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Signal It 
Years 6-8 
Level 4 
Duration – 8 lessons 
 

Dancing the Semaphore System! 
Students will learn about the history of the Semaphore System, 
explore different ways to communicate messages and will use 
selected signals to compose a Distress Call dance.  
(This unit could be part of an integrated study of Communication). 
 

Key Competency 
Using Language, Symbols and Texts Students will explore the signals 
of the Semaphore System using restricted and full body movements 
and will combine and use the symbols to communicate and interpret 
information to and from others through Dance.  
 

Related Learning Areas 
Activities could include: 

• Social Sciences:  
o Comparisons between modern and historical communication methods  
o Historical studies of The French Revolution and other wars where the 

Semaphore method was used 
o Maritime signalling systems 

• Mathematics:  
o Timelines from the first forms of communication to the present day, 
o Angles in a circle - 45˚, 90˚, 135˚, 180˚, 225˚, 270˚, 315˚, 360˚ 
o Bearings 

• Technology:  
o Studies of modern forms of communication, such as Skype, MSN, 

email, text messaging etc 
o Communicating in various ways with schools in another part of New 

Zealand, or in other countries 
• English:  

o Writing ‘messages in bottles’ to send to others in the class 
o Composing Semaphore messages 
o Sentence structure – the use of nouns, adjectives, verbs etc 
o Editing techniques 

• Visual Arts: Making Semaphore flags, designing new signalling flags 
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Resources 
Semaphore history notes (see below) 
Semaphore flag system (see below) 
Ministry of Education Dance Wall Charts 
Related websites for more information:  
www.anbg.gov.au/flags/semaphore 
www.wikipedia.org.wiki/Semaphore 
Dance Teacher’s Tool Kit (see 
http://arts.unitec.ac.nz/resources/units/dancing_competencies/tool_
kit/): 
Dance Vocabulary Cards; Oral Responses Cards; Thinking About 
Choreography; A Dance Review 3 & 4  
Music Suggestions: Spring Sound (CD) - Jenny Cossey and Michelle 
Scullion Track 4 (Earlier Times)  
Pacifique  - Deep Forest, Track 2 (La Legende Part 2) 
 

Achievement Objectives Level 4 

Practical Knowledge (PK): Level 4 
Students will apply the dance elements to extend movement skills and 
vocabularies and to explore the vocabularies of others 
 

Developing Ideas (DI): Level 5 
Manipulate the elements and explore the use of choreographic devices 
and structures to organise dance movement 
 

Communicating Ideas (CI): Level 4 
Prepare and present dance with an awareness of the performance 
context. 
Describe and record how the purpose of selected dances expressed 
through the movement 
 

Specific Learning Outcomes 
 

LO1 Students can use different body parts to form selected 
Semaphore letters (PK) 
LO2 Students can compose a sequence using the initials of their names 
and the Semaphore code. (DI) 
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LO3 Students can work cooperatively with others to compose a dance 
based on the idea of a distress call. (DI) 
LO4 Students can comment on their own and other’s dance (CI) 

 

A Brief History of Semaphore 
Semaphore is a visual method of communication that involves signalling the 
alphabet or numbers by the handholding of 2 flags in specific positions.  
It has been described as  ‘Optical telegraph’. 
The flags are coloured differently, depending on whether the signal is sent over 
the land or across the sea. 
Red and yellow flags (the Oscar flags) are used at sea and are similar to our Surf 
Lifesaving flags. 
 
 
 
 
 
The flags used on land are blue and white. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The system was developed in France, in 1790 by Claude Chappe and his brothers. 
This was the time of the French Revolution and there was a great need for the 
government to be able to quickly communicate orders and to receive information. 
Their first message, on March 2, 1791 was sent a distance of 10 miles and read: 
 “If you succeed, you will soon bask in glory”.  
(‘Si vous reussissez, vous serez bientot couvert de glorie”) 
They used black and white flags initially, as well as clocks, codebooks and 
telescopes. 
Over the next few years, the Chappe bothers set up a network of 556 stations 
around France and towers with large, moveable wooden arms were developed. 
The system was expensive to operate, requiring people to ‘man’ each station 
continuously during the hours of daylight. The staff had to be very skilled and 
attentive in order for the system to work. 
Once the success of the system was realised, many other countries adopted the 
semaphore system, including Sweden, England and Germany. 
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The system of handheld flags was further developed during the early 1800s when 
the maritime industry found that the flags were a fast and easy method to 
communicate between ships. 
It is still an accepted form of communication during an emergency, using flags in 
the daytime and torches at night. 
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Semaphore flag positions 
The signaller is facing you. The ζ is the body of the signaller. 

A (1) 
              ζ 
 
 
Right arm 
diagonally low, left 
arm down 

B (2) 
                
                ζ 
               
Right arm out, left 
arm down 

C (3) 
 
              
            ζ  
Right arm 
diagonally up, left 
arm down 

D (4) 
 
           ζ 
           
Right arm up, left 
arm down 

E (5) 
 
            ζ 
           
Left arm 
diagonally up, right 
arm down 

F (6) 
 
         ζ 
 
Left arm out, 
right arm down 

G (7) 
 
        ζ 
 
Left arm 
diagonally down, 
right arm down 

H (8) 
                 ζ 
 
 
Right arm out, left 
low  

I (9) 
 
                    ζ 
 
Left arm across 
low, right arm 
diagonal up 

J 
 
       
       ζ  
Right hand up, left 
hand out 
 

K (0) 
 
                  ζ 
 
 
Right arm low, 
Left hand up 

L 
 
          ζ 
 
 
Right hand low, 
left hand up 
 

M 
 
            ζ 
 
 
Right arm low, left 
arm out 

N 
 
          ζ 
 
 
 
Right arm low, left 
arm low 
 

O 
 
 
               ζ 
 
Right arm out, left 
arm across high 

P 
 
                ζ 
 
Right arm out, left 
arm up 
 

Q 
 
            ζ 
 
Right arm out, left 
arm high 
 

R 
 
           ζ 
 
Both arms out 

S 
            ζ 
 
 
Right arm out, left 
arm low 
 

T 
 
 
                 ζ 
Right arm 
diagonally up, left 
arm up 

U 
 
 
          ζ 
Both arms 
diagonally up 

V 
 
        ζ 
 
Right arm up, Left 
arm diagonally low 

W 
 
 
    ζ 
Right arm across 
high, left arm out 

X 
 
         ζ 
 
Right arm across 
high, left arm low 
 

Y 
 
 
         ζ 
Right arm high, 
left arm out 

Z 
   ζ 
 
 
Right arm across 
low, left arm out 

Rest/Space 
         ζ 
 
 
(Both flags held 
down) 
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Suggested Learning Sequence 
Introduction 
Class discussion about communication:  

• What is communication? 
• Why do we need to communicate? 
• What ways can we communicate today? (Oral, telephone, cell 

phone, postal service, email, MSN, Skype, VHS radio, video, 
radar, satellite) 

• If we lived back in a time where there were no telephones, 
televisions and satellites, how would we have communicated 
messages across distances? 

• Introduce the Semaphore signalling method and explain its 
history. 

Exploration of Semaphore signals 
1. Students work alone, in pairs or groups of 3 and are given time to 

create each letter in the Semaphore system using their arms.  
2. CANON: Semaphore is a signalling system where messages are 

passed from one person to another. A Canon is a dance device 
where the same movement is performed by each of the dancers 
in the group at different times – the movement is passed on to the 
next person. 
Students are arranged in 5 or 6 rows facing the front of the dance 
space. The teacher selects and demonstrates a letter and the first 
row turns and signals it to the second row. The second row signals it 
to the third etc. When the signal reaches the last group, another 
letter is chosen to send back up the rows.  
• As above but the teacher also selects the body base (eg. Letter 

R with 1 foot on the ground; Letter H on your knees) 
• Split each row in half and have each half of the class race each 

other to send letters backwards and forwards  
3. Words in Semaphore. Students work in pairs or groups of 3. They 

use the Semaphore signals to spell each of their names (or 
shortened versions of their names – perhaps they could invent 
nicknames) 
• Spell a name of an animal 
• Spell an object in the room 
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• Something they see outside 
• Choose their favourite word from above and add another 

movement of their choice to help communicate it’s meaning (eg. A 
swaying action for a tree) 

• Pairs or groups perform for each other and try to guess the 
words 

 

DI – Semaphore Initials A Sequence composition 
1. Students work individually and make the initials of their names (3 

letters if possible) using just their arms. They try to memorise 
these letters so that they can be performed forwards or 
backwards.  

2. As a class, the teacher calls out the numbers 1, 2 or 3 in any order 
and the students perform their ‘semaphore initials’.  
• Extension: Signal with their arms, but use different body bases 

– knees; sitting; standing on 1 leg; lying down on back or front as 
called out by the teacher. (For example “One knee and one foot 
on the floor.)   

• As above, but with a different body base for each letter. 
• Extension (difficult!) Signal a letter using body parts other than 

arms (instrumentation). 
3. Students work individually once more and continue to work with 

their initials. 
• New body shapes including lunges on one knee, could be 

developed.  
• Allow the students time to create the most interesting way of 

performing each letter of their initials. 
• Link the 3 letters into a sequence. Rehearse. 
• Rehearse as above, but this time encouraging the students to 

grow into each shape and begin moving into the next shape as 
soon as they complete the first one. This will create a flowing 
sequence, rather than 3 staccato shapes. 
o Take 5 seconds to move from a standing position into Letter 1.  
o Take 8 seconds to move into a new spot on the floor and make 

Letter 2 
o Take 3 seconds to create Letter 3 
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o Rehearse for recall and clarity of movement 
• CI. These sequences could be shared in informal presentations 

where 4-5 students perform their individual sequences for the 
entire class at the same time.  

• Responses from the class could include comments about: 
o The body bases used and the added interest it can give to a 

sequence of movement.  
o The clarity of the shapes – strong arm and leg shapes as each 

letter was completed so that the Semaphore letter could be 
briefly seen. 

4. Students work in pairs and teach each other their Semaphore 
sequences. The 2 sequences can then be combined into one and 
performed for the class. Student response cards could be used. 
(See Dance Teacher’s Tool Box) 

Group work: A Semaphore Distress Call (3-4 students per group) 
1. Task: Students are to imagine that they are in a difficult situation 

and have to signal an emergency Semaphore message. The students 
could invent their own situation or use ones provided by the 
teacher. Some suggestions could be: “Imagine that you are: 
• A military commander in Paris during the French Revolution 
• A sailor on a sinking ship 
• A mountain climber stuck on a cliff 
• Marooned on a desert island 

 

2. Students write the message on paper and edit it until it only says 
the most important words (a maximum of 5 words). This activity 
could occur during a writing class focussing on developing skills in 
the editing of text.  

 

3. Students begin the process of creating a Semaphore Dance: 
Each word becomes a mini sequence. Refer to the Signal It! A 
Semaphore Distress Call summary page below that can be 
photocopied and given to each group. 
Flags could be used for 2 letters 
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4. The sequence is rehearsed for performance and assessment. 
Music Suggestions:  
Spring Sound - Jenny Cossey and Michelle Scullion Track 4 (Earlier 
Times)  
Pacifique  - Deep Forest, Track 2 (La Legende Part 2) 

 

5. Students review their choreography – See Thinking About 
Choreography from the Dance Teacher’s Tool Kit (see 
http://arts.unitec.ac.nz/resources/units/dancing_competencies/too
l_kit/) 

 

6. Performance – see Dance Teacher’s Tool Kit for Oral Responses 
Cards (see 
http://arts.unitec.ac.nz/resources/units/dancing_competencies/too
l_kit/oral_cards.php) 
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Teacher summary 
Word 1: To be performed in unison using basic Semaphore arm signals. 

• The group will need to consider their formations.  
• The shapes should be strong and clear 
• Extension: each group member uses a different body base/s as 

they signal the letters. 
 
Word 2: The Semaphore word is performed in one continuous and 
flowing movement sequence. This will contrast with the first word 
where each letter was performed separately. 
 
Word 3: Each letter is created as a tableau (frozen shape) using the 
body parts of each member of the group. (Dancer 1’s left leg, Dancer 
2’s right arm etc)  
Transitions: The students will need to consider how smoothly they can 
move between each tableau. 
 
Word 4: Perform each letter as a canon passing the signal down a line 
or formation of their choice 
 
Word 5: A tableau to represent the entire word 
 
 
Student instruction sheet 
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Signal It! A Semaphore Distress Call 
 

• Groups of 3-4 
• Write a 5-word distress call 
• Create a movement sequence for each word 

 
Word 1: Make an interesting formation with your group and 
write the word with your arms in unison using Semaphore 
code 
 
Word 2: Perform the entire word as one continuous and 
flowing movement – grow into a letter, flow straight out and 
grow into the next letter etc. 
 
Word 3: Letter Tableau. Use everyone in your group to 
make each letter. Think about smooth transitions between 
each tableau. 
 
Word 4: Perform each letter in canon 
 
Word 5: Word Tableau. Create one frozen shape to 
represent the whole word 
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Assessing the Learning 
• Evaluation form – see below 
• A Dance Review 3, 4 – see Dance Teacher’s Tool Kit (see 

http://arts.unitec.ac.nz/resources/units/dancing_competencies/
tool_kit/) 

• Learning Outcomes – see below 
 
 

Signal It!       Name: _________________ 
 

Learning Outcome Working 
towards 

Achieved Achieved 
with Merit

LO1 PK: Students can use different body 
parts to form selected Semaphore letters 
 

   

LO2 DI: Students can compose a 
sequence using the initials of their name 
and the Semaphore code. 

   

LO3 DI: Students can work cooperatively 
with others to compose a dance based on 
the idea of a distress call 

   

LO4 CI: Students can comment on their 
own and other’s dance 

   

 
Comment: 
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Signal It!    Name ___________________ 
Semaphore Initials 

My 
Initials in 
English 

   

My initials 
in 
Semaphore 

   

A brief description of my sequence 
_____________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________ 
The different body bases I used were: 
_____________________________________ 
_____________________________________ 
_____________________________________ 
I think the most interesting part of my sequence was when 
_____________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________ 
 

A Semaphore Distress Call 
Our distress message was: 
 
__________ __________ __________ __________ __________ 
 
Our final tableau shape 
 

3 words to describe our dance 
 
 
 


