinanden. 

De gjorde ikke det samme for at skjule det. (Mia, underviser)

Det legende bevægelsessprog er altså blevet sværere at være i foran hinanden på ud-
dannelsen: både i undervisningsrummet og i eksamensrummet. Det kan også forstås 
igennem Rosas analyse af vores kropslige relationer som mere og mere formidlede 
igennem billedskærme (se også Winther-Lindqvist, kap. 9). En skærm (f.eks. en tele-
fon, computer eller tablet) spiller ofte en rolle i kommunikationen og som noget 
imellem os, når vi er sammen. En rapport fra Nordea-fonden i 2017 fremhæver, ”at 
det kan være et problem for pædagoger ‘at pakke sig selv ud’ og bruge sig selv til at 
være en aktiv medspiller i børns leg” (Nordea-fonden 2017: 13). Bag dette udsagn lig-
ger et ideal om en pædagogik, hvor pædagoger involverer sig med deres kroppe og 
indimellem også aktivt går foran i børns leg. Det er dog en pædagogik, som ikke altid 
har været fremherskende (Winther-Lindqvist & Svinth 2019). 

Dvs. at kravet om ‘at pakke sig selv ud’ også kan betragtes som et tegn på foran-
dring. Hvis man ikke vil pakke sig selv ud, betyder det koreografisk set, at man godt 
kan imitere andres bevægelser, men man ønsker ikke at skille sig ud med anderledes 
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og overraskende kropsudtryk. Med andre ord peger udsagnet på, at en del pædago-
ger afholder sig fra kropsligt at blande sig i børns leg. 

Der synes også at være en varsomhed iblandt underviserne med at bede studeren-
de udtrykke sig kropsligt, imens andre studerende ser på. Som en af underviserne, 
Hanne, bemærker: ”Vi er ikke Zoologisk Have, vi er deltagere selv”. Dvs. her kan der 
koreografisk skelnes mellem 1) Fremlæggelse forstået som en form for talende stille-
stående kroppe foran lyttende kroppe (f.eks. ved fremlæggelse af en læst tekst) og 2) 
Fremlæggelse forstået som kropslige dynamiske bevægelsessekvenser, hvor stude-
rende bevæger sig igennem rummet foran observerende medstuderendes kroppe. 

Hvis de studerende fremviser noget i Hannes undervisning, er det ved at igang-
sætte en aktivitet for deres medstuderende. Hanne benytter sig altså af kropslige dy-
namiske bevægelsessekvenser, men har nedtonet fremvisningsaspektet. Det, som 
fremvises, er en aktivitet udtænkt af nogle studerende, som de øvrige studerende 
prøver på deres egen krop ved at deltage i aktiviteten. De er her alle deltagere i en fæl-
les praksis uden at stille sig selv til skue. 

Ifølge filosoffen Jacques Rancière handler en fremvisning om noget andet end pas-
sive tilskuere, der observerer aktive fremvisere. Observerende studerende er ikke 
nødvendigvis passive. Inspireret af Rancières kritik af det deltagerinddragende per-
formanceteater (Rancière 2011) kan man sige, at en fremvisning handler om at dele 
noget med hinanden. Tilskuere og fremvisere deltager i et fællesskab om noget fælles 
tredje. Dette sætter fokus på publikumsrollen som en aktivt reflekterende rolle; en 
aktivitet, som forstyrres, hvis de observerende studerende skal være fysisk aktive 
deltagere i fremvisningen. Derudover er de optrædende i en rancièresk forståelse 
også aktivt i gang med at bearbejde noget – de er ikke færdige med arbejdet, når de 
træder frem på scenen. Begge parter arbejder altså i et demokratisk rum med at for-
stå et fælles stof (se også Nissen, kap. 15). Men med udsagnet om en zoologisk have 
opstiller Hanne et ganske andet billede på forholdet mellem de optrædende og deres 
publikum. I en zoologisk have føler man sig nærmere udstillet. Men selvom pæda-
gogstuderende ikke skal uddannes til dansere, kan der så ikke alligevel være noget 
fagligt interessant ved at få mulighed for at kigge på hinandens praksis og lade sig 
selv blive set? 

For at kunne imødekomme de forskellige forudsætninger og skabe tryghed iblandt 
studerende har jeg i min egen undervisningspraksis udviklet en række ‘bløde foran-
dringstrin’, som virker som indgangsdøre til leg og dans. Et af disse trin er en mindre 
udstillende fremvisningsform, hvor jeg som underviser stiller mig midt i undervis-
ningsrummet, imens alle allerede er i gang med at bevæge sig, og siger: 
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Lad os vise hinanden, hvordan vi lige nu øver og leger. Til den ene halvdel: I står bare 

stille, hvor I lige nu er i rummet. Og I andre i denne anden halvdel af rummet fortsæt-

ter med jeres kropslige undersøgelser. Herefter bytter vi over.

Da jeg i et af mine andre undervisningseksperimenter på pædagoguddannelsen 
brugte denne strategi, bemærkede de studerende, at det var unødvendigt, og at de 
ikke havde lyst til at vise deres bevægelsesleg for hinanden. Dette på trods af at un-
derviseren og jeg igennem hele timen flere gange havde stået på sidelinjen og kigget 
og endda kommenteret på de studerendes leg. Det kom senere frem i en fælles snak, 
at det primært er over for medstuderende, at man ikke ønsker at stå frem. Set med 
Curran and Hill (2019) betyder den multidimensionelle perfektionisme, at viden om 
ens eget kritiske blik på andre øger ens forventning om selv at skulle være ufejlbarlig. 
Sagt med underviseren Mias ord kan de studerende ikke ‘være sammen i’ det fejlbar-
lige. De studerende har altså ikke nødvendigvis svært ved at fremvise, men når de 
føler sig uperfekte og står foran deres medstuderende, kan mange af dem ikke. Hvis 
denne kreative og kropslige legeindstilling skjules i undervisnings- og eksamens-
rummet, hvor finder den så sted?

At skabe: De studerende har ikke tid til at være kreative

Flere af de studerende i dramalokalet udtrykte, at de havde svært ved selv at finde på 
bevægelser. Peter koblede det til, at det ville føles mere trygt, hvis det ikke var hans 
egne bevægelser, som skulle vises. Olivia udtrykte mere et generelt problem med selv 
at skulle finde på, og hun sagde efterfølgende: ”Jeg fik Søren [en medstuderende] til 
at lave et dansetrin for mig. Jeg kunne ikke, jeg vidste ikke, hvad jeg skulle finde på”. 
De interviewede undervisere peger på en yderligere tredje dimension ved det krea-
tive arbejde: Den tid, som er udspændt fra start til afslutning på en opgave, synes for-
kortet for de studerende:

Hvis jeg siger, nu skal vi bruge et redskab, nu skal man være lidt nysgerrig, hvad kan 

det her? Så undersøger de det i 15 sekunder. Opgaven er løst. Det kan simpelthen 

blive for svært at blive tvunget til at skabe og være kreativ. Man synes, det er pinligt, 

men det er i virkeligheden, fordi man ikke har prøvet det før. (Mia, underviser)

Hvis man tidligere i uddannelsessystemet aldrig har mødt en legende og kropslig til-
gang til læring, kan det være svært at være kropslig og kreativ på kommando. Mere 
filosofisk kan vi med Rosas tidsforskning sige, at tiden til at være kreativ og tiden til 
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at stå i det åbne og skabende rum, er blevet forkortet for de studerende. Underviseren 
Hanne udtrykker det således: 

Vi skal kæmpe lidt mere for det. Folk er lidt hurtigere til at dømme. Folk er lidt hurti-

gere til at sige god, dårlig. Folk har sværere ved at sige, det her, det er en proces. 

(Hanne, underviser)

Det peger igen tilbage på frygten for, at fremvisningen bliver en form for zoologisk 
have, som hindrer det mere åbne og demokratiske rum.

De studerendes manglende tid til at være i en legende proces kommer dog ikke 
kun til udtryk i form af pinlighed og ‘ikke at kunne’, men også i form af en frustre-
rende utålmodighed. Utålmodigheden opstår, når de studerendes hurtige rytme mø-
der en undervisers langsommere rytme med intentionen om at dvæle ved de kreative 
processer. Rosa kalder det for de-synkroniseringen mellem forskellige hastigheds-
mønstre (Rosa 2014: 80) og giver eksemplet om en rejsende, der i al hast på vej til en 
togafgang vil nå forbi en kiosk, men her møder kioskejeren, som har valgt sit job for 
at tage den med ro. Undervisernes udsagn indikerer netop, at unge i dag er vant til at 
gå hurtigt videre til nyt fagligt stof frem for at fordybe sig i længerevarende og genta-
gende processer. Når de så pludselig står over for et krav om at dvæle ved noget over 
længere tid, kan denne tid, som er markant langsommere og mere søgende, end hvad 
de er vant til, føles som decideret spild af tid. 

Ifølge sportsfilosoffen Scott Kretchmar bruger undervisere og den moderne skole 
såkaldte easy street techniques (Kretchmar 2006: 349). Med det mener Kretchmar, at 
unge i skolesystemet i dag ofte præsenteres for en form for uddannelsesbuffet med 
smagsprøver på mange kropslige praksisser frem for at få mulighed for at gå i dybden 
med en enkelt disciplin. Denne hurtige/accelererede måde at gå frem på betyder, at 
man sjældent når i dybden med bevægelsesaktiviteter, og at de unge vænner sig til at 
få små smagsprøver på praksis, men aldrig oplever den modstand, som gør, at de ef-
ter at øve sig når frem til at kunne lege og eksperimentere med disciplinen. Er jeg 
mon selv med min ide om ‘bløde forandringstrin’ skyldig i en form for ‘easy street’-
tankegang, hvor studerende bæres igennem undervisningen af frygt for, at der opstår 
utålmodighed, frustration og problemer? Det sætter i hvert fald spørgsmålstegn ved, 
om en legende undervisning også skal være en problemfri undervisning.

At kropsliggøre: De studerende bevæger sig mindre

Den dag i dramalokalet krympede nogle studerendes bevægelser pludselig, da de tre 
og tre stod og skulle fremvise. Set med Skårderuds blik fremstod de som skulpturer, 
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der skulle kigges på, og det forhindrede dem i at være skabende i øjeblikket og ind-
tage rummet. Underviseren Rikke har igennem flere år lavet en lignende øvelse og 
fortæller: 

De går tydeligere i stå i dag og skal have hjælp, hvor de tidligere syntes, det var skide-

sjovt. De blev jo på en måde frisat; ”I kan gøre hvad som helst, I skal bare lave tre 

bevægelser”. (Rikke, underviser)

Rikke peger på, at det at vise også er koblet til humor og leg. Det kan forstås igennem 
et af Skovbjergs andre udledte legehandlings-/stemningspar, nemlig de handlinger, 
som er overskridende, og som er knyttet til en euforisk stemning (Karoff 2013: 10). I 
en sådan legesituation synes de studerende at tage det mindre højtideligt, hvordan de 
tager sig ud foran andre. I en euforisk stemning bliver vores bevægelsesmønstre stør-
re og mere løsslupne og spraglede i modsætning til det kontrollerede og anspændte. 
Hele kroppen tages i brug, vendes og drejes i alle retninger og niveauer i kontrast til 
den forlegne stemning, som er forbundet med ensartethed, armene tæt ind langs 
med kroppen, benene samlede, mavemusklerne spændte og blikket rettet ned i gul-
vet.

Har frie, euforiske bevægelsesmønstre og kropslige interaktioner tidligere været 
en større del af både pædagoguddannelsen og de unges fritid? Underviserne frem-
hæver, at uddannelsen tidligere var præget af en højskolestemning. Mia fremhæver, 
at ”folk var meget vævet ind i hinanden og brugte mere tid sammen i deres fritid”, og 
Hanne siger i samme tråd, at ”det er blevet sværere at få studerende til at øve sig efter 
kl. 15”. Blikket rettes indad på sin egen fremtoning som individ i stedet for udad i in-
teraktion med andre mennesker. Det ses, ifølge Mia, også i fritidslivet, hvor unge i 
mindre grad er engageret i idrætsforeningsliv og holdsport: 

Hvis jeg dengang spurgte ”hvad laver I i jeres fritid inden for bevægelse?”, så var utro-

lig mange studerende engageret i idrætsforeningsliv ved siden af. Hvis jeg spørger dem 

nu, så er det lidt sådan ”jeg går til træning”. Men det er ret diffust, hvad det der træ-

ning består i, og hvor meget det er. (Mia, underviser)

Holdspil træner sociale egenskaber, og en højskolekultur gør det naturligt at være tæt 
på hinandens kroppe. Det betyder noget i forhold til den erfaring, som de studerende 
går ind i lokalet med. Med det fænomenologiske studie af Damgaard Knudsen m.fl. 
(2011) kan man sige, at den kropslighed, som er at finde i et dagtilbud med legende 
børn, ikke altid er naturligt inkorporeret i de unges kropslighed, men skal læres som 
en ny vane på uddannelsen. Tidligere var en del af de studerende måske allerede dan-
sende og i fysisk berøring, når de trådte ind i det undervisningsrum, hvor der arbej-
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dedes med kreative og nære kropsinteraktioner. Nu virker det kommunikerende be-
vægelsesrum mindre genkendeligt, og dets invitationer til at kaste sig ud i spontan 
bevægelsesleg opfanges måske ikke så let som før.

Forandrede indgangsdøre til legens bevægelsesmønstre

Flere forskere og debattører i den offentlige debat (Top-Nørgaard 2019) fremhæver, 
at den nuværende pædagoguddannelses akademisering afstedkommer en række 
problemer – særligt i forhold til en nedprioritering af den studerendes fagpersonlige 
udvikling og pædagogfagets identitet som en kropslig praksis. Et andet aspekt, som 
mine observationer og interviews peger på, er, at unge i dag har en anden indstilling 
til deres kropslighed. De føler sig fremmede over for det fælles kropslige, legende og 
fejlbarlige rum. Vi kan spørge, om det er et problem som sådan, men vi kan også 
spørge, om det er et problem i forhold til at være pædagog? Som svar på sidstnævnte 
er det et problem, hvis vi opfatter børns kropslige leg og pædagogers deltagelse i den 
som vigtig uden blot billedskærme som formidlingsflader. Jeg mener, at vi bør be-
tragte det som en væsentlig pædagogisk faglighed at kunne deltage i børns legende, 

Undervisningssituation med pædagogstuderende og undervisere på pædagoguddannelsen.
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uforudsigelige og spontane rum. Disse rum er kropslige. Ved at kunne bruge leg og 
krop på en professionel måde bliver pædagogen i stand til at møde børn i deres umid-
delbarhed. Så ja, pædagogerne skal lege (se også Winther-Lindqvist, kap. 9).

De studerende har svært ved at finde indgangsdøren til at kunne kropsliggøre, 
skabe og fremvise. Udviklingsprogrammer som Playful Learning kan forstås som et 
forsøg på at introducere en sådan indgangsdør igennem eksperimenterende og le-
gende processer. Disse anderledes udviklingstiltag kan dog også komme til at virke 
uhåndgribelige (se Knudsen & Rasmussen, kap. 11) for den studerende. Ydermere 
opleves det at være sammen med andre i spontane bevægelsesmønstre også som no-
get fremmed. Det er et udbredt fænomen, at flere unge medbringer sparsomme erfa-
ringer med at bevæge sig sammen med andre i forbindelse med aktiviteter som ek-
sempelvis idræt. De har ofte mere erfaring med at bevæge sig alene og i mere stramt 
koreograferede mønstre. En maskine i et fitnesscenter tillader ikke, at kroppen krea-
tivt finder på – eller spontant bryder ud i legens uforudsigelige bevægelser i alle ret-
ninger. Men der er også modstrømme til de ensidige interaktioner med verden som 
eksempelvis parkour, hvor udøverne, oftest unge, med deres bevægelser prøver at 
transformere fremmedgjorte miljøer til steder, hvor man kan lege og finde resonans 
(Højbjerre Larsen 2021). 

Samtidig kan tidens mere individorienterede træningsformer måske alligevel 
være med til at ruste de studerende til leg. Selvom Petersen og Rosa kritiserer mind-
fulness for at være en præstationsteknik (Petersen 2016; Rosa 2021), er det måske 
også tidens svar på at få kontakt til sin egen krop i nuet (Stelter 2011). Kan dette ‘nu’ 
hjælpe med til, at man kan være til stede i en kreativ og legende proces over længere 
tid? Indgangsdøren til øjeblikkets legende bevægelsesmønstre er således forandret. 
Der skal nogle stærkere briller til for at kunne se legemuligheder i undervisnings-
rummet. De studerende må navigere sig igennem flere typer af koreografiske rum og 
kommandosystemer: deres eget, pædagoguddannelsens og børnenes legerum i bør-
nehaven. Forskellene imellem de tre bevægelsesrum er med individualisering, per-
fekthedskultur og akademisering blevet mere forskellige fra hinanden end tidligere. 

Afrunding

Mange studerende står uden for det legende bevægelsesrum og kigger ind på noget, 
de ikke har erfaring med. Inde i rummet ser de nogen danse på en legende og ube-
sværet måde, men finder det selv for angstprovokerende at deltage. Opfattelsen af ens 
egen uperfekte krop synes forstørret, og det afholder den studerende fra at lade sin 
krop indgå i legende, dansende og selvforglemmende relationer til andre. De stude-
rendes ulyst til at gå med på det legende i undervisningsrummet kan ses som en ef-
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terspørgsel om en anden indpakning. De stiller krav til, at underviseren iscenesætter 
deres rejse mod det ukendte legende. Ulysten kan på en anden måde også være et 
tegn på, at legende tilgange til læring opfattes som et skjult instrument (Krejsler, kap. 
17) til at blive på præstationssporet eller ‘pakke sig selv ud’ på grænseoverskridende 
måder. Undervisningslokalets koreografiske kommandosystem siger ”leg!”, og de 
studerende svarer ”det kan vi ikke!”. Det legende bliver til et krav om at bevæge sig 
anderledes. 

Men med Rosas tænkning kan det måske faktisk forstås som en interessant knit-
ren i undervisningsrummet, når underviseren fremprovokerer en reaktion hos de 
studerende. Når underviseren leger med anderledes måder at møde de studerende 
på, kan det skabe knitrende konflikter, hvor de forskellige væremåder og reaktioner 
iblandt deltagerne brydes med hinanden i det åbne. Et resonansrum er ifølge Rosa 
ikke et problemfrit rum – i resonansen og samklangen imellem os er der et ukontrol-
lerbart aspekt (Rosa 2020). Men dette ukontrollerbare må også rammesættes for at 
kunne realiseres (Rosa 2020: 89). Så når Peter og Olivia åbent viser deres forlegenhed 
ved at kropsliggøre, skabe og fremvise fejlbarlige og legende bevægelsesmønstre med 
et ”jeg kan ikke”, er det også en slags knitren, forstået som en invitation til dialog 
omkring, hvordan samtidens kroppe kan finde indgangsdøren til at lege og svinge 
med hinanden – i øjeblikkets koreografier.
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Playful Choreographies and  
Choreographies of Play 

New Research in Dance and Play Studies
•

Lars Dahl Pedersen

The author explores the relationship of play to choreography. He defines 
choreography as the rules that guide body movements from their minute 
physicality to their broad social and cultural contours. He conducts a review 
of the literature and accentuates five general topics—learning through cre-
ativity; choreography as writing and pedagogy; comparisons of dance and 
choreography to play and sport; children’s play and environments as choreog-
raphies; and choreography as critical play interventions in public spaces. He 
argues that viewing play through a choreographic lens helps us understand 
how players physically communicate and create meaning through action in 
various play situations. Key words: choreography and play; participatory 
sense making

Introduction

In this article, I suggest a broad conception of choreography based on the 
dynamics of the spontaneous embodied communication that occurs when we 
move physically together in play situations. The “graph” in choreography refers 
not just to choreography as a written notation of a sequence of dance steps. 
Broadening the perspective, I invite the reader to imagine the spontaneous steps 
of a group of people moving together without a script as the writing of an instant 
choreography. The term choreography is commonly used to denote highly stra-
tegic, thoroughly planned, positioned, and controlled actions. Thoroughness and 
attention to detail define choreography in a variety of contexts, from dancers’ 
performance of well-rehearsed steps on a theater stage to meetings of world lead-
ers amid a complex web of security operations and journalistic photo shoots set 
against backdrops of spectacular architecture or natural wonders (Mason 2022). 
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By contrast, the term play signals freedom and spontaneity. However, when 
choreographer and scholar Susan Leigh Foster states that choreography some-
times can be described as a “set of principles that guide spontaneous inven-
tion” (Foster 2011, 3), the contrast between play and choreography diminishes.  
Furthermore, Foster’s statement opens up a seemingly undeveloped potential 
for exploring play through a choreographic lens. 

A set of movement principles can be regarded as a set of movement rules. 
Several play scholars (Winther-Lindqvist 2018; Hughes 1999; Piaget 1976; Tull-
och 2014; Sutton-Smith 1997; Huizinga 1950) argue that play and games fol-
low particular rules and that there are different kinds of rules present in play 
situations. Similarly, through a choreographic exploration of play, I address 
the relationship between the different rules when playing and play’s embodied 
nature. This includes the kind of spontaneous choreography that occurs between 
the bodies of people who play together. 

Throughout this article, I use a broad concept of choreography: the ability 
to organize ways in which one can move and participate with one’s own body 
in a given situation and in relation to others. We can see, choreography in the 
overall organization of society as a controlling “system of command” (Allsopp 
and Lepecki 2008, 2) embedded in the social, political, and cultural environ-
ment. But we can also see choreography in the spontaneous movement decisions 
between playmates, constituting “a kind of record of action” (Foster 2011, 4). 
For my purposes, I wish to understand choreography as the rules governing our 
movements in a broad sense “sometimes designating minute aspects of move-
ment, or alternatively, the broad contours of action” (Foster 2011, 2).

I seek to employ a choreographer’s perspective to explore the relation-
ship between play and choreography. I entered academia following a career as 
a contemporary dancer and choreographer. In my current research, I explore 
a choreographic approach to a playful teaching culture in higher education—
more specifically, teaching students in early childhood and social education. In 
this article, I want to take a broader look at the relationship between play and 
choreography and thereby sketch a landscape of the interplay between these phe-
nomena. This includes a review of the literature that provides the data on which I 
base my analysis and my discussion. I seek to develop an area of research specifi-
cally focused on playful choreographies and choreographies of play. However, 
before addressing previously published research, I find it necessary to explore 
and present the theoretical foundations for this approach to play and choreog-
raphy. Therefore, I must deviate from the structure of more traditional articles 
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by placing the literature review later in the discussion. 
By drawing attention to the physical character of play, I aim to engage with 

scholars and practitioners interested in thematizing, understanding, and devel-
oping playful ways of being together in a variety of contexts. This also includes 
educators outside the context of dance education who consider play and physi-
cal movement in their teaching—for instance, in day care centers, schools, and 
nonformal education. Playful movement and mischievous action are contagious 
and might seem disturbing in traditional classrooms. However, understanding 
the value of unexpected, disturbing, or sometimes hardly noticeable playful 
action can serve as a stepping stone, helping educators facilitate development, 
learning, and care. Furthermore, through my critical conversation, I hope to 
engage with other play and dance scholars and contribute to a new scholarly 
intersection where playful accounts explore in detail the choreography of spon-
taneous movement.

I first explore the relationship of play to choreography through a theoretical 
discussion of the function of rules in both phenomena, focusing on movement 
and spontaneous bodily play encounters. Then, examining how this relationship 
has been approached in the existing research, I identify five themes from the 
research that I can use for further analysis. These themes represent the use and 
understanding of choreography on a spectrum with productive and liberating 
rules at one end and manipulative and coercive rules at the other. Similarly, the 
use and understanding of  the rules of movement are represented on a spectrum 
ranging from explicit to implicit and hidden rules. I hope to use my review 
as a way of engaging in a dialogue that produces a new area of research, one 
exploring spontaneous play actions as a form of choreography. I argue that the 
intersection of the fields of research on play and choreography is a fruitful area 
for future study because such exploration can reveal new aspects of both these 
phenomena. Play can be explored through a choreographic lens and choreog-
raphy through a playful lens.

Play as Physical Action with Negotiated Rules

To uncover how different rules in play can have different physical consequences 
for the participants, I find it useful to explore how people apply and bend the 
rules when playing together. Play theorist Linda Hughes has made a distinc-
tion between three kinds of rules used by children when they play (Hughes 
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1999, 1991): rules for the game; rules for the social context; and rules for the 
rules (Hughes 1991; Winther-Lindqvist 2018). Hughes’s study focuses on how 
children play folk games, using variations and adaptations to make sense of the 
play actions given the social context in which they are played. Thus, according to 
Hughes, rules are often flexible. I find Hughes’s third category of rules relevant in 
a choreographic context, in the sense that it can help explain the living, constant 
creation and renewal of the relationship between the participants in a specific 
play situation. Rules for the rules, therefore, point to a participant’s driven and 
flexible choreography, one that is not just controlled by external constraints. The 
rules for the rules, for instance, concern negotiations between the participants 
as they, deal with “when and how the rules of the game ought to be applied, 
ignored, or modified . . . [and] which of many possible courses of action is to be 
preferred over others in particular circumstances” (Hughes 1999, 95).

According to developmental psychologist Ditte Winther-Lindqvist (2018), 
rules for the rules are very often announced verbally and explicitly agreed to by 
participants during a game. For instance, Winther-Lindqvist shows in a study 
that five-year-old children change the rules when playing football. If one par-
ticipant starts crying after losing the ball, it is given back to him and he gets 
another chance. Hughes and Winther-Lindqvist touch less upon the physical 
consequences when applying the rules. The example of the crying boy reveals 
a psychological component rather than showing how participants adjust the 
rules through their embodied experience. Furthermore, it is unclear whether 
unspoken and unannounced rules felt in the moment in the heat of the game 
also constitute a kind of rules for the rules. Nevertheless, Hughes does emphasize 
the “contradictions between what players say and what they do” (Hughes 1999, 
108) to avoid stopping the play or disrupting the game with minor violations 
of the rules for the game. Through a choreographic lens, this suggests that the 
players often prioritize the continuation of the physical action and thus their 
mutual bodily engagement. Stopping a play or a game to argue and negotiate 
disrupts bodily engagement and playful entanglement and thereby affirms the 
already established spontaneous communication that takes place through col-
lective sensing and physical movement.

We can also observe the physical consequences of applying the rules in 
types of play not traditionally regarded as games with rules. In the contemporary 
psychological literature, Whitebread et al. (2012) proposes five types of play 
other than games with rules: physical play, play with objects, symbolic play, and 
pretend play. Taking a closer look at one of these, pretend play, Whitebread and 
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his colleagues state that children “follow the social rules governing the character 
they are portraying” (23). However, a choreographic lens can shed further light 
on the aspect of how the social rules govern a character in pretend play: When 
you portray a character, this character has a certain style and pattern of move-
ment relating to and interacting with other characters and the space in which 
the play takes place. 

Let me provide a couple of examples. A child playing a pregnant woman 
might pad her stomach with a pillow and move as she imagines a pregnant 
woman moves, heavily and slowly touching her back and sighing, pretending 
to be in pain, and so on. In addition, a child playing a father might run around 
the play space with a suitcase in hand, pretending to be catching a train to work. 
The children’s imaginations might add new meanings to the characters; the 
pregnant character might use her pillow to throw herself violently to the floor 
or deliberately bump into the other children in the play with her soft stomach 
because she wants to explore her new physical attributes rather than faithfully 
portraying what it feels like to be pregnant. Similarly, the father character might 
experiment with ways of using a suitcase, trying out alternative ways of mov-
ing—for instance, opening the suitcase and folding his body in order to fit inside. 
Thus, these children become instant choreographers of their own play situations. 
Furthermore, they have the power to shift their pretend play situation into other 
play types—namely, playing with objects and physical play. Indeed, if I observe 
the play situation as a choreographer, I notice that the characters in the play 
move in different patterns in the space dictated partly by the social rules of the 
characters and partly by the spontaneous inventions of the children’s choreog-
raphy as they bend the rules and create and act out imaginary play situations 
that make sense to them and their playmates. 

Choreography as Playful Participatory Sense Making

When we interact with people we meet, we enact different kinds of sense-making 
choreographies through the coordination of our bodily movements. To further 
describe how playful choreography takes place among playmates, I take a closer 
look at some of the concepts from the enactive approach to cognitive science. In 
short, the enactive approach states that “cognition depends upon the kinds of 
experience that come from having a body with various sensorimotor capacities, 
and . . . these individual sensorimotor capacities are themselves embedded in 
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a more encompassing biological, psychological, and cultural context” (Varela, 
Thompson, and Rosch 1991, 173).

The implications of this claim are, first of all, that we exist (and move) in 
the world with other individuals through our bodies. Cognition does not only 
take place inside our heads. Through our bodily interactions, we are participating 
in sense-making activities. The philosophers Hanne De Jaegher and Ezequiel A. 
Di Paulo (2007) argue, using their concept of participatory sense making, that 
“interaction is not reducible to individual actions or intentions” (494). An every-
day example of how we individually cannot control meaningful actions occurs 
when two people meet in a narrow corridor and suddenly and unintentionally 
perform a little dance as they try to get past each other. 

By contrast, such small dances are what we often look for and try to encour-
age in a joyful play situation. In an article written with Marieke Rohde, Di Paolo 
and De Jaegher (Di Paolo, Rohde, and De Jaegher 2010) examine play practices 
and argue that “the player is the lawgiver and the rule-follower, the question 
maker and the responder” (39). Choreographically, we can perhaps say that in 
play we deliberately attempt to create pleasurable and unpredictable corridor 
dances and we try to make them last by playfully challenging each other through 
our movements.

In a play situation, the corridor dance does not become awkward, as it 
often does when we meet a stranger in a public space and just want to escape 
as quickly as possible. Rather, in the “play corridor” we signal the fun we feel 
in losing ourselves in the situation by letting go of our attempts to control fully 
our individual physical movements. A choreographic project in relation to play 
might describe and understand the specific movement patterns in playful situ-
ations. Thus, a choreographic analysis might help explain how we coordinate 
meaningful actions, for instance “by studying body movements of the partici-
pants in relation to each other” (De Jaegher, Peräkylä, and Stevanovic 2016, 8).

The Hidden, Secret, and Silent Choreographies of Play

Not all playful choreographies are easy to depict—or are even meant to be seen. 
Depending on how dancers cope with set phrases of movement and how rigidly 
the rules of movements are defined, a choreography understood as a scripted 
performance differs from the playful process of developing a choreography. 
If I go to the theatre to watch a ballet performance, I can usually see clearly 
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the choreography on the stage through the sequence of steps and movements 
performed by the dancers. The ballet dancers are very explicit about showing 
their movements, which are not spontaneous but part of the choreography. By 
watching the choreography, I can imagine the studio rehearsals prior to the 
performance in which a choreographer, in a more or less specific way, has taught 
a dance to—or led a creative process with—the dancers. If the dancers work 
more democratically in a choreographic collective, I can imagine the process of 
experimentation that leads to creating and refining the movement interactions 
that become the final choreographic product. These kinds of set choreographies 
can often be performed playfully and characterized as a kind of play. However, 
how are the less obvious choreographies in play situations disclosed?

In relation to social sense making, De Jaegher, Peräkylä, and Stevanovic 
(2016) ask the reader to consider the “‘invisible excess of sense,’ a presence of 
hidden, ineffable or even secret meanings, which is best left to play its role 
as precisely silent” (7). Some of the players that we observe through our cho-
reographic gaze might not understand their play interactions as choreogra-
phies. The meaning-making processes and body movements that compose the 
choreography are perhaps only possible and playful if they are not articulated 
and deliberately choreographed. Indeed, when the philosopher Hans-Georg 
Gadamer (2004) writes that “the structure of play absorbs the player into itself, 
and thus frees him from the burden of taking the initiative” (105), he contributes 
to the idea that there are tacit and unintentional aspects of bodily movement in 
play situations. Here the players set aside individual agency and let their bodily 
movements and movement interactions be ruled by the play itself.

Hidden choreographies can also be understood in another sense. Players 
might not always want people outside the play to know about their specific cho-
reography. Rather, they might prefer to keep their play world a secret. Therefore, 
what might appear a silent and invisible choreography to outsiders might be an 
obvious and expressive practice inside the play world. These hidden aspects of 
play are sometimes connected to forbidden activities. The sociologist William 
A. Corsaro (2003) shows through ethnographic research that breaking the rules 
made by adults behind their back is highly valued among children. Similarly, 
play theorist Brian Sutton-Smith distinguishes between the public and private 
transcript of adults and the public and private transcript of children. According 
to Sutton-Smith (1997), children’s “private or hidden transcript is their play life, 
in which they can express both their special identity and their resentment at 
being a captive population” (123). The rules that children make up in their secret 
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play worlds must generate a different kind of quality in the bodily movement of 
the participants, as well as different kinds of movement patterns and rhythms. 
Playing in the way your parents would like you to play differs from playing in 
the secret and forbidden ways you do with your best playmates.

To sum up, a landscape of the different choreographies in play should 
include but not be limited to spontaneous bodily inventions, physical conse-
quences from the application of different kinds of rules, silent and secret playful 
dances, and descriptions of expressive movement patterns and interactions in 
rebellious play encounters.

Literature Review as Discussion Partner

I started by exploring a specific relationship between play and choreography 
involving rules of movement and spontaneous bodily play encounters. Guided 
by this theoretical discussion, I now identify and evaluate existing research on 
the topic.

The concept of creativity turns up in the intersection of the fields of research 
about play and about choreography. The researchers on creativity in education, 
Kerry Chappell and Charlotte Hathaway (2019), address play and improvisa-
tion in relation to dance and creativity but do not explore in depth the relation 
between play and choreography. Nevertheless, they point toward new under-
standings of creativity influenced by new understandings of choreography: 
“There are exciting possible next steps ahead . . . . Creativity will be interwoven 
within multiple understandings of choreography (e.g. Bannon 2017; Midgelow 
2019) which consider choreographic craft, improvisation and new understand-
ings of embodiment and the body itself as text” (37).

This does not directly focus on the interrelationship between play and cho-
reography. Chappell and Hathaway mostly refer to studies that consider chore-
ography a craft to be taught rather than as spontaneous movement interactions. 

In contrast, I explore choreography’s relation to play by looking at the cre-
ative aspects of choreography. And in my understanding of the phenomenon of 
play, I include playful as well as creative activities. I do so to incorporate playful 
and creative approaches to learning in education (Nørgård, Toft-Nielsen, and 
Whitton 2017; Hammershøj 2014) and consider “the capacity to use play outside 
the context of play” (Sicart 2014, 21). 

In a Nordic research context, the word “play” is more commonly used and 
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often distinguished from learning in educational contexts (Sundsdal and Øksnes 
2021). This is not always the case in other international research traditions. 
Thus, I will also explore play through such search terms as “creative learning” 
or “creativity in education.” In terms of a broader understanding of play, Sutton-
Smith (1997) has likewise emphasized that “variability is the key to play” (229) 
in several contrasting theories and understandings of play. For instance, vari-
ability is explored by Hughes in her concept of rules for the rules, in which she 
looks at the different ways the same game can be played by different players in 
different social contexts. 

Following the leitmotif of unfolding the idea of a fruitful relationship 
between play and choreography, the purpose of my review is twofold: how does 
the existing research address this leitmotif and why is it interesting to look at play 
through a choreographic lens? The literature supports an analysis that sketches 
the interplay of the two phenomena. I study the interrelationship between  
choreography and play in the literature using Randolph’s (2009) five-stage model: 
problem formulation; data collection; data evaluation; analysis and interpreta-
tion; and communication. 

The first step in the data collection involved a search for English-language, 
peer-reviewed articles in relevant search engines (ProQuest and Scopus). I then 
conducted a search for relevant Nordic articles in databases for Denmark, Nor-
way, and Sweden. The main search terms I used were play and choreography in 
searches strung together with game, improvisation, movement, dance, and cre-
ativity. To broaden the search, I used a truncation technique to include various 
word endings—for instance in the search string: Choreograph* AND Creativ*. 
The search was restricted to publication dated from 2000 to 2021. 

I selected or rejected studies based on a number of inclusion and exclusion 
criteria. For instance, I excluded studies that addressed play in the sense of at 
play, a theater play, etc., and I excluded studies dealing with choreography at a 
microscopic cell level. In my initial search I found 315 articles; after applying the 
inclusion and exclusion criteria, I selected 26 articles. Because these included 
articles different in their approach from the interrelation between play and cho-
reography, I found it useful to divide them into thematic categories as a way to 
present and discuss my findings. 

In practical terms, each article was represented by a Post-it note, which I 
moved around, grouping them in different categories on a large table (McLaugh-
lin Library 2021). This helped me formulate different themes for each group of 
articles, and for a while I continued to move different articles between different 
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themes. The moving of the sticky notes on the table in my living room in itself 
became a kind of choreographic play. At the end of this process, five themes 
emerged: learning through creativity; choreography as writing and pedagogy; 
comparisons between dance and choreography and play and sport; children’s 
play and environments understood as choreographies; and choreography as 
critical play interventions in public spaces.

In this article, I define choreography as the rules of movement in a broad 
sense. If we look at the five themes, we see the use of choreography on a spectrum 
with productive and liberating rules at one end and manipulative and coercive 
rules at the other. I find another distinction that moves across this spectrum: 
explicit rules versus implicit and hidden rules. A player might observe a system 
of rules that regulate and enable his or her movements when playing. However, 
can this player also see a possibility of changing the system by making new 
rules, either through nonverbal changes in movement patterns or by defining 
new explicit verbal rules?

Learning through Creativity

This theme highlights creativity rather than play. The focus is on physical activi-
ties in education and how they support young people’s academic and social 
development. The physical activities serve to make learning meaningful. I 
include these studies, even though they rarely thematize play as a phenomenon, 
to embrace research conducted outside a Nordic research context, in which play 
and creativity are more often distinguished. Notwithstanding this, the studies 
show a development in the understanding of how choreography is related to 
playful processes. 

Through empirical experiments involving students in teacher education 
and the teaching of mathematics, a study by An and associates (An et al. 2017) 
shows how mathematics becomes more meaningful for students when practiced 
through dance and movement. Miriam Giguere (2006, 2011) uses experiences 
from artist visits in a fifth-year class in Pennsylvania to describe how children’s 
cognitive development and ability to solve problems are facilitated in dance, 
movement, and choreography (Giguere 2011, 2006). Giguere’s (2011) point is 
that children do not express their emotions only by moving but also by applying, 
developing, and practicing advanced forms of thinking when choreographing 
dances. Giguere (2006) associated creativity with problem solving and compared 
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choreographing a dance to the practice of writing. Bishop and al-Rifaie (2017) 
use descriptions of the creativity of dancers and choreographers to challenge 
specific theories of creativity that disregard its bodily and social aspects. The 
social element in some types of dance activities is also thematized by Karen 
Schupp (2015), who recommends that, by training young people’s collaborative 
skills through dance, educational institutions can support their subsequent suc-
cess in their working lives.

In this first theme, it is the educators who create a choreographic frame-
work to let students learn through movement. The students find possibilities to 
play inside the choreographic framework introduced by their teachers. The rules 
of these playful choreographies are productive; however, the rules lean toward 
the controlled end of the choreography spectrum. It can also be questioned 
how closely these creative activities are related to the phenomenon of play, if 
play is primarily used instrumentally as a skill (Sundsdal and Øksnes 2021) for 
succeeding in education and working lives.

Choreography as Writing and Pedagogy

In the second theme, choreography lies at the core of studies of creative writing 
and pedagogy. Bannerman (2010) compares the choreographic process with 
creative writing and argues that texts written by choreographers can be under-
stood as expressions of bodily experiences of moving and being moved. Based 
on phenomenology, neomaterialism, and the work of Gilles Deleuze, Ulmer 
(2015) provides three examples of choreographic writing focused on helping 
choreographers write in a way related to the specific creative characteristics of 
dance. Building on philosophy of mind, Irvine (2016) shows that working with a 
certain type of choreographic method, the writing of dance scores, helps dancers 
make decisions as they are dancing. Dance scores come in different variations, 
but, in simple terms, they consist of a number of rules or instructions that serve 
to guide the movements of the performers. Choreographer Jonathan Burrows 
(2010) describes two kinds of dance scores. The first he calls a representation of a 
dance piece similar to a musical score. Describing the second, he notes that “what 
is written or thought is a tool for information, image and inspiration, which 
acts as a source for what you will see, but whose shape may be very different 
from the final realization” (141). Finally, using choreography as an approach to 
teaching, Harrington (2014) examines the relationship between choreography 
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and pedagogy through descriptions of a teaching course with dance students, 
in which choreography becomes a pedagogical tool for the teacher and a struc-
turing link between different subjects in cocreative processes for the students. 

All four studies emphasize the importance of the creative element in cho-
reography. It is the play actors themselves who make rules of movement both to 
create and to describe playful movement. Nevertheless, these descriptions ignore 
possible and already established social and cultural systems of movement rules 
that influence the possibilities open to the play actors. 

Comparisons of Dance and  
Choreography to Play and Sport

Within this theme, four articles—each in their own way—draw parallels between 
the art of dance and other bodily movement and playful practices. Klein (2012) 
looks at football through the eyes of a dancer and finds common characteris-
tics as well as differences, arguing that football is a “playful interaction, whose 
tension is not acted out between the poles emotion-motion, but in the fight for 
victory or defeat” (13). The Amsterdam-based choreographer Carolien Her-
mans (2018) describes an experiment in which she first invited three boys into a 
dance studio and asked them to play and then used their interactions and move-
ments as an inspiration for a dance improvisation session with dance students. 
Lindqvist (2001) compares children’s play with local dance classes in Sweden 
and concludes that this kind of dance teaching ignores children’s preoccupation 
with roles and narratives in play. Thus, according to Lindqvist, there is a gap 
between dance activities related to “movement-training in relation to music” and 
dance activities related to drama and fiction (41). By contrast, Chappell (2007) 
directly addresses Lindqvist’s point in a study involving specialist dance teach-
ers by showing that “these dance teachers encouraged play rooted in physicality 
and embodied knowledge within a strong dance/movement meaning-making 
framework which could be coupled with dramatization” (50).

It is worth noting that when Chappell mentions choreography, she places it 
in opposition to the play structures in dance activities and as “formulaic choreog-
raphy” (42). Thus, Chappell does not herself directly link play and choreography.

Overall, this third theme addresses the differences between play and cho-
reography. Furthermore, Lindqvist and Chappell point toward a missing link: 
the ability to understand the embodied and choreographic aspect of roles and 
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narratives in play. Behind a narrative like the classic playing of mommy and 
daddy lies specific implicit rules for how the different characters use their bodies.

Children’s Play and Environments  
Understood as Choreographies

In line with the other themes, the research of the fourth theme applies choreog-
raphy in a variety of ways. In a structural sense, Kornerup and Gravgaard (2017) 
describe early morning in a day care center, with all its interactions, welcome 
routines, and practices, as a choreography. Ärlemalm-Hagsér (2010) applies 
Barrie Thorne’s (1993) concept of gender choreography to analyze the gender 
stereotypes used by day care professionals on a playground when they try to 
stimulate children’s play. A study by Martha Sif Karrebæk (2011) applies the 
concept of “social choreography,” as formulated by Karin Aronsson (Aronsson 
1998), in a microanalysis of four boys’ play in a day care center focused on how 
the play commences, develops, and concludes, as well as which positions and 
characters the participants create through negotiation. Manso, Ferreira, and Vaz 
(2017) characterize children’s play as improvised choreographies. Without using 
choreography in the description, Berkhuizen (2020) focuses on children’s ability 
to construct their own original and unconventional places for play as something 
often ignored by adults as chidren’s play practices.

In relation to adult ideas about children’s play, it is striking that the studies 
related to the first and second theme describe the physical movement practices 
of schoolchildren and students in higher education as creative. By contrast, 
the studies related to this fourth theme describe as playful the physical move-
ment practices of preschool children. The fourth theme concerns the different 
aspects of the adult framing of children’s play in both productive and unpro-
ductive, manipulative ways. We see these power relations among children when 
they play together, for instance when one child acts as the choreographer by 
making other children dance or move in particular ways (Manso, Ferreira, 
and Vaz 2017). Even though Manso, Ferreira, and Vaz use the term “impro-
visational choreographies,” still they understand choreography as a practice 
in which choreographers are distinguished from dancers in a hierarchy of 
decision making. Berkhuizen (2020), on the other hand, shows that children, 
collectively, can create their own secret choreographic system of imagination 
within the rules made by adults. 
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Choreography as Critical Play 
Interventions in Public Spaces

Both through analyses and interventions, the studies related to the fifth and final 
theme bring play and choreography into direct interaction with public spaces 
and public practices. David Cardell (2010), considering commercial playhouses 
in Sweden (sometimes called funzones), also uses the term “social choreogra-
phy.” However, Cardell does not draw on Karin Aronsson’s concept as related 
to the previous theme, but instead uses the concept in a critical sense first for-
mulated by Andrew Hewitt (2005). Cardell understands social choreography as 
“a way of explaining the interplay between aesthetics and ideology, how actors 
are incorporated into structures while at the same time (re)producing them” 
(5). Cardell’s criticism finds these funzones governed by the desire of adults to 
control children’s play.

Other studies focus on how choreography in digital spaces shapes the phys-
icality of gamers. Criticizing the typical gender stereotypes of the avatars seen 
in digital games, Miller (2015) outlines the process of developing a new game 
in which participants can create their own original body identity. Isbister and 
associates criticize the well-known game Just Dance for its lack of possibilities 
for cocreation and playful movement because it uses prescriptive kind of chore-
ography (Isbister et al. 2016). As an alternative, the authors present their design 
of the battle game Yamove! in an attempt to choreograph playful human interac-
tion in a universe that mixes technology with physical and fun dance battles.

Four of my selected studies address dance and choreography as artistic 
practice: Spampinato (2019) analyses an Israeli performance group that stages 
public choreographies and rituals such as parades, dances, and games to explore 
how political power prevents populations from creating change. Wood (2017) 
describes a choreographic practice with three dancers in urban spaces. With 
their movements and behavior, the dancers seek to create poetic moments as 
a form of public activism. Merriman (2010) seeks to revitalize the concept of 
choreography in architectural geography through descriptions of the happenings 
organized in the 1960s by the U.S.-based, avant-garde duo Lawrence and Anna 
Halprin that explored how the intended use of architecture could be changed 
through dance and movement.

In this fifth theme, it becomes even clearer that a particular choreographic 
gaze can reveal the authors of the system of rules. Becoming aware of the unpro-
ductive and restrictive aspects of rules enables resistance and innovation and the 
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creation of new types of play. Thus, when we are able to see the choreographic 
rules in play and games, we might also have the opportunity to change these 
rules and thereby attempt to redefine the way we move and play together. These 
attempts can result in the creation of playful choreographies.

Discussion

With the review’s five themes in mind, I now return to unfolding the idea about 
a fruitful relationship between play and choreography. I wish to consider the 
initial choreographic exploration of play in this article and tentatively open a new 
theme to explore further the landscape of the interplay of our two phenomena.

In my review of the literature, there seems to be as many definitions of 
choreography as there are definitions of play. However, very rarely do the stud-
ies view choreography as playful. Often, choreography is understood as a plan 
or a way to move that an agent or authority compels others to follow. In other 
cases, choreography is understood as a skill or subject one can study in dance 
education. Some of the studies do address choreographies that consist of playful 
movements (Isbister et al. 2016). Notwithstanding, the existing research gives 
little consideration to the detailed choreographies of play. 

One way to approach this topic is to consider every physical characteristic 
of play as choreography. Looking at choreography through the lens of play is to 
ask: Where in this specific situation is somebody playing, and how can this play-
ing be described choreographically? Here, concepts from the enactive approach 
can serve as guiding principles as we try to describe the variations in what it 
looks like when players, through different rhythms and qualities of movement, 
create participatory sense-making play action and relate to each other in original 
and playful corridor dances. 

Research considering the detailed choreographies of play cannot ignore 
the practice of improvisational dance, which has several things in common with 
play. Besides mentioning the work of Anna Halprin, who pioneered the field 
of experimental improvisation and postmodern dance (Merriman 2010) under 
the review’s fifth theme, I have not not addressed the vast range of movement 
practices that involve the scaffolding and guidance of playfulness, improvisation, 
and imagination (Albright and David 2003). More specifically, looking at the 
dance form known as contact improvisation (Novack 1990) reveals a number 
of strategies and democratic values in relation to the occurrence and practice of 
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playful movement. Contact improvisers search for the “unpredictable unfolding 
of movement” (Foster 2011, 3) as they allow their bodies to interact through 
touch and the sophisticated use of each other’s body weight. Can these inter-
active movements all be characterized as playful, or is such a description limited 
to only particular aspects?

Improvisational dancers have specific strategies in common with song-
writers (Preston 2013) and jazz musicians, including call-response structures 
(Ravn, Høffding, and McGuirk 2021) and turn-taking strategies (Preston 2013), 
which are a form of unpredictable conversation. Initially, the actions of those 
improvising through music and movement might not always look and feel play-
ful; there might therefore be a phase of pretending to be playful before suc-
cessfully establishing a playful interaction. Furthermore, some of these playful 
practices require expertise, guidance, and many hours of practice. To illustrate, 
training for a dance technique like Gaga (Galili 2015) involves a teacher who 
uses a specific language designed to guide and evoke practitioners’ imagination 
and thereby help them to express themselves using a particular playful and 
explorative movement language. If we look at some of these practices from a play 
perspective, we might be able to detect and isolate specific playful moments in 
relation to different practices and modes of play in everyday life (Karoff 2013).

Another playful approach to examining movement practices that involve 
improvisation is to ask if these practices exclude or allow for the hidden, secret, 
and silent choreographies of play. Even if a movement practice promotes a spe-
cific kind of playful movement language, a playful project might look at the 
spontaneous and unintended moments outside or in the cracks of the practice 
where there might be contagious outbreaks of joyful group interaction. At first 
sight, these moments might not be considered valuable—they might even appear 
disturbing. However, in an educational context, it can be useful to understand 
the value of unintended and contagious playful choreographies when teachers 
and educators try to incorporate playful qualities into their teaching.

In relation to rhythm, playful choreographies often arise against a more 
stringent background. Thus, we might say that several choreographies coexist in 
the same way that philosopher Henri Lefebvre in his rhythmanalysis describes 
how activities with a playful and cyclical rhythm often coexist with activities 
with linear rhythms (Lefebvre 2004). For instance, Anne-Lene Sand describes 
how young people in urban spaces draw inspiration from seemingly hopeless 
architecture to create their own self-organized play activities (Sand 2017). 

Another promising candidate for providing a helpful theoretical framework 
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for describing playful choreographies in detail is the concept of social affordances 
(Rietveld 2012). In the same way as “a person waiting for a coffee machine can 
afford a conversation and an extended hand affords a handshake” (207), play 
taking place in a room with chairs might invite the players to use the chairs in 
other ways than for sitting (Rucińska 2017). I envisage a choreographic project 
here that is even more specific in how these play actors bodily interact with each 
other and the environment. 

A commanding choreography is not necessarily a suppressive choreogra-
phy. Sometimes challenging rules and commands create a tension within cho-
reography, and the dancer or player is thereby challenged by having something 
to work against. This aspect resembles sport philosopher R. Scott Kretchmar’s 
(2017) description of constitutive rules in the playground of sport: we invent and 
redefine rules “to create superior difficulties” (63). Kretchmar’s idea is that actors 
in sports, similar to writers of novels, use their sport as a playground where they 
reinvent real-life problems. Thus, if the play is too easy, the participants change 
the rules to make it more exciting, longer lasting, and more pleasurable. Our 
map of playful choreographies should also include this kind of choreographing 
from inside the play world. 

Certainly, a choreographed situation can be in opposition to a playful situ-
ation. This is described in recent choreographic research (Allsopp and Lep-
ecki 2008; Ehrenberg 2019), as well as in several of the studies I have reviewed 
(Cardell 2010; Ärlemalm-Hagsér 2010; Chappell 2007). Here, choreography 
either manipulates or stiffens people so much that playing becomes impossible. 
It is essential to disclose these choreographic power structures to understand 
the possibilities for play. Similarly, exploring the detailed choreography of joyful 
play encounters can offer new perspectives on the relationship between play and 
choreography and thus open new and fruitful areas for future study.

Conclusion

I have sought to outline an area of research for the interdisciplinary fields of 
dance studies and play studies by unfolding and exploring a fruitful relationship 
between play and choreography. By understanding choreography as the rules 
of movement in a broad sense, I sketch a landscape that shows how previously 
published research addresses the relationship between choreography and play 
through a spectrum with productive and liberating rules at one end and manipu-
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lative and coercive rules at the other. Although the latter kind of choreographic 
rules are generally in opposition to play, the first kind of rules create opportu-
nities for playful situations to unfold. Only to a lesser degree does the existing 
research explore the spontaneous embodied communication that occurs when 
we sense and move physically together in play situations. Furthermore, when 
these spontaneous inventions in play are considered, they are rarely perceived 
as constituting a choreography.

Understanding every physical characteristic of play as choreography makes 
it possible to open an area of research that can add knowledge about both play 
and choreography. A choreographic project in relation to play could be used 
to describe and understand how players in various play situations physically 
communicate by offering social affordances as invitations to play and thereby 
creating meaningful coaction. This might open doors to ways of understanding, 
for example, how play in an educational setting can help young people be creative 
and imperfect together. In play, we can instantly become collective choreogra-
phers in interweaving patterns of multiple forms of movement and rhythm.
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Contagious and Unexpected Moments as Gateways to Dancing Playfully 

Together: Students Creating Intervening Spaces
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ABSTRACT
Research on creative dance education has indicated that students can take risks and improvise 
when the teacher relinquishes control through an open and explorative approach. I add to the 
discussion by exploring the unexpected and spontaneous episodes when teaching dance impro-
visation in settings outside dance education. Based on empirical material from a design-based 
research project conducted within the Danish bachelor’s degree program in social education, 
I analyze three episodes where students take the initiative and use their bodies and voices to 
play essential roles in creating sensuous, repetitive, and humorous group formations. I argue that 
these episodes can be understood through philosophical and sociological conceptualizations such 
as sociability, contagion, affectivity, crowds, and laughter and that students can explore playful 
movement through various contagious “ripple effect” processes. These moments are a kind of 
significant everyday playful choreography that is a beneficial skill for social educators involving 
embodied creativity.
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Introduction

It doesn’t matter that the others are doing something 
completely different. It’s about moving and having fun 
together. Jump into the unknown. Sometimes you have 
to remember that. You must dare to do something, even 
if it’s not perfect (Excerpt from an interview with 
a student of social education).

This quote and similar passages in this article are excerpts 
from my interviews and field notes recorded during play-
ful and choreographic interventions with students in the 
teaching space of the Danish Bachelor’s Program in Social 
Education (Ministry of Higher Education and Science  
2022). The program educates professionals (pædagoger 
in Danish) to practice, develop, and facilitate develop-
ment, learning, and care in, for example, daycare centers. 
In the national Danish curriculum for early childhood 
education (Socialministeriet 2018), the child’s perspective 
is the point of departure, and play is essential. This raises 
questions about how playful learning practices can be 
present in the Danish pædagog education program, 
which several scholars (Munksgaard, Schmidt, and 
Skovgaard 2019; Togsverd and Aabro 2021) have criti-
cized for focusing too much on giving the students theo-
retical knowledge about practice and too little focus on 
how to be a pædagog in practice.

In this article, I describe and discuss the potential of 
what I refer to as the “contagious and unexpected 
moments” occurring when teaching dance improvisa-
tion and similar movement-based practices in settings 
outside dance education. In a time with a global pan-
demic, the term “contagious” has been used to describe 
how a disease spreads through close contact between 
people. In contrast, the contagious moments analyzed 
and discussed in this article are moments where playful 
atmospheres and moods are made possible, developed, 
and spread through the bodily movements of group 
members. Furthermore, as I will demonstrate later, 
these playful, contagious, and unexpected moments—a 
kind of playful choreographies—can be understood 
through philosophical and sociological conceptualiza-
tions such as sociability (Simmel 1949), contagion 
(Scheler 2008), affectivity (Colombetti 2014), crowds 
(Canetti 1962; Le Bon 1895; Maffesoli 1996), and laugh-
ter (Eichberg 2013).

When I address play and playfulness, it does not only 
concern the activities we are in the habit of calling games 
or play activities. Playfulness can be something that 
takes place outside a play context: “[p]layfulness is 
a way of engaging with particular contexts and objects 
that are similar to play but respects the purposes and 
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goals of that object or context” (Sicart 2014, 21). With 
Sicart, we can distinguish between a “playful approach 
to,” for example, learning and “play as an activity,” 
which has a purpose in itself. In this article, however, 
such a distinction often merges, as the examples 
I analyze pave the way for the students to dare to 
throw themselves into play. In this way, the playful 
approach can become a play activity. Furthermore, 
I focus less on planning and initiating concrete games 
and playful activities at a distance. Instead, I focus on 
how the educator, the pædagog, can be active as a playful 
body with others.

Throughout the article, I understand choreography 
broadly as the rules that guide our movements. 
A framework similar to rules in play is often established 
before participants engage in lengthy improvised and 
unplanned movement interactions. I thus consider the 
dynamics of the spontaneous embodied communication 
that occurs when we move physically together in playful 
situations as a type of choreography (Pedersen 2023b). 
Furthermore, through this broad choreographic per-
spective, I focus less on improvisation as a dance form 
and more on the improvisational moments occurring in 
the teaching space.

I have taught contemporary and creative dance in 
higher education, school settings, and professional 
dance communities since 1999. Unlike the education 
and practices of professional dancers, I have found that 
many students who try dance improvisation for the first 
time need and demand a carefully thought-out begin-
ner’s guide. If I skip important steps of progression in 
my teaching, students find the tasks too difficult, anxi-
ety-provoking, and almost transgressive, resulting in 
embarrassing situations (Pedersen 2023a). For example, 
many pædagog students find it challenging to move 
playfully together and in front of each other. Certainly, 
dance improvisation practices can create significant 
emotional experiences and actions. On the one hand, 
these emotional reactions can feel self-limiting and 
embarrassing (Shilcutt and Oliver 2021). However, on 
the other hand, in my teaching experiments, I have also 
experienced that specific spontaneous actions can create 
useful intervening spaces that invite surprisingly conta-
gious and joyful group action. How do these valuable 
playful moments occur? How can they be recognized? 
Can they be deliberately designed, or are they significant 
kinds of unexpected moments outside lesson design or 
teaching plans? I aim to explore these questions by 
analyzing three significant situations I have experienced 
with students in the teaching space. Exploring playful 
moments in the cracks of a lesson plan might open new 
possibilities and insights about how to be a playful mov-
ing body with others.

Several studies have shown considerable variations in 
how students and teachers experience creative dance 
classes in settings outside dance education. From 
a phenomenological perspective, dance scholar Rustad 
analyzes teacher education students’ experiences with 
dance improvisation, from feeling awkward and unplea-
sant to enthusiasm and having fun. In Rustad’s (2012) 
study, students associated the latter experiences with 
soft, flexible, and fluid body movements and a feeling 
of “living the movements.” Similarly, a study by 
Lundvall and Maivorsdotter (2010) connects positive 
student experiences in expressive dance classes with 
meaning, confidence, and wholeness. However, it is 
essential to notice how the aesthetics of contact impro-
visation and rhythmic dance, as in the previously men-
tioned studies, affect these student experiences, which 
might be associated with other characteristics if the 
dance form was different. For example, the dance 
forms bone-breaking, krumping, and whacking are 
rooted in protesting, and mastering them is, therefore, 
more associated with explosive and punching move-
ments (DeFrantz 2016).

In this article, I will focus on three students who 
have the skill to act confidently in playful movements 
in the teaching space. According to qualitative 
researcher in movement practices Ravn (2022, 6), 
a skilled improviser is not only capable of being 
absorbed into the activity but “oscillates in sophisti-
cated ways between assuming and relinquishing con-
trol of the dancing taking place.” Improvisation 
involves risk-taking, which is central for teachers and 
students when working with expressive dance. A study 
by Mattsson and Larsson (2021) shows that when 
teachers playfully participate in dance activities, relin-
quish control, and give their students exploratory 
assignments, then the students are able to take risks 
and perform non-predetermined movements. In addi-
tion to risk-taking, Shilcutt and Oliver (2021, 11) argue 
that preservice teachers are able “to take risks despite 
their discomfort” if their negative experiences with 
dance are addressed as part of their education, thereby 
helping them become empathetic teachers themselves.

Building on the above studies, I want to theoretically 
expand on the meaning of the less frequently mentioned 
contagious and unexpected moments in playful and 
expressive movement activities especially focusing on 
how these chains of movement communication can 
emerge. First, I outline the method of the design experi-
ments and the research context. Second, I present the 
article’s theoretical perspectives on spontaneous and 
affective choreographies of play. Third, I analyze three 
episodes from the educational space, before discussing 
my findings and drawing conclusions.
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Method

The research is part of a national project called Playful 
Learning (Playful Learning DK 2021), which focuses 
on how playful and experimental approaches can 
strengthen the professional development of future tea-
chers and pædagoger. More specifically, my research 
project promotes the capacity of future pædagoger to 
use play and their bodies in playful professional 
practice.

The research was conducted through design-based 
research (Barab and Squire 2004) and short-term eth-
nographic interventions (Pink and Morgan 2013). 
Instead of a long-term commitment to people’s lives, 
short-term ethnography engages in intensive visits 
into human practices for creating/designing interven-
tions that aim to identify what is significant for the 
participants (Pink and Morgan 2013). In my specific 
design approach, I allowed for shifts and changes as 
the intervention unfolded which can be described as “a 
drift of research focus and continued adjustment” 
(Krogh, Markussen, and Bang 2015, 39) as a way of 
creating circumstances through which particular play-
ful atmospheres can emerge (Sumartojo and Pink  
2018). In opposition to more classical research meth-
ods, Krogh, Markussen, and Bang (2015) specify that 
a drifting and wandering process is a quality mark in 
a design approach.

Furthermore, in design-based research, “the pursuit 
of theoretical understanding and practical applications 
can commence simultaneously” (McKenney and Reeves  
2018, 211) through iterative design experiments in the 
teaching space. To illustrate, design-based research 
works on developing solutions to and explorations of 
practice problems—for instance, young students feeling 
embarrassed when improvising together (Pedersen  
2023a). In addition, in terms of theory, design-based 
research aims to contribute to fundamental understand-
ings of phenomena relevant to others outside the 
research context (McKenney and Reeves 2018)—for 
instance, a closer understanding of the preconditions 
for play in adult life.

Regarding the development of specific solutions to 
challenges in the teaching space, the design process 
usually involves several interventions—testing, evaluat-
ing, analyzing, and re-designing—with the ambition that 
researchers, in collaboration with practitioners, will 
develop a kind of prototype into a fully functioning 
educational design. It is within the setting and structure 
of such a process that I, in this article, explore certain 
student-led and unplanned moments in the cracks of the 
design, which might not traditionally be regarded as part 
of the design solution.

The investigation of how the students’ playful chor-
eographies take place from “the minute aspects of move-
ment” (Foster 2011, 2) employs a second-person 
perspective “through immediate perception of, and 
embodied interaction with” (Fuchs 2012, 656) the stu-
dents. To illustrate, I move and dance with the students 
in the teaching space. Thus, I use my physical presence 
and bodily movements with the students to disclose and 
evaluate the often nonverbal communication and 
experience where “players are caught up in the shaped 
activity of the game itself” (Weinsheimer and Marshall  
1988, xiv). In the following excerpts from field notes, 
video observations were used to revisit and analyze the 
movement interactions of participants in detail. 
Furthermore, my dance experience as tacit “know- 
how” influenced my choice of what was of significance 
and thus what to annotate and further analyze 
(Delahunta, Rittershaus, and Stancliffe 2021).

Theoretical Perspectives

An investigation of the improvised forms of choreogra-
phy that take place in the educational space concerns 
students’ spontaneous movement decisions. Such chor-
eographies are not planned and rehearsed; they are 
improvised episodes in a planned teaching situation 
where participants “play” with the situation through 
bodily movements. Often, these episodes are ignored 
or considered intervals between the “real” teaching and 
learning content. However, as I will show here, these 
intervals involve quick decisions and highly contagious, 
improvisational interactions. According to the choreo-
grapher Burrows (2010, 24–25), they can thus be classi-
fied as “choreographic acts.”

In his play perspective, Gadamer focuses on the rela-
tionship between the player and the play. Gadamer uses 
the German word Spiel, which is also used for acting, 
music, and dance in addition to play and games. 
Concerning play, Gadamer (2004, 103) reverses the 
expression “we play” by saying that it is the play that 
plays with us and not the other way around: “The players 
are not the subjects of play; instead play merely reaches 
presentation (Darstellung) through the players.” 
According to Gadamer (2004, 105), this means relaxa-
tion for the person playing since play can free the player 
“from the burden of taking the initiative, which consti-
tutes the actual strain of existence.” Nevertheless, it also 
means that the playful person must be brave and risk 
being caught off guard by the play prevailing over you. 
However, according to Gadamer, precisely this surpris-
ing aspect of play also makes it attractive for the player 
to participate.
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Regarding the attraction to “being caught up” in an 
activity, the early phenomenologist Scheler makes a set 
of distinctions through his investigation of emotional life 
and sociality. In The Nature of Sympathy, Scheler (2008) 
explores and analyzes emotional phenomena such as 
sympathy and empathy. Scheler’s analysis of what he 
labels “emotional infection” [Gefühls-Ansteckung] is 
relevant to the physical playful teaching experiments 
that I have conducted. According to Scheler, emotional 
infection is distinguished from sympathy and empathy 
because it does not require one to know the reason for or 
content of the feeling with which you become infected. 
Examples of emotional infection include crying infants 
in old-style maternity rooms; the infants are not con-
cerned with the content of the other infants’ distress, but 
are affected by the outward expression of distress. 
Scheler (2008, 15) uses the example of walking into 
a bar full of happy people and becoming infected with-
out knowing the reason for the joyful atmosphere stat-
ing, “it is characteristic of emotional infection that it 
occurs only as a transference of the state of feeling, and 
does not presuppose any sort of knowledge of the joy 
which others feel.” Emotional infection is in one sense 
involuntary and can even be acted out unconsciously. 
Consider mass hysteria orchestrated by dictators. Yet, in 
another sense, a person can deliberately decide to pursue 
emotional infection as a kind of distraction. Such 
a distraction could be joining a game or a play expecting 
to be infected and caught up in it. I interpret Scheler’s 
account of emotional infection or contagion as involving 
a shared mood rather than a shared emotion. The stu-
dents improvising together do not necessarily have the 
same emotion; instead, they interact in the same space 
with different playful feelings.

The broader term “affectivity” can also help us under-
stand why students find certain movement situations 
tempting and fun to participate in. Research on affectiv-
ity (including feelings, emotions, moods, and atmo-
spheres) is a multifarious field, without unified 
definitions. According to the philosopher Colombetti, 
emotional experiences and felt moods are subsumed 
under the umbrella of affectivity. The term describes 
how it is in our nature as living beings to be moved, 
touched, concerned, etc. without necessarily identifying 
a specific emotion or mood (Colombetti 2014). In rela-
tion to our relationship to others, Colombetti draws on 
historian McNeill’s (1997) notion of muscular bonding 
to describe the feeling of moving in unison during 
McNeill’s own military service, and she adds: “contexts 
of muscular bonding may well be contexts in which 
imitating motor tendencies are allowed to ‘go wild,’ 
thus contributing to a feeling of exhilaration” 
(Colombetti 2014, 197).

However, muscular bonding during a military drill 
cannot fully capture how some students in creative 
dance classes engage in playful and non-predetermined 
movements. Here, the body’s appearance in front of 
others can become less controlled, more humorous, 
and even grotesque. The bond between the participants 
does not seem to be upheld by muscles and precision. 
Looking at the movement of laughter then offers a more 
promising approach. Celebrating the grotesque body in 
an analysis of laughter in games and sports, sociologist 
and historian Eichberg (2013) shows how laughter has 
been removed from modern body culture and replaced 
with a less playful kind of smiling: “Laughter and smile 
are different in bodily rhythm. Where the laughter of 
games is a spontaneous eruption, the smiling of fitness 
expresses self-control and normalization. There is no 
‘burst of smiling.’”

Yet, there is a distinction here between different kinds 
of smiles. An act of smiling can also have a contagious 
quality. While the fitness-controlled smile signals “look 
at me,” there is also an infectious kind of smile that, 
combined with eye contact, can start a “ripple effect” 
(Barsade 2002, 655) and establish joyful group bonding. 
Still, Eichberg’s phrase “bursts of laughter” (2013, 131) 
points to the significant physical character of laughing. 
There is a spontaneous and sudden quality and rhythm 
to the act of laughing. Moreover, it is hard to laugh when 
you are striving for perfection. Even if some plays can 
have competitive structures, there is a humorous ele-
ment in playing the loser, unlike in sports. According to 
Eichberg (2013), laughter is connected to the grotesque 
body as a deep recognition of human failure. Some 
examples include the fool, the carnival, and games like 
“mouth pulling,” where participants deliberately try to 
distort one another’s body parts.

In opposition to analyses focusing on the disappear-
ance of the playful in a modern and individualized 
society, sociologist Maffesoli understands contemporary 
individualism through momentary emotional and affec-
tive communities (Dawes 2016; Maffesoli 1996). 
Maffesoli’s thoughts can help us understand the enact-
ment of playful moments in the teaching space. 
Maffesoli’s (1996, 73) sociology shows the positive 
aspects of the contagious and tactile mass culture 
where individual bodies melt together: “Within the 
mass, one runs across, bumps into and brushes against 
others; interaction is established, crystallizations and 
groups form.” According to Maffesoli, these masses are 
part of postmodern group dynamics in everyday life. 
Without dialogue, we enjoy forming groups where indi-
viduals do not matter. Thereby, Maffesoli points to the 
phenomenon of sensuous togetherness as a radical goal 
in itself. Examples of environments entailing temporary 
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and tactile group formation are jogging, shopping, and 
festivals like Burning Man (St John 2018) and Roskilde 
Festival (Pedersen 2014). In the discussion later in this 
article, I will return to crowd theory through the ideas of 
social psychologist Le Bon (1895) to understand how 
specific students act as play leaders who initiate playful 
activities. According to Le Bon, crowds are often rebel-
lious, manipulative, and coercive. In contrast, the mov-
ing and playing crowds in the teaching space are closely 
related to crowds at parties and feasts (Canetti 1962). 
Entering into a playful activity with others is done 
voluntarily; however, Le Bon’s crowd theory can teach 
us essential information about what persuades us to 
join in.

As Ravn (2022, 5) has shown, students in creative 
dance can learn “to shift their way of attending to move-
ment while moving.” Concerning skills, there must also 
be social skills involved in playful movement improvisa-
tions. The sociologist Simmel writes about sociability as 
almost an art or skill where participants need “a sense of 
tact” (1949, 256) to avoid ruining the sociability with 
others through individual and personal ideas and fan-
cies, for instance in conversations. The historian of ideas 
Hammershøj (2003) compares Simmel and Maffesoli by 
stating that sociability can be understood as the “mood 
community” in the conversation. In contrast, the tactile 
group formations described by Maffesoli are mood com-
munities beyond the conversation. Rather than hitting 
the right tone, it is about hitting the beat and sliding into 
a sensuous rhythm (Hammershøj 2003). Like Maffesoli’s 
emphasis on being together as a goal in itself, Simmel 
states that all human associations include “a residue of 
pure sociability or association for its own sake” (Simmel  
1949, 254). Sociability and “playing with others” are 
closely connected through lighthearted and happy feel-
ings due to “the very fact that one is associated with 
others and that the solitariness of the individual is 
resolved into togetherness, a union with others” 
(Simmel 1949, 255). Inspired by Simmel and Maffesoli, 
we can understand play situations as events where we 
are together for the sake of being together.

Next, I will take a closer look at the improvised 
episodes in the teaching space where the students create 
and affect each other in playful moods.

Analysis of Spontaneous Episodes

In Denmark, pædagoger work in daycare centers, 
schools and after school activities, and 24-hour care 
service institutions. Their job is to facilitate develop-
ment, learning, and care from a social perspective 
(Ministry of Higher Education and Science 2022). 
Thus, pædagog students are not trained to become 

professional dancers or choreographers. Instead, dance 
improvisation may be used to cultivate students’ ability 
to create and to be present in playful, unpredictable, and 
spontaneous movement situations with others off (the 
theater) stage; for instance, with children in a day-care 
center. I argue that these situations are a kind of sig-
nificant everyday playful choreographies that support 
the development of embodied creativity for pædagoger. 
When future educators learn to use play and body pro-
fessionally, they practice being in a playful, unpredict-
able, and spontaneous space where they can enter into 
relationships with children’s immediate play and being.

The following excerpts from field notes and inter-
views with students in the teaching space have been 
chosen to search for the moments when particular play-
ful and contagious action occurs in the cracks, as well as 
on top of a planned lesson design. The situations deal 
with how the participants (students and teacher) are not 
only able to “say yes” to the assignment/design they are 
given but also manage to take control of the design and 
play with it through contagious bodily movement. All 
students gave their consent after receiving information 
about the study, and their names were pseudonymized.

Episode 1

The first episode I have selected happens in the middle 
of a designed improvisation exercise, where the task is to 
move close to the floor, working with three different 
effort qualities (Laban 1980), and to coordinate and 
time one’s movement with a partner. As the teacher 
and dancer, I choose to demonstrate through movement 
how to be fluid, close to the floor. Intentionally without 
providing a verbal explanation, I suddenly perform 
a slightly difficult backward roll over the shoulder. 
I then turn my back to the students and go to start the 
music:

When I turn to the students again, I discover that some 
of the students have started to test whether they too can 
perform the reverse roll. I decide to show and explain 
the shoulder roll: “you might think like this that I can 
ahh’ over one shoulder ahh’ and then back.” In this way, 
I make a little “movement loop” with my body. Some 
students lie on their stomachs while others sit on their 
buttocks while they look at me. However, one of the 
students, Sasha, repeats my words “over one shoulder— 
and back” while trying to learn the exercise. Then two 
other students follow, and gradually everyone is in the 
process of trying out the “movement loop.” They laugh 
at their own and others’ attempts, which often end up 
looking quite different from my first “skilled dancer” 
demonstration. Suddenly, one student tilts her whole 
body to the side—and Sasha rolls into something of 
a dead-end with both legs above her head. As the 
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students stay in these awkward positions, they continue 
talking and laughing.

The situation shows that Sasha acts as an initiator for the 
rest of the group. She picks up on my movement and 
shows the others that she is both skillful and dares to fail 
by rolling herself into a dead-end with her legs above her 
head and lying there while she continues talking. It 
makes the others laugh, and suddenly they dare to 
attempt the backward roll. Two other students, 
Rebecca and Julia, initially sit on the periphery and do 
not seem to be in the right mood to engage in the 
exercise. However, gradually they become infected by 
the movements of Sasha and the others and, eventually, 
they move to the center of the floor to join the others. 
Rebecca later reflects: “I don’t understand why I should 
do it, but I do it [anyway] because I think there must be 
a reason.” As mentioned earlier, there is a purpose for 
future pædagoger: to cultivate the ability to be present in 
spontaneous movement situations with others. 
However, in this contagious moment, it is not necessary 
to reflect on the purpose. We can understand it through 
Scheler’s (2008) analysis of emotional contagion: the 
transference of a contagious feeling, atmosphere, or 
mood does not have to presuppose a deeper knowledge 
of why others are doing something. The other students 
experience Sasha having fun—and as she joyfully 
engages with the exercise, she affects the people around 
her, causing them to be pulled into the playful action for 
no other reason than they, too, want to have fun and be 
part of the play.

Looking back at the episode, I also notice that Sasha 
was able to transform the purpose and movement 
quality of the specific shoulder-roll exercise. Using 
my dance experience, I had a technical and skillful 
approach when demonstrating the shoulder roll. If 
the students had been dance students or professional 
dancers, the focus would likely have been on learning 
the shoulder roll as a technical and individual skill. 
Even though my ability to perform the exercise skill-
fully resulted in a contagious moment among the 
students, Sasha changed the focus from technicality 
to playfulness by moving uncontrollably and interact-
ing with the others as an end in itself. Sasha’s playful-
ness is also seen in how she uses her voice while 
moving. Talking and laughing become a part of the 
activity, and tactfully (Simmel 1949) she transforms 
what could have been a non-verbal dance improvisa-
tion into a social event. Once everyone has joined the 
group activity, physical contact between the students 
happens now and then as a natural continuation of the 
change of focus and of relinquishing close control of 
one’s body movements. Thereby, the students almost 

act out Maffesoli’s (1996) description of people bump-
ing into and brushing against each other as a central 
characteristic of tactile relationships.

Episode 2

The second episode occurs as part of an exercise con-
cerning awareness of the distance to others in the teach-
ing space. While walking, the students are asked to be 
specifically aware of two other people in the room. The 
task is for each student to form an equilateral triangle 
with their respective (secret) partners and stand still 
when the task is solved:

Everyone stands still for a moment, but Rebecca then 
accidentally adjusts her position by taking a small step 
forward, which immediately leads to the whole group 
moving as well. She then chooses, seemingly on pur-
pose, to take a big step forward. Again, this elicits 
immediate reactions and everyone laughs out loud. 
Moving with folded arms, Rebecca tries again to take 
big steps from side to side and back, like a little waltz, 
and the other students follow to great amusement.

Unplanned, the joyful waltzing episode emerges from 
the improvisational structure of the exercise. In addi-
tion, Rebecca hereby plays with the rules and with the 
effect her movements have on the rest of the group. In 
Maffesolian terms, she creates a temporary and tactile 
group formation. However, the group does not exactly 
move en masse, as it is Rebecca’s movement that makes 
the others move. The others agree to follow Rebecca’s 
“playing with the rules.” In contrast to the more gro-
tesque body postures appearing on the floor in Episode 
1, the group is playfully together in simple everyday 
movements of standing and walking. By adjusting to 
each other’s positions and the distances between them 
in a moving group formation, they achieve a joyful 
“muscular bonding” as described by Colombetti (2014) 
and McNeill (1997). The students’ bodies become a unit 
with Rebecca as their leader as they form a playful and 
waltzing military parade.

Episode 3

The third episode occurs during a discussion with the 
students about the design and practice of a playful 
movement game. The students are divided into three 
groups. The first group of students is the dancers; 
the second group sits on a bench with their back to the 
dancers while looking at the third group, who can see 
the dancers and has the task of making imaginary and 
fantastic descriptions of what they see:
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Jonas sits in the middle of the third group and says to 
the others, “we rap, we rap, we sing.” The others laugh 
and smile. I ask the students how they could do the task 
for the next round of the game. Lisa says, “we have 
decided to all speak at the same time.” Jonas makes 
clicking noises with his tongue. I ask if they could do 
something physical as well; for instance, switching 
places occasionally. Jonas suddenly stands up, almost 
dancing, and moves to the other side of Lisa and another 
student, sits down briefly, and then dances his way back 
to his original seat again as he sings: “Well, we say, hello, 
hello, come with me.” Jonas’ group and the group on the 
bench opposite observe Jonas with smiles and laughter. 
An exception is Adam, who is engrossed in writing 
something on his mobile phone. I answer: “Yes, so 
when you have said something, you move to another 
place.” “Okay,” says Lisa in a slightly skeptical tone, “so 
should we just move or what?” I answer: “Yes, just get 
up and sit somewhere else on the bench.” Lisa asks 
“Why?” and I respond: “So that we can create a little 
performance in itself,” making circular movements with 
my arms to indicate the bench and the area where the 
group is sitting. Lisa grabs the bench with her hands and 
rocks her body slightly forward and down towards the 
floor while saying: “yes, okay.” “It’s a bit like a game of 
musical chairs,” says Jonas, and he sings while he again 
moves up and over to a place on the other side: “So that 
game is this and that . . . We talk with arms, and they do 
that.” He coordinates his movements while singing his 
improvised poem as he reaches a new place and heads 
back again. Everyone laughs out loud except for Adam, 
who is still looking down at his cell phone. The group is 
not paying attention to me anymore. They are all 
focused on Jonas’ actions. Iris, a fourth member of the 
group asks: “What did you have for breakfast, Jonas?” 
Lisa: “That man has so much energy. I don’t understand 
how he does it.” Jonas: “Oatmeal.” Everyone laughs.

The teaching situation generates several different reac-
tions and participant roles. Jonas is the main character, 
and his attitude and actions influence everybody near 
him except Adam, who is involved in a conversation via 
text messages on his phone. In a way, Jonas creates 
a forum where silly suggestions are welcome and valued. 
He shows that the activity is fun and the others shift 
from initial skepticism to seeing the potential in joining 
the game. However, Jonas’ level of enthusiasm and ima-
gination differs enormously from that of the rest of the 
students. In the situation where everyone is watching 
each other, none of the others dare to join in and build 
on his actions. Still, their reactions show that they are 
drawn to Jonas’ actions, even if they use ironic com-
ments to distance themselves from him. Indeed, a few 
minutes later, when the game starts and all three groups 
have been given a task, the group joins Jonas in moving 
playfully as they all continuously swap places on the 
bench.

Methodologically, this teaching and intervention 
situation involves both drifting (Krogh, Markussen, 

and Bang 2015) and a kind of necessary risk-taking to 
promote playful and non-predetermined movements 
similar to the point made by Mattsson and Larsson 
(2021) referring to the philosopher of education 
Biesta’s (2015) idea of “the beautiful risk of education.” 
As the teacher, I am running a risk by not knowing how 
the students will approach the exploratory task. It was 
impossible to predict how Jonas’ actions would affect the 
quieter students—they might not have chosen to follow 
the lead of his exaggerated performance.

Similar to the other episodes, one student’s actions 
are followed by the rest of the group. As the teacher, 
I cannot affect all the students like Sasha, Rebecca, and 
Jonas. In fact, due to my position of authority as 
a teacher and experienced dancer, if I had acted like 
the three students, it might have had the opposite effect. 
Rebecca, who played a key role in the second episode, 
confirms this by saying to me, “you are very self- 
assured” after another dance activity where I tried to 
join in, and then adding, while pointing to a fellow 
student: “I found it easier to laugh in front of you.” 
However, with my bodily actions and artistic ideas, 
I was able to affect Sasha and Jonas in Episodes 1 and 
3. They act as translators or mediators between the other 
students and me. Daring to take a leap into unknown 
territory with imperfect bodily movements in front of 
others thus seems to be something that is realized 
through different kinds of “ripple effects,” as explored 
in some of the following discussion.

The Play Leaders

In further exploring and comparing the three contagious 
episodes, I find it helpful to draw on elements of social 
psychologist Le Bon’s influential and controversial work 
from 1895, The Crowd: A Study of the Popular Mind (Le 
Bon 2001). Le Bon has been criticized for a lack of 
scientific legitimacy (Dezecache 2015), for conservative 
bias in discrediting society’s lower classes (Bramson  
1961), and for mainly associating crowd behavior with 
manipulative and destructive purposes. However, ele-
ments from the work of Le Bon and other early crowd 
theorists like Tarde (1903) are still used and can add new 
dimensions to contemporary debates, especially their 
“emphasis on irrationality and plastic subjectivities” 
(Borch 2006, 98). As I have suggested, crowd theories 
can explain the contagious aspect in play situations, 
especially how the group activity begins. Le Bon’s theory 
about the leaders in a crowd can shed light on how “play 
leaders” like Sasha, Rebecca, and Jonas play essential 
roles in creating playful group action. The crowd created 
in the teaching space is not a destructive and revolu-
tionary kind of crowd like those generally described by 
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Le Bon, but may be disruptive, which has both positive 
and negative qualities. However, some of the features Le 
Bon describes in the process of establishing a rebellious 
crowd also seem to be present in the playing crowd. 
Instead of leading to revolt, these features lead to 
a kind of feast crowd, as described by the writer 
Canetti (1962, 62):

For the individual the atmosphere is one of loosening, 
not discharge. There is no common identical goal which 
people have to try and attain together. The feast is the 
goal and they are there. The density is very great, but the 
equality is in large part an equality simply of indulgence 
and pleasure. People move to and fro, not in one direc-
tion only.

In contrast to Canetti, Le Bon does not directly address 
playful phenomena like the feast; instead, he addresses 
the contagiousness of madness. In the context of play, 
the grotesque movement generated by uncontrolled 
laughter could be related to madness portrayed humor-
ously and as a theatrical expression. Furthermore, Le 
Bon points to the power of repetition in the expressions 
of the crowd leaders. In addition, repetition can serve as 
a gateway to more advanced playful actions. According 
to play scholar Skovbjerg, repetitive actions can lead to 
a mood of devotion “where we are totally letting our-
selves go into that state of being, letting go of ‘our 
doings’ and seeing where this being leads us” (Karoff  
2013, 84). Historian Radforth (2015) even connects play 
with unruly and rebellious crowds, as playful behavior 
and performances can draw more people out into the 
street to join in.

In the three episodes presented above, there are differ-
ences and similarities in how the three students (Sasha, 
Rebecca, and Jonas) take the initiative and use their 
bodies and voices to play essential roles in creating sen-
suous, repetitive, and humorous group formations. 
While Rebecca almost accidentally becomes the initiator, 
both Sasha and Jonas are students who dare to start 
playing and exploring ideas through their bodily move-
ments, even when their fellow students are not yet parti-
cipating and instead are watching like spectators. Having 
an audience might be essential in Sasha and Jonas’ deci-
sion to act independently without waiting for others. 
They act neither as students nor as teachers, daring to 
perform alluring actions and, through those actions, 
address their fellow students. We can understand this 
particular ripple effect through Le Bon’s (2001, 68) idea 
of the leader as someone who “has most often started as 
one of the led. He has himself been hypnotized by the 
idea, whose apostle he has since become.” Inspired by Le 
Bon, I suggest Jonas’ musical chairs performance be 
understood as him presenting himself to the group as 

a play apostle who firmly believes in and embodies the 
idea of the playful choreography.

However, describing the play leaders as hypnotists 
and the others as hypnotized subjects is an exaggeration. 
Instead, we can compare the actions of the three play 
leaders in terms of how each uses repetition and gro-
tesque movement, making it attractive for others to join 
in. In Episode 1, repetition and a language of grotesque 
movement are part of what makes Sasha’s actions con-
tagious. She keeps repeating “over one shoulder—and 
back” as a mantra while attempting to perform the 
shoulder roll. It becomes amusingly grotesque since 
her body does not seem to do as it is told, and she 
ends up in a position with her head buried and legs in 
the air. In Episode 2, Rebecca does not use grotesque 
movement. Instead, she uses pedestrian, repetitive, and 
recognizable steps and becomes the play leader almost 
by accident. Of the three episodes, it is here that the 
others are quickest to fall into step, following Rebecca’s 
understated lead. She is already part of the group and, 
with her amusing “accidental step forward,” is able to 
make the rest of the group follow almost immediately. 
According to Le Bon (2001, 70), crowds “are so bent on 
obedience that they instinctively submit to whoever 
declares himself their master.” Obedience can explain 
why the group follows so willingly. Furthermore, in the 
playful situation with Rebecca, her specific, understated 
kind of leadership affects the rest of the group. Thus, 
casual and easily produced movements are more con-
tagious in the episodes than skillful and remarkable 
ones. Episode 3 confirms this, as the group does not 
immediately follow Jonas’ unusual and amusing move-
ment between the chairs while singing. On the contrary, 
Jonas’ actions leave his fellow students staring at him 
with both amusement and bewilderment.

Le Bon’s crowd theory can help us understand the 
actions of Sasha and Jonas because their dedicated and 
enthusiastic performance of movements serves as gate-
ways for the others to participate in the play activity. In 
contrast, to understand the episode with Rebecca 
further, we can return to Gadamer’s idea of the game 
or play itself playing with us and not the other way 
around. In the recognizable walking activity in Episode 
2, Rebecca’s body adjustment can be understood as one 
movement-utterance in a bigger continuous chain of 
group communication where everyone’s movement 
affects the others and is part of the play activity playing 
with its players.

The Embodiment of the Contagious

In this article’s final section, I discuss some essential 
physical characteristics seen in unexpected and 
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contagious episodes. Thus, I return to the questions 
posed in the introduction: How can these unexpected 
and contagious moments be recognized, and how do 
they occur?

Coming from the field of contemporary dance influ-
ences why I find these moments significant. 
Furthermore, my physical presence played an essential 
role in thematizing the unexpected and contagious in 
these situations. More specifically, one of my physical 
actions as a teacher made me aware of the intervening 
space created by the students: turning my back to them 
and letting them be. This action partly addresses the 
question of how playful moments in the teaching space 
occur. In order to make it possible for students to reveal 
themselves as play leaders, it is helpful that the teacher 
can pause, hesitate, and even turn their back on the 
situation. A teacher’s faithful adherence to a teaching 
plan or design might prevent certain playful qualities 
from emerging, even if the teaching plan is designed to 
facilitate and develop playful moods. Thus, contagious 
play moments can occur if the teacher allows their 
students to take the initiative.

As I turned to face the students again in Episode 1, 
I noticed their bodies doing something different than 
usual. I had been in this situation before, conducting the 
same exercises, but this time some of the students sur-
prised me by taking the initiative or getting caught up in 
the action. However, it is not only “doing something 
different” that makes these moments significant. All 
three play leaders also had a crucial thing in common: 
they were immersed in the situation with their whole 
bodies. Sasha’s grotesque movement, Rebecca’s under-
stated leadership, and Jonas’ skillful coordination of 
singing while dancing are all examples of fully engaging 
in the situation. Furthermore, in different ways, the 
three students are “hacking” the lesson design in com-
pelling and surprising ways that also contribute to the 
teaching. Reading dance historian Banes’s view of three 
decades of improvisation in postmodern dance, it is 
possible to see that the three students have aspects in 
common with dance improvisers across generations, 
namely:

a yearning to take chances, a delight in surprise, a desire 
to collectivize creation . . . While younger improvisers 
looked for physical extremes (which can still be 
a virtuoso gesture), they also wanted—and needed—to 
let go, to let the body and the imagination overflow all 
boundaries. (2003, 84)

Sasha, Rebecca, and Jonas had no formal dance training. 
Still, through being playful, they show that they can 
access similar physical characteristics to trained impro-
visational dancers. There is a confidence in their actions 

which is seen in their physicality and imagination. 
Furthermore, they can “let go” of the usual way of 
being a student body. As a result, their movements 
surprise their fellow students and lead to contagious 
and playful group action.

Conclusion

In this article, I have explored the potential for the 
contagious and unexpected moments when teaching 
dance improvisation and similar movement-based prac-
tices in settings outside of dance education. These play-
ful moments can occur when the teacher loosens their 
grip on the lesson plan and lets students act as play 
leaders through contagious bodily movements that 
spontaneously erupt into playful choreographies.

The three episodes analyzed above demonstrate dif-
ferent aspects and ways that individual students act as 
play leaders and affect the rest of the group: grotesque 
movement, understated leadership, skillful coordina-
tion, and repetition. The central point is that the teacher 
cannot always affect all the students, and the teacher’s 
authority, technical skills, and confidence can be 
a barrier. However, a teacher or dancer’s skillful bodily 
movements and artistic ideas can appear attractive to 
some students, who then act as translators and can 
change an activity’s focus from technicality to playful-
ness by relinquishing bodily control and interacting with 
others as an end in itself. In each of the three episodes, 
I set up an activity, but the ripple effects ended up taking 
center stage within the teaching space.

Playful movement can be realized through various con-
tagious “ripple effects.” Daring to be in movement with 
others can open the door to sensuous mood communities 
beyond the conversation. Skillful social educators, includ-
ing pædagoger, can create such communities, which are 
essential for young people concerned with fitting in. These 
playful mood communities tell us about the positive 
aspects of the contagious and tactile mass culture where 
individual bodies melt together. The insights from study-
ing the potential for contagious and unexpected moments 
occurring when teaching dance in settings outside dance 
education presented in this work lead to questions about 
how educators in a traditional dance education context can 
explore similar potentials. This might lead to new perspec-
tives on how unexpected moments in dance education can 
expand the knowledge about a less perfect and more play-
ful kind of movement expertise.
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Samtykkeerklæring vedr. deltagelse i forskningsprojektet:
“Playful Learning Research Extension”

Forskningsprojektet “Playful Learning Research Extension” er et kvalitativt og 
eksperimenterende studie af lege- og læringsaktiviteter på pædagoguddannelsen, VIA.

Jeg henvender mig til dig for at spørge, om jeg må bruge optegnelser og billedmateriale om din 
deltagelse i undervisningen den 16. december 2022 i forskningsprojektet med henblik på at få 
belyst, hvordan undervisningen på pædagoguddannelsen kan gøres vedkommende for studerende 
ved hjælp af legende kvaliteter. Deltagelse i forskningsprojektet indebærer:

At du følges i forbindelse med observationer af lege-eksperimenterne. Observationerne 
dokumenteres via feltnoter, lyd, fotos og video. Video vil udelukkende blive brugt i 
forbindelse med præsentationer af projektet. Situationsbilleder kan blive brugt i en 
forsknings- og formidlingssammenhæng og i forbindelse med omtaler af ph.d.-projektet. 
At du medvirker i fælles refleksioner og evt. efterfølgende interviews, som skal belyse 
dine oplevelser med lege-eksperimenterne.

De oplysninger, som du giver mig, vil blive opbevaret fortroligt. Oplysningerne vil blive sløret,
før undersøgelsens resultater offentliggøres, således at ingen oplysninger kan forbindes med dig 
personligt. Efter maksimum 10 år slettes optagelserne.

Du er altid velkommen til at stille uddybende spørgsmål til undertegnede. Deltagelse i 
undervisningen er obligatorisk, men det er frivilligt, om du vil deltage i undersøgelsen, dvs. at jeg
ser bort fra dit virke i forbindelse med dagen, når jeg analyserer materialet efterfølgende, hvis du
ikke vælger at indgå i undersøgelsen. Du kan også på et hvilket som helst tidspunkt vælge at udgå 
af undersøgelsen, uden at det vil påvirke din videre uddannelse. Det gør du ved at skrive en mail 
til ldp@edu.au.dk. Hvis du vælger at udgå af undersøgelsen, skal du ikke komme med nogen 
forklaring på, hvorfor du ikke vil være med. Det gælder også, selvom du har skrevet under på at 
ville deltage.

Venlig hilsen

Lars Dahl Pedersen, Ph.d.-studerende, VIA og DPU, Aarhus Universitet

___________________________________________________________________________
Hvis du vil deltage i undersøgelsen, bedes du skrive under nedenfor og aflevere den 16. december, 
hvor jeg også vil give en introduktion til projektet.

Jeg bekræfter hermed, at jeg have modtaget skriftlig og mundtlig information om ovenstående 
undersøgelse og indvilger i at deltage. Jeg er informeret om, at deltagelsen er frivillig, og at jeg 
når som helst kan trække mit tilsagn tilbage, uden at det får betydning for min igangværende 
uddannelse.

                 ………………….                        ………………………………...............
                  Dato                                             Navn (tydeligt) og underskrift

















 
 

 

 
 




