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Introduction
This essay analyses the development of my work Reclaiming the Self, created in response to the question: How can dance support female survivors of abuse? While the foundation of the work engages with experiences of relational harm, the primary focus of this investigation establishes dance as a methodological practice, through which experiences can be communicated and explored. The choreographic process prioritises movement as a form of knowledge, as opposed to the narrative of retelling abuse, which enables complex emotional states to be accessed through the body. 
The work adopts a practice-as-research framework, where choreography functions as both creative output and investigative method. Knowledge is developed through embodied practice, allowing movement to act as a place of enquiry and representation. Aligning with wider understandings of embodied practice, where physical expression can communicate internal experience beyond the limitations of verbal language. 
In response to the sensitivity of the subject matter, the work avoids autobiographical disclosure, instead focusing on how movement can convey emotional states and processes of recovery without requiring personal narrative. This decision reflects both ethical considerations and choreographic intention, emphasising that dance can communicate experience through physicality. The process centres on embodiment, allowing dancers to engage through physical exploration rather than verbal explanation. 
This essay will critically reflect on the overall process, analysing how movement was used to develop the progression of the work. Exploring the ways in which embodied practice enabled the communication of complex emotional states and evaluate how the creative process supported emotional awareness, regulation, and expression within a dance context. The essay aims to demonstrate how dance can function as a responsive practice for exploring human experience. 

Choreographic Process
This work was developed through a practice-as-research methodology, positioning choreography as both the method and outcome of investigation. This approach was intentionally selected to align with my research question, as it allowed dance to become the primary means of exploring how movement can support female survivors of abuse. 
Rather than entering the studio with predetermined material, movement was generated through embodied exploration and improvisation, enabling dancers to respond physically to thematic prompts. This approach reflects Schön’s concept of reflection-in-action, which describes the process of thinking, adapting, and making decisions in real time within practice, rather than relying on pre-planned knowledge. By working in this way, choreography remained responsive rather than fixed, allowing me to continuously assess what was emerging in the space and adjust accordingly. For example, when certain motifs did not effectively communicate the intended emotional quality, they were immediately adapted or reworked through further exploration, demonstrating an ongoing cycle of action and adjustment. (Gordon, L. 2025)
This process also drew on Schön’s idea that professional knowledge is developed through experience and refined through reflection, bridging the gap between theory and practice (Schön, 1983). Rather than applying theory onto movement, understanding was constructed through doing, with each rehearsal functioning as a site of enquiry. Allowing the choreography to evolve in response to what felt physically and emotionally authentic for both myself and the dancers. 
This decision was particularly important due to the sensitivity of the theme. If choreography had been imposed, it would have contradicted the intention of supporting dancers through agency and autonomy. Instead, movement was discovered rather than dictated, allowing dancers to engage through sensation rather than explanation. This ensured that the work remained grounded in bodily experience, reinforcing the idea that dance can function as a non-verbal form of communication for complex emotional states.
Evaluating this approach, I found that working through reflection-in-action enhanced both the depth and integrity of the work. It enabled me to move away from instinct and instead make informed choreographic decisions, ensuring that the material remained grounded in embodied experience. This directly supported my research question, as it demonstrated that dance could function as a reflective practice, capable of exploring complex emotional experiences through the body without reliance on fixed narrative structures.

Movement Lenses and Embodied Exploration
Movement lenses were implemented as a key methodological tool to translate research into physical exploration. Each lens—emotional abuse, domestic abuse, coercive control, and sexual violence—was informed by existing research into patterns of relational harm, and designed to guide movement qualities such as erosion, impact, restriction, and fragmentation (Women’s Aid, 2025) (Rape Crisis England & Wales, 2024).
Rather than directly representing these forms of abuse, the lenses functioned as prompts, allowing dancers to explore their physical and emotional implications through embodied practice. This approach ensured that movement remained rooted in research, while avoiding the need for autobiographical disclosure.
For example, coercive control was explored through restricted pathways and redirected movement, physically embodying loss of autonomy. (Women's Aid, 2025) Similarly, emotional abuse was explored through repetitive and diminishing gestures, reflecting erosion over time. (Refuge 2024). These choices directly informed by research into how these forms of abuse affect behaviour and perception.
Evaluating this process, I found that removing verbal expectation created a safer and more productive environment. Dancers engaged more fully, producing movement that felt genuine and internally motivated, rather than shaped by external pressure to “perform” a concept. This reinforced the effectiveness of movement lenses as both a research tool and choreographic method, supporting my research aim by demonstrating that dance can communicate lived experiences without requiring verbal articulation.

Collaboration, Agency, and Ethical Practice
Collaboration was central to my choreographic approach, as it directly supported both the ethical framework and my research question. By giving dancers autonomy over their solos—including movement vocabulary, music choice, and ribbon symbolism—I ensured that each performer could engage with the material in a way that felt personally meaningful, without requiring disclosure.
This decision is supported by Brookfield’s emphasis on incorporating multiple perspectives within practice, recognising that knowledge is not held by the facilitator but shared among participants. By allowing dancers to contribute creatively, the work became more authentic, as each solo reflected a distinct physical and emotional quality. (Brookfield, 1995)
However, this approach also required careful negotiation. Balancing individual agency with overall cohesion presented challenges, particularly when dancers interpreted themes differently. To address this, I implemented clearer structural guidance while still maintaining creative freedom, ensuring that the piece remained unified without restricting expression.
To further support ethical practice within the rehearsal process, I created a booklet for my dancers, designed to communicate my creative vision while also providing space for personal reflection. These included prompts encouraging dancers to acknowledge and document emotional responses that arose during rehearsal, ensuring no individual left the studio carrying unresolved feelings. This approach aligns with trauma-informed practice, which emphasises safety, choice, and emotional regulation within creative environments (SAMHSA, 2014). Incorporating structured reflection also reflects (Moon 2004) assertion that processing experience supports deeper understanding and emotional integration. Within an embodied practice such as dance, where expression may occur non-verbally, this combination of movement and reflection enabled dancers to externalise and contain their experiences in a supported way. Consequently, the booklet functioned as both a creative guide and ethical tool, reinforcing care, agency, and emotional awareness throughout the process (American Dance Therapy Association, 2020).
Additionally, I prioritised creating a safe studio environment, actively rejecting traditional authoritarian teaching models. (Dance Data Project, 2024) suggests that hierarchical approaches can create fear and reduce creative risk-taking, whereas inclusive environments promote autonomy and growth. By encouraging consent, open discussion, and shared ownership, the studio became a space where dancers could engage safely with challenging material.  
Evaluating this process, I recognised that ethical practice was embedded within the choreography itself. The way the work was created was as significant as the final performance, reinforcing that dance can support participants not only through what is performed, but through how the process is facilitated.

Structure and Narrative Development
The work was structured into four conceptual sections: Containment, Fracture, Reclaiming, and Integration. This structure was intentionally non-linear, avoiding explicit narrative in favour of an emotional progression that the audience could interpret individually.
This decision was made to align with my research question, as imposing a fixed storyline could limit the universality of the work. Instead, structuring the piece around emotional states allowed the choreography to communicate experiences more broadly, making it accessible without requiring specific context.
During the process, the structure evolved significantly through reflection-in-action. Initially, the piece began with isolated material; however, this lacked clarity. By introducing the duet earlier in the work, I was able to establish relational dynamics immediately, providing context for the rest of the piece.
A particularly significant structural decision was removing myself from the solo section. This was both a practical and conceptual choice. Narratively, it allowed my character to experience the journey through others first, reinforcing themes of community and shared experience. From a choreographic perspective, it also allowed me to step into the role of director, observing the work from an audience perspective and making more informed decisions about clarity and impact.
Evaluating this, I recognised that effective structure in dance relies not on storytelling, but on the organisation of movement, space, and relationships. These choices strengthened the clarity of the work while maintaining its conceptual nature.



Rehearsal Process and Challenges
The challenges encountered during the rehearsal process required continuous adaptation, reinforcing the importance of reflective practice within choreography. Schön’s concept of reflection-in-action was particularly relevant, as decisions had to be made in real time in response to changing circumstances, including dancer absence, time constraints, and structural adjustments (Schön, 1983)             (Gordon, 2025).
Additionally, Brookfield’s notion of critical reflection, which involves examining practice through multiple perspectives, supported my approach to resolving interpersonal conflict within the group. By recognising both my own response and the wider impact on the rehearsal environment, I was able to make an informed decision that prioritised both the integrity of the work and the wellbeing of the dancers (Brookfield, 1995). These experiences highlight that overcoming obstacles within creative practice is not solely practical, but also reflective and relational, requiring adaptability, emotional awareness, and the ability to reassess decisions to support both the process and the performers. 
The removal of this dancer required significant restructuring. The original solo was adapted into a trio, which ultimately strengthened the work. The trio was recontextualised to represent collective empowerment, aligning with the symbolism of the white ribbon and reinforcing the theme of unity. This demonstrates the importance of adaptability within creative practice, as reflective processes support the ability to reassess situations and implement alternative strategies when initial plans are disrupted (Gordon, 2025).
Evaluating this experience, I recognised that challenges were not purely obstacles, but opportunities for development. They required adaptability, emotional awareness, and leadership, all of which are essential within choreographic practice.

Use of Sound, Lighting, and Symbolism
Sound, lighting, and costume were intentionally integrated to extend the choreographic meaning of the work.
The use of a heartbeat motif was designed to create a direct physiological connection to the body, grounding the audience in an embodied experience from the outset. The variation in tempo throughout the piece reflected emotional states, from anxiety to calm, reinforcing the internal journey of the work.
Lighting was conceptualised to mirror the thematic progression, transitioning between warm and cold tones to reflect states of fragmentation and reclaiming. Although technical limitations prevented full realisation, adaptations were made to maintain the intended atmosphere as closely as possible.
Costume and ribbon symbolism further reinforced the conceptual progression of the work. The transition from black costumes, representing containment and emotional heaviness, to coloured ribbon tops, signifying individual experiences, and finally to white shirts, representing integration, visually embodied the journey from fragmentation to healing. This progression allowed the audience to perceive transformation physically, rather than through narrative explanation.
Each ribbon colour was deliberately selected to align with established awareness symbolism, strengthening the relationship between research and choreographic decision-making. The purple ribbon signifies domestic violence awareness and support for survivors (The Retreat, 2021), while the teal ribbon represents sexual assault awareness and the prevalence of non-consensual experiences (Joint Base Andrews, 2016). The mint green ribbon was incorporated to extend inclusivity, acknowledging that abuse is not confined to a single gender (HealthyPlace, 2026). The white ribbon reflects the global movement to end violence against women and girls, emphasising prevention and collective responsibility (White Ribbon UK, 2024).
Through this, costume functioned not simply as a visual element, but as an extension of the choreography itself, reinforcing thematic development and supporting the communication of the work.
Evaluating this, I recognised that these elements functioned not as decoration, but as extensions of the choreography, contributing to the communication of meaning. This supports the idea that dance operates as a multisensory form, where movement, sound, and visual elements work together cohesively.

Emotional Engagement and Personal Reflection
This project held personal significance due to my own experiences, which informed the foundation of the work; however, the focus remained on dance as a method of embodied exploration rather than autobiographical narrative. At times, the process was emotionally challenging, particularly when certain situations activated past experiences. Engaging with the work through choreography, however, allowed for a process of reframing, aligning with Schön’s concept of reflective practice, where experience is actively evaluated and reshaped to inform future action (Gordon, 2025). Through this, I was able to separate identity from experience, understanding that what had happened did not define me, but could be explored communicated through movement.
This process also reflects principles within somatic theory, which emphasise the body as a site of stored experience and knowledge, suggesting that movement can facilitate awareness and integration of emotional states (Levine, 2010). Similarly, Bessel van der Kolk argues that trauma is held within the body and that non-verbal practices, such as movement, can support regulation and processing where words may be insufficient. This reinforces the role of dance within this project as not only expressive but also regulatory. (Kolk, V.D. 2014). The body keeps the score 
Working with dancers who had also experienced forms of abuse further contributed to a supportive and empathetic environment, highlighting the importance of community within both the creative process and recovery. This approach aligns with the work of Anna Halprin, who emphasised dance as a tool for healing, self-discovery, and collective expression. (Schorn, 2015).  
Feedback from dancers indicated that the process supported emotional awareness and expression without requiring personal disclosure, reinforcing the idea that dance can provide a safe and effective means of engaging with complex experiences. Several dancers highlighted that expressing themes through movement felt “easier” and more “freeing” than verbal communication, particularly when discussing trauma was difficult to articulate. One dancer reflected that movement allowed them to access emotions they struggled to express in words, while another described the process as enabling them to “feel in control” of their emotions and past experiences.
The collaborative aspects of the work further reinforced this sense of support, with dancers identifying moments such as the trio section and final group motif as creating a strong feeling of connection, describing the experience as being “part of a community” and “not having to go through things alone.” Additionally, dancers noted that the rehearsal environment felt “extremely safe and supportive,” emphasising the importance of care, communication, and trust within the process.
These responses demonstrate that the choreographic process extended beyond performance, functioning as a space for embodied exploration, connection, and emotional processing. This directly supports my research question, evidencing that dance can operate as both a communicative and supportive practice for survivors, allowing complex experiences to be explored physically without the need for verbal disclosure.

Dance as Communication and Support
This process demonstrates that dance can communicate experiences of abuse without reliance on verbal explanation.
Through embodied practice, dancers were able to explore and express complex emotional states in a way that was both personal and accessible. The integration of movement lenses, collaboration, and trauma-informed practice ensured that the work remained both ethically responsible and artistically effective.
Evaluating the overall process, I found that dance functioned not only as a performative medium, but as a space for exploration, awareness, and emotional regulation. This reinforces the central argument of this research: that dance can support survivors not by telling their stories for them, but by providing a space in which those experiences can be safely explored, embodied, and transformed.
Conclusion
This research set out to explore how dance can support female survivors of abuse, through embodied expression and choreographic process, not through narrative retelling. Through the development of Reclaiming the Self, it became evident that dance can function as both a communicative and supportive practice, allowing complex emotional experiences to be explored physically without the need for verbal disclosure. 
The use of movement lenses, collaborative process, and a trauma-informed rehearsal environment enabled dancers to engage with sensitive themes in a way that prioritised safety, choice, and autonomy. This reinforced the understanding that movement can act as a form of language, where internal states are externalised through the body. Existing research supports this, suggesting that dance and movement-based practices can enhance emotional awareness and provide therapeutic support by reconnecting individuals with their physical selves. 
Reflecting on the process, the choreographic journey was as significant as the final performance. Challenges such as rehearsal disruptions, interpersonal conflict, and structural challenges required adaptability and critical reflection, ultimately strengthening both the work and my development as a choreographer. These moments highlighted the importance of maintaining ethical awareness, particularly
when working with vulnerable themes, and reinforced the necessity of creating a safe, inclusive space for all participants. 
On a personal level, this process held profound significance. While elements of the work were emotionally challenging, the act of translating experience into movement became a means of reclaiming agency. The piece not only supported my research question but also demonstrated how dance can contribute to a sense of empowerment, both individually and collectively.
Ultimately, this research affirms that dance extends beyond performance; it operates as a space for exploration, connection, and transformation. By prioritising embodiment, collaboration, and care. Reclaiming the Self illustrates how choreographic practice can support emotional expression and recovery, positioning dance as a powerful tool for both artistic and human understanding. 
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