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Mapping Your Story

Dance artist Christine Suarez leads participants through a one-of-a-kind 
interactive, creative workshop. Together participants create a map charting the 
landscape of their personal stories. This workshop will include the process of 
writing, drawing, and moving. The final artwork will culminate in a multi-centered 
map that illuminates what is often invisible within us. Participants of varying 
movement abilities and ages are encouraged to take part. 

1. Participants cultivate the ability to listen to their bodies.
2. Participants analyze and express their personal stories in writing, drawing, and 

movement.
3. Participants develop an aptitude for creative movement.

1.1 Creativity and innovative thinking are essential life skills that can be developed.
1.VA:Cr1.1 Engage collaboratively in exploration and imaginative play with 
various arts materials. 
4.VA:Cr1.1 Brainstorm individual and collaborative approaches to a creative art 
or design problem.

2.3 People create and interact with objects, places, and design, and this defines, 
shapes, enhances, and empowers their lives. 

3.VA:Cr2.3 Individually or collaboratively construct representations, diagrams, 
or maps of places that are part of everyday life. 
5.VA:Cr2.3 Identify, describe, and visually document places and/ or objects of 
personal significance. 

7.2 Visual imagery influences understanding of and responses to the world. 
3.VA:Re7.2 Determine messages communicated by an image. 
5.VA:Re7.2 Identify and analyze cultural associations suggested by visual 
imagery.

OVERVIEW

OBJECTIVES

RELEVANT CALIFORNIA ART STANDARDS SUGGESTED FOR GRADES 1-6, 
CAN BE MODIFIED FOR ANY GRADE LEVEL



Workshop Description

 Christine Suarez explains that the process of this workshop will involve the 
act of writing, drawing, and moving. Participants who have a natural liking of either 
writing, drawing, or moving are encouraged to engage in each to a higher degree. 
The act of movement should be kept within the comfort level and aptitude of the 
individual participant. Suarez was inspired by an 18th Street Arts Center project 
titled Culture Mapping 90404. The 90404 project is a community produced map 
that promotes the history and cultural assets of the Pico neighborhood of Santa 
Monica. The Pico neighborhood is traditionally a Latino and Black neighborhood 
with significant cultural history that is part of the greater Los Angeles ethos. Due 
to multiple waves of development many of the neighborhood’s stories have been 
erased from our cultural memory. Suarez has commissioned artists to take some 
of these stories and activates them through dance and movement. The idea is that 
our bodies tell a story. Not only the stories you can read on the surface level but 
just as important are the stories that cannot be easily seen. This workshop will 
engage participants in how to use the body to tell our invisible stories.

INTRODUCTION

• •  Paper

• •  Colored pencil

• •  Crayons

• •  Pens

• •  Your body

• •  Cultural  asset- Cultural  assets are people,  places,  events,  and 
organizat ions,  both past  and present,  that  serve as cultural  anchors 
within this community. 

• •  Improvisat ion- create and perform spontaneously or without preparation.

• •  Creative movement- movement that  indicates one’s inner thoughts, 
emotions,  or experiences.

MATERIALS

VOCABULARY



Workshop Description

To begin the process of listing to our bodies participants are asked to get a chair or 
alternatively find a comfortable position to sit on the floor. 
• Using very light pressure the artist draws three ovals that will guide the formation 

of her drawing. Oftentimes portrait artists will start by drawing simple shapes 
to act as a foundation for the details of the face. 

• Following the sketch of her subjects’ heads Chan uses the same technique to 
draw simple outline drawings of her selected objects. During this phase your 
drawings should only be simple shapes. The goal at this point is to figure out 
where to place your objects within the drawing. This technique is called a 
composition, participants choose whatever layout is pleasing to them. 

STEP 1

Suarez instructs participants to continue to warm up their bodies by squeezing 
their legs and feel the tissue begin to relax. 
• Move up and down the legs towards your back and continue to squeeze the 

tissue feeling the sensation of the tissue beginning to relax. 
• For the last step Suarez asks participants to stick out their arm and begin to 

brush off what it is they do not need. As you begin to engage in the brushing 
motion think about what it is in your life that is causing unnecessary worry and 
stress. The sensation of brushing off dust or debris from your arms paired with 
the thought of removing worry will create a sense of calm. 

• Continue to brush off the dust and negative thoughts from your body, abdomen, 
head, face, and legs. Take everything that you mentally brushed off and collect 
it into a ball using the movement of balling up a piece of tash. Now kick or 
through the ball out the window and out of your life.

STEP 2



Workshop Description

 The next series of movements will involve improvisation. Suarez explains that our 
hands and our arms are often used to communicate or tell a story. 
• Participants are instructed to rub the center of each hand activating sensation 

in the center of the palm. 
• Participants are then guided through the movement of opening and closing 

each hand as if the center of the palms were eyes. 
• Continue to open and close your hands as if they were eyes blinking. 
• Suarez then turns on music and instructs participants to use the gesture of their 

opening and closing hand as an improvisational movement. Use this gesture 
to creatively move along to the rhythm of the music. Think about what your 
hands and arms are saying through the movements you are naturally inclined 
to make. Allow yourself to move around your room as you feel the music guiding 
your movements. 

• Slowly allow your body to come to rest as the music slows down.

STEP 3



The next portion of the workshop will involve writing. For Suarez getting the body 
moving and warmed up is conducive to the act of writing. For many people engaging 
in creative movement allows for better focus when articulating thoughts through 
text. Using any pencil, crayon, pen, or marker participants engage in a free write 
exercise. For participants that do not have a natural liking for writing, drawing 
pictures is an appropriate alternative to written responses. Suarez presents two 
prompts for particiaptns to respond to either in writing or drawing. 
• The first prompt is: What do people see about me? What story is seen? Spend 

2 minutes responding to this prompt in either writing or drawing. Think about 
what it is people are seeing when they see you. 

• The second prompt is: What is unseen? What  can’t someone see in you that 
maybe is invisible? What is part of your identity or story that often is not seen? 
Take 2 minutes to engage in a free write or drawing responding to these prompts. 

STEP 4

Workshop Description

Suarez instructs participants that have yet to draw to spend some time engaging in 
the act of doodling or sketching. The act of sketching does not require professional 
drawing skills but instead allows participants to use whatever drawing aptitude they 
may have. Suarez instructs participants to spend two minutes drawing whatever 
comes to mind, similar to the act of free writing. Try to keep the pencil moving the 
entire two minutes, just draw images without thinking about if it’s right or wrong. 

STEP 5



Workshop Description

Participants grab a fresh piece of paper in order to start making a map. The 
map can be made with different colors, materials, and images. Suarez instructs 
participants to think about what a map of yourself would look like. It could be who 
you are today or can be just a part of you and your life in general. Suarez thinks 
about this exercise as a treasure map that allows viewers to see the different parts 
of ourselves, the joyful part, the dark part, the mad part, or perhaps a detour that 
connects different parts or our personalities. Spend 3 minutes making your map.

STEP 6

STEP 7
Going back to the act of movement, participants will now begin to add physical 
movements to act out what images or writing are found in their map. Suarez 
provides participants with several suggestions. 
• Participants can use their hands to trace the drawings in the air. Participants can 

also use their hands to make creative movements that interpret the drawings. 
• Consider what movements can express things like joy, stress, or any other 

concept found in your map. Just allow the hands and arms to express what it is 
in your map you identify with. Remember there is no right or wrong. 

• Follow along to the music with Christine Suarez. For Suarez these exercises 
cultivate the ability to listen to our bodies and honor what our story is everyday. 
Whether our story is joyful or sad at times use these exercises to continue to 
embrace and strengthen our lives.



Workshop Description

Christine Suarez provided many examples and exercises that help us listen to 
our bodies and process what it is we have been through or are currently going 
through. Each exercise helps process changes and progress in our lives. While it 
may be stressful consider the ways that you have gone through changes over the 
previous year. What have you learned about yourself, your needs, your strengths, 
and your priorities. Engage in several of Suarez’s exercises to reflect on your 
personal growth in the past year. Start with a free write or free drawing exercise 
taking several minutes to consider what it is you would like to express. Then, 
using the act of expressive movement, use your hands and arms to physically 
embody the changes good or bad that you have experienced in the past year.

Art education blog that discusses different approaches to teaching creative 
movement:
 http://www.louisapenfold.com/creative-movement-young-children/#

SUGGESTED FOLLOW UP ACTIVITIES

RELATED RESOURCES

• What is a cultural asset?
• How do cultural assets relate to the idea of unseen stories?
• How do our bodies tell our stories?
• What are ways to express the hidden or unseen parts of our story?
• How can the act of movement, writing, and drawing help us cultivate the act of 

listening to our own stories?

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS



Workshop Description

Teachers and parents can consider their role in modifying workshop instructions 
in the following ways:
• Vocalize and provide visual examples for expected technical and physical 

outcomes for all tasks. This can include providing examples of the different 
creative movement exercises, writing, or free draw exercises. Although 
examples are provided, students may respond better to your own personalized 
interpretations. 

• Incorporate analogies and context about visual art that students can connect 
to their personal life experiences. For example Christine Suarez provides the 
analogy of hidden stories to describe the parts of our own lives that are often 
overlooked or unseen. A parent or teacher can create different analogies to aid 
student comprehension around these abstract concepts. 

• Provide several visual examples of characteristics of form and structure of 
art and movement. For example, when developing a student’s understanding 
of creative movement, draw an image of happiness (smiley face, sun, plants, 
pets) and come up with a physical gesture that can express the visual depiction 
of happiness. 

• Provide students with alternatives to the length of time to display comprehension 
of key terms and concepts in order to meet all processing capabilities. The 
length of time for many of the writing and drawing exercises can be extended 
to provide these accommodations when needed. 

• Scaffold instruction to assist in a student’s expression and communication. For 
example, start by watching Christine Suarez demonstrate an action together, 
follow up with your own example of the instruction, and finally ask students 
questions to measure their comprehension and assess if more instruction is 
needed prior to releasing students. 

ACCESS AND EQUIT Y



Christine Suarez is a Santa Monica based dance-theater artist. She and her 
company Suarez Dance Theater passionately foster new communities through 
the act of moving and creating together where individuals can connect with 
their bodies, each other and find their own expressivity. She is excited to offer 
this workshop sharing part of the process for their newest project, Mapping 
Invisible Histories. This project is supported by funding from Santa Monica 
Cultural Affairs

Arts Learning Lab @ Home is a series of live online arts classes for kids and 
families schooling from home. These hands-on artmaking workshops (which 
are posted as on-demand videos after each workshop) are led by professional 
artists in residence at 18th Street as well as members of our national and 
international artist community. The workshops are taught in both English 
and Spanish for those teachers that are bilingual, and are live translated in 
both English and Spanish. The workshops cover a range of fun, hands-on, 
and participatory ideas that connect with larger social issues. 

You can visit more lessons at http://18thstreet.org/allathome

Founded in 1988, 18th Street Arts Center is one of the top 20 artist residency 
programs in the US, and the largest in Southern California. Conceived as a 
radical think tank in the shape of an artist community, 18th Street supports 
artists from around the globe to imagine, research, and develop significant, 
meaningful new artworks and share them with the public to foster radical 
imagination, empathy, and positive social change.
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