Quick Guide to

Writing Choreography
There are many ways to approaching choreography. If you find a different
way that works for you, use that; this is just one way to help you get
started.

1. Song Selection
a. Find your song selection. If you have a certain style you want to
do, make sure your song fits that style. Sometimes it works to
go against the traditional feel, such as doing ballet to rap, but
unless you are very firm in your idea, stick with the same style of
choreography with the same style of song.
i. As a beginning writer, stay away from songs that are not in
4/4. That is, if the song is not felt mostly in sets of 8,
don’t use it. If the song is not in 4/4, it is probably in 3/4,
if it is a popular song, and writing in this meter is difficult
for beginners.
b. Check lyrics of your selection. It is against the rules in all
competitions and/or performances to have explicit or suggestive
lyrics. If your song has just one or two instances of this, maybe
there is an appropriate radio edit you can find, or you could fade
out the words with a music editing program. Though, it is best
just to stay away from any iffy situations.
c. Check the song duration. Make sure your song fits the time
restrictions of your performance. Usually, there is going to be a
minimum time requirement and a maximum time restriction. If you
song is too long, use a music editing program to cut it down. It
is easiest to either cut out time from the beginning or end, if it
takes a long time to get started or finished, or to take out a
verse and chorus. When your song is edited, it is more important
to keep the tempo/beat and set counts consistent than to have a
clean edit, though you should try to keep everything smooth.

2. Count out the song
a. You may have many ideas about what you want to do, but it is
important to count out the entire song before you do anything.
Get a piece of paper and just start writing the sets down. For
example, start at the top of the paper and start writing “8” down
the margin after every set of eight you hear. You may have a
few sets that are not 8 counts, they may be 12 or 4 or 3, it could
be anything, just make sure you keep track of these meter/set
changes. When you are done counting out the song in sets,
listen to the song multiple times to make sure you did not miss
anything. It is very common for a beginning writer to skip sets
and then have to think of something to squeeze in.
3. Equipment placement
a. If you plan to use anything else other than flag, this is the time
to separate your song out into sections. Figure out which piece
of equipment is going to be your main one and put that during
the high point of the song, then fill in the rest. Try not to use a
piece of equipment for less than 32 counts; it isn’t worth it and
creates a ‘hiccup’ in your choreography flow.
i. Dance is also considered a section, just like any other piece
of equipment. Body work with your equipment is a must
throughout your routine, but many people put in sections
of dance to boost their choreography points. It does not
have to be hard, but it shows your maturity as a color
guard performer.
4. Drill
a. If you were to write drill (floor placement), this is when you
should do it. It makes writing choreography easier and ensures
that you use floor space effectively.
b. For a solo, all you need to do is use the floor space. Do not
stand in one spot for too long. If you stand in place, the
routine should incorporate body work. You do not have to use
the whole floor, but you do need to move around. Use both
sides of the floor and have depth, back to front. If you want to
plan out your floor use, that could make it easier. Don’t worry

about coordinates; just think about general areas you want to be
during the song and when.
5. Choreography
a. There are no rights and wrongs to choreography, but there are
general guidelines.
i. Don’t do the same move too much, especially a specialized
move. Catching behind your back is impressive, but only if
you do it once. That said, try not to repeat any section of
moves in your song. If there is a straight out repeat in
your piece, it is advisable to change equipment instead.
ii. Use your space around your body. Have movement high,
low, and all around. Also, don’t stay in one plane for too
long. Having work flat to the front for a long time is
boring. 45’s are a favorite to work with when not in flat
front; it keeps it looking clean without being turned too
far either direction.
iii. Act out your piece, don’t just have a song and do flagwork
to it. Create a character for yourself and project your
feeling to the audience. It is boring to watch a routine
that is not performed in the sense of acting.
iv. DON’T COPY anything exactly. We all learn new guard
moves by watching others and using their ideas, but it is
against the rules to copy a whole routine or a chunk of a
routine.
v. Follow the feel of the music. If the song is slow, have
flowing choreography; if the song is fast, have fast
choreography. If the song has hard hits, have hard hits in
your work. If the music gets loud, have the work higher; if
the music is soft, keep it lower. Of course, you can go
against the norm, but make sure it is not done all the time
and really makes sense. For example, I like to right tosses
during silence and have the catch when the music comes
back in with a hit.
vi. That said, always write when you are actively listening to
the music. Sometimes writing to the song in your head
ends up being to slow or too fast and looks awkward to
the actual tempo.

vii. If you are not comfortable writing body work right away,
write your routine, then add in legwork and arm work.
Sometimes, just bending your body a certain way will give a
move more impact. Write a skeletal routine then tweak it
with body movement.
viii. Always, stop along the way and double check. It does
happen, that despite what you thought you wrote, you have
too little or too many counts in one set. Take the time to
stop, go back and air flag through to the music to make
sure everything flows correctly.
6. Practice
a. Once again, go through the whole piece, checking for any missed
any counts.
b. If you wrote with small equipment and/or inside, go to a space
where you can try out your writing with appropriate equipment
and space. As a novice writer, I use to write with a small flag in
my bedroom, only to find it was too fast to do on a 6’ pole.
Know your equipment and how it moves if you are going to do
this method, especially counting for tosses. To keep it safe, just
always write with the correct equipment and in an open space.
c. Once everything seems to be going well, check body posture all
the way down to your hands and feet. If there is something
extra you can add to the body movement, add it now. Sometimes
practicing will bring out new ideas.

