Choreography Corner Essentials to Choreographing a Winning Competition Routine
by Ryan Maag
There are many coaches and programs that do their own routine choreography. This can be very challenging and difficult; a routine must have all the elements required by the score sheet. There are many different styles and ways to create a winning routine. The following are some guidelines that will help you within the general structure of your routines.

STRUCTURE YOUR ROUTINE
After assessing your squad, their abilities and, more importantly, their lack of abilities, use a score sheet as your outline. (If you are competing at many different companies, use a general score sheet that can encompass each of their scoring systems.) When structuring your routine, keep in mind that you need to make the routine easy to watch and easy to judge. Keep everything in sections. What makes a good choreography score is the way the sections are put together. Keeping each section to match the line items on the score sheet helps judges score more easily. On a sheet of paper, write down the general structure of your routine. This is a good time to write down any ideas of creativity and difficulty that you might want to add into your routine. Make a list of each member on your team and the skills they have. This is where you need to be honest with yourself about how to utilize the less-talented members in certain sections of the routine. Nowadays you can’t hide anyone on the floor; judges are trained to look for that.

 JUMPS
Make sure you have a variety of jumps. Execution and synchronicity are key elements. Note that when creating the jump formation, the length of the legs in members’ jumps is very important to placement. Just because Suzie has the best toe-touch on the team does not make her front and center. You need to evenly space all the members of the team according to technique, height, length of the jump, and which jumps each member will be doing. Make sure to include the entire team on at least one of the jumps in the section. You will score best by performing a wide variety of jumps in the section. Consecutive different jumps will always score better than consecutive similar jumps.

STANDING TUMBLING
It is always good to create a separate section in your routine for standing tumbling. Full squad—everyone; no hidden ones in the back—beats majority. Majority (one more than half the members on the floor) beats a few. If you do not have the majority of the squad standing tumbling, you might want to incorporate your few standing tumblers throughout other sections in the routine. This would also include jumps into standing tumbling. Remember to create different visual effects with this section. Judges can get bored with the normal set-and-go.

RUNNING TUMBLING
If you have a squad in which the majority of the members can tumble, use those members to their fullest. New and difficult are musts to enhance your score. Synchronized tumbling is a plus for your difficulty. If you have a squad with only a couple of members who can tumble, then create a busy effect. Have things going on all over the floor during the passes to help distract the judges from the fact that you only have a few members tumbling. Don’t be afraid to send people more than once.

STUNTS
These are very important to create visual effects. New and innovative ways to get into the stunt and dismount from the stunt is what will impress the judges. Try to make your stunt section full of transitional and moving stunts. It is a good idea to hit at least three different body positions in the stunt section. One of the most common mistakes is a coach who will have the team stunt four or five times throughout a routine. Remember, stunts are usually just one line item and are worth the same points as any other element in the routine. Overkill can happen.

PYRAMIDS AND TOSSES
First thing to remember with the divisional guideline restrictions is that you will need to incorporate tosses. (Example: Novice teams can do sponge tosses to enhance the tosses score.) Some score sheets will lump both the basket tosses and pyramids together as one line item. If the company in which you are competing does lump the two together, be aware whether they mean “pyramids and/or tosses” or “pyramids and tosses.” Each pyramid will need to be transitional and have a creative sense. Tosses can be used as fillers from one section to another. Incorporating tosses into the pyramid section can help with your score. It is easier for a judge to judge this section if it all happens together. Variety in your tosses is a must. Toe-touch tosses are old news. 

MOTIONS AND DANCE
Know the difference between motions and dance. Some score sheets will lump the two together as one line item. You should always treat the two as separate sections in your routine. Remember that your motion score is not just a two-eight-count section or cheer. The motions score includes your motions in stunts, jumps, pyramids, transitions and any other section in your routine. Dance sections need to include dance. It is very important to use full squad during the dance section (this includes coed teams). The three important things to remember: width, height and depth. With these elements in mind you need to create visuals using originality, variations, contrast in energy, levels, transitions, continuity, styles, precision, ripples, etc.

 ENDING SECTION
Ending portions of a routine do not need to be difficult. The ending is very important to make that last impression on the judges. Stay away from having your ending section contain shaky or risky skills. (Example: standing tucks, difficult stunts, pyramids, etc.) Falling or bobbles are not a great thing to end with for your scoring process.

 FORMATIONS AND TRANSITIONS
This is the glue in your routine that will hold all your score sheet elements together. Your transitions from section to section should not be longer than four to eight counts. Your formations are among the most essential parts of your routine. Formations should be used as your foundation for visual effects. A good routine will keep a team in a formation for no longer than one-and-a-half to two eight counts. It is important when choreographing your routine and deciding your formations to be cognizant of every part and every member in the routine. Do not be afraid to diagram your formations on paper before placing them in the routine.  Creating a routine can be very stressful and difficult. Each element you put in the routine is not only affecting a specific team member, but all team members. In the event that this might be a lot of responsibility or overwhelming for you and your coaching staff, you might consider hiring a choreographer. The process of selecting a choreographer can be scary; however, it is worth it. There are many ways to find a great choreographer—some of the most popular include contacting a cheer and dance consulting firm, competition companies, or referencing your Cheer Coach & Advisor magazines.
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