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Introduction 

I have always had a huge interest in dance and have been enrolled in dance classes 

from the age of four years old. My thesis is a series of five feature article that cover 

the topic of Dance in Ireland.  

 

Chapter One is a feature is looks at the Irish dancing phenomenon that is Riverdance; 

how it has shaped the Irish dancing world and the impact it has had on the country. 

Chapter Two predominantly about ballet but also features contemporary dance, it 

covers the fact that there are no major schools or programmes here in Ireland for 

dancers to further their education. This results in many of them having to travel 

abroad (mainly UK) to better their training.  

 

Chapter Three covers a revolutionary new therapy called Dance Movement Therapy. 

This new therapy was developed to help patients suffering from depression, mental 

illness and Parkinson’s.  

 

Chapter Four is about a young boy who lost his brother to a terminal illness, 

encephalitis and how dancing helped him cope with his loss.  

 

Finally, Chapter Five is about the impact of dance in the media through TV and film, 

it deals with young people being influenced by what they see on TV. It also shows 

how people can be influenced by these TV shows and films (Strictly Come Dancing 

[TV] or Dirty Dancing [film] etc.). I balance it out by looking into the cynical idea 

some people have that dance is a competitive world, that mother’s push their kids too 

much, therefore ruining their children’s childhood.  

 

I think my piece on Riverdance or the studying abroad article would work well in an 

inflight magazine, perhaps Aer Lingus’ Cara. It’s a very cultural piece and I feel it 

would attract readership from people coming to Ireland. My dance therapy or the 

dealing with terminal illness article might suit a publication like the Irish Times or 

Independent. And the effects of TV and film on dance would work well in, again, 

possibly the Independent or even a supplement magazine such as The Gloss with the 

Irish Times. 
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By Aimée Moriarty 

 

April 30
th

 1994 marked the day the face of traditional Irish dancing changed forever. 

Millions of people were watching as the Eurovision song contest’s interval act came 

on the stage in the Point Theatre, Dublin. Spectators not quite knowing what to expect 

as they watched in awe of the seven minute dance act that later became a world wide 

phenomenon. No one could have predicted the success the spectacle that is 

Riverdance would have over the next 20 years. 

 

The almost haunting vocal talents on Anúna along with the elegant finesse of Jean 

Butler and powerful eruptive performance of Michael Flatley made Riverdance a truly 

unforgettable performance. This paired with the incredible quick paced movements of 

the 24 dancers as they came together to perform breathtaking, in sync dance steps. 

 

The team producing the Eurovision song contest contacted the 2 main dancing 

organisations in Ireland, An Comhdhail and An Commisiun to send their top dancers 

aged over 16 to an audition for the interval act.  Hundreds auditioned but in the end 

only 24 were chosen to dance at Eurovision.  

 

The seven minute Riverdance piece for Eurovision was put together in two weeks. 

Dancers rehearsed at digges lane dance studios from 10am until 10pm everyday. At 

that stage Riverdance was very different. The dancers were doing more of a modern 

dance, still Irish dance steps but using their arms and hands, which most of the Irish 

dancers were inexperienced at so they were taken out of our comfort zone.   

 

At that time it was decided to change the dance to what it was on the night, making it 

easier for the dancers as they only had two weeks to prepare. Plain and simple Irish 

dancing without arm movements. It was very clear that the music was amazing but the 

actual steps in Riverdance were far more simple than the dancers would have 

experienced doing competitive steps. It was the line of dancers doing the same steps 

all in-sync and wearing plain black dresses that made it so effective and different. 
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The Riverdance music was composed by Bill Whelan who had previously composed 

Timedance for the 1981 Eurovision. Most of the choreography was done by Michael 

Flatley, then a world champion Irish dancer, secured the lead role along side fellow 

champion Jean Butler.  

 

Original cast member and dancer on the Eurovision night, Kelley Byrne said; “For an 

Irish dancer, the Riverdance experience was the best thing that could have happened 

to you. Although we had all competed and performed in shows over the years, this 

was the first professional experience of Irish dance. The reaction on the night still 

sends shivers up my spine. The roar and force from the audience was so fierce we had 

to fight the impulse to take a step backwards.” 

 

From that moment on, Riverdance changed the way the public perceived the concept 

of traditional Irish dancing. It is one of the most difficult dances to master due to the 

intricate steps at high speed, but when it’s done right it can be truly incredible. People 

were completely spellbound by the Eurovision performance, as it was something 

they’d never seen before, the fast steps, and 24 dancers in a line, completely in sync. 

Almost as if the dancers were floating their feet were moving so fast, a magical 

experience.  

 

Before Riverdance people almost used to hide the fact that they took Irish dancing 

classes because it was seen as boring and dated. But, after that famous performance, 

seen by almost 300 million people, it seemed everyone wanted to get in on the action, 

more and more people started taking classes wanting to master the art of Irish 

dancing. 

 

“I had a meeting with a reporter for LMFM, Ken O'Sullivan. I knew Ken and bumped 

into him at the point where he was covering the Eurovision. He told me afterwards 

that when I had said to him we were dancing on the interval act he was devastated. He 

thought we'd embarrass ourselves in front of Europe. He said he and the other three 

journalists he was sitting with watching the rehearsal were blown away by it and ran 

out of their seats to get on phones to everyone they could to tell them not to miss the 

interval act,” Kelley recalls. 
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Riverdance is an important part of Irish heritage and very much so responsible for the 

increase in popularity of Irish dancing. There are dancing schools worldwide with 

people from every culture wanting to learn because they saw the show. Irish dancing 

would never have got that worldwide interest without a big show like Riverdance.  

 

With this significant increase in people wanting to take classes meant that there was 

now be more demand for dance schools to open up not only in Ireland but also in 

countries affected by the Irish Diaspora – United States, the United Kingdom, 

Australia, Canada and even New Zealand. With these schools opening up it meant 

there would also be a market for Irish dancing products such as, wigs, costumes, hard 

and soft shoes, headbands etc. And now it’s not only countries with Irish ancestry that 

have Irish dancing establishments but places like China and Buenos Aires even. 

 

The Irish public were discovering their dancing roots once more and were loving it. 

26 year old Irish dance teacher Rory Kavanagh said; “I have been dancing for 18 

years and I still carry the same passion for it as when I first started. I think people 

realised after the 1994 performance that this was something special, and something 

we all should be proud of.” Even adults who may have danced in their younger days 

are now re-discovering their love for Irish dancing 

 

Riverdance received a standing ovation at Eurovision. It was then people knew this 

was going to erupt and become bigger than anyone could have ever imagined. The 

BBC commissioned a repeat performance of the seven minute show at the 1994 Royal 

Variety Show.  

 

Husband and wife production team, John McColgan and Moya Doherty considered 

how to develop Riverdance due to the incredible success of it received after the 

Eurovision. They decided to produce and direct a stage show; Riverdance went on 

tour all over the world. The original seven minute show was then transformed into a 

two hour long spectacle and has sold out venues in over 46 countries. Riverdance was 

also performed for the Queen, the Queen Mother and Princess Margaret on July 1997 

in the Royal College of Music. 
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Tickets went on sale for a full length stage show version of Riverdance in November 

of 1994. Opening night in the Point Theatre (now the O2 arena) was the 9
th

 of 

February 1995 and it starred all original cast members from the Eurovision 

performance the previous May. It ran for five weeks and sold out on its 120,000 

tickets. From there Riverdance went on to the UK and America with a stint in Radio 

City Music Hall, New York in 1996 for eight weeks. 

 

“Out of all the venues we performed in all over the world, Radio City Music Hall was 

definitely the moment I went ‘we’ve made it’ to myself. It was definitely the most 

famous venue and it was incredible to have eight weeks of sell out shows there,” 

remembers dancer Kelley Byrne. “To tour the world doing something you love is 

truly a gift and beyond any dreams myself or any Irish dancer could have had before 

Riverdance.” 

 

Radio City Music Hall’s merchandise sales records were smashed that year and the 

popularity of Riverdance continued to spiral. Because of the global success of the 

show, the popularity of Irish dancing has spread to so many countries throughout the 

world. Competitions called, Feis’, are now even being held in China, South Africa 

and Australia and of course America. Keeping Irish tradition and culture alive not 

only here but across the water too. 

 

The timing of Riverdance was interesting as it was at the beginning of the 'Celtic 

Tiger years'.  Although it may not have been responsible for the economic boom but it 

certainly gave Irish people something to be proud of and instilled some confidence 

and self belief, as it was unique to Ireland. It gave worldwide awareness of Ireland 

and it's culture and it was extremely popular. Riverdance (along with Lord of the 

Dance) were the biggest selling DVDs in Germany for five years - the largest market 

after the United States. 

 

Audio recording of Riverdance entered Irish charts at number one on May 5
th

 of 1994 

and it stayed there for a record of 18 weeks at number one. The video release of 

Riverdance occurred in the UK on the 5
th

 of June 1995 and debuted at number two 

before rising to the number one spot. It remained in the charts for seven months, 

making it the all time highest selling music video in the UK. 
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Twenty year old dancer, Loretta Callanan, is currently on a world tour with Michael 

Flatley’s Lord of the Dance show reveals that the Eurovision performance of 

Riverdance is what inspired her to be an Irish dancer. “I remember my Mum showing 

me the performance at Eurovision and just thinking ‘wow, one day that’ll be me’ and 

I immediately got into classes and now I’ve had this huge opportunity and I’m on tour 

doing what I love.” 

 

Loretta admits that Jean Butler was always an idol of hers growing up. “She was 

mesmerising, like an Irish dancing fairy, her movements were so fluid and in sync. 

I’ve always been a huge fan of her and aspired to be exactly like her. If someday I’m 

half the dancer she is then I’ll have done pretty well.” 

 

Irish dancing is an essential part of Irish culture. There will always be the percentage 

of the public who think that it is dated and old fashioned but every country has it’s 

heritage, be it traditional music or dance, and Riverdance is a part Ireland’s. 

“Wherever in the world you may travel, if Irish music is played people immediately 

know it and associate it with the dance and our country, which is brilliant because it 

just goes to show how much our tradition has spread,” Rory Kavanagh remarks.  

 

The impact Riverdance has had on the country is immense. Irish dancing is something 

people automatically associate with Ireland and Riverdance is a major contributing 

factor as to why that’s so. It’s a part of Irish history and culture, and due to the 

modernisation of the dance form, is being kept alive. “Michael Flatley has done so 

much to make sure the spirit of Irish dancing doesn’t die out, and it’s because he is so 

passionate about the dance form and is determined to not let people forget about our 

heritage,” said Loretta.  

 

Over the past 20 years Riverdance has changed the face of Irish dancing, not only in 

this country but also all over the world. It is responsible for modernising the concept 

of traditional Irish dancing. The non-traditional costumes, it brought Irish dancing 

forward and away from the dated traditions that had people hiding away from Irish 

culture. Riverdance was and still is a magical innovation. 
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Kelley Byrne looks back at fond memories of the performance that had Europe and 

even the world talking, “I’m so grateful for the opportunity I had and I wouldn’t 

change one moment of it. Riverdance is another step in the evolution of Irish dance 

and it couldn't get to that stage without what went on before it and who knows where 

it will go from here? But it's important to preserve it too as it's a unique dance form.” 

 

 

Ends. 
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By Aimée Moriarty 
 

Dance courses in Ireland for the young aspiring dancer are few and far between. 

Many young people hoping to further their dance training find themselves having to 

jump ship and travel abroad to study. This case is not always ideal as it can be 

extremely expensive and it means separating young people from family and friends 

for long periods of time.  

 

Ballet and contemporary dance are the two main genres of dance that people are 

interested in furthering their training in. For many people wanting to become a 

professional dancer in either of these genres means they need to leave Ireland and 

move to the United Kingdom or further afield in Europe. Although, there is a demand 

for third-level dance courses here in Ireland, nothing seems to be done about making 

them more available.  

 

Ireland does have some third-level courses for example, The College of Dance in 

Monkstown (now re-located to Kimmage), which offers students a degree in dance. 

Also, there are dance courses in Bray College of Further Education, Sallynoggin 

College of Further Education, Inchicore College of Further Education and the 

University of Limerick. None of these courses however, are on the same scale as what 

the UK has to offer students wanting to study dance at third level. 

 

Rachel Noonan, a 20-year-old budding ballet dancer living in Oranmore, Galway was 

no exception to rules when it came to studying dance. Rachel found herself having to 

move to London to pursue her dreams of becoming a prima ballerina in the Royal 

Ballet. She moved to Ireland from Kent when she was four-years-old and immediately 

was enrolled into Corrib Dance Academy where she trained until she was 18-years-

old. But, like many other aspiring young dancers, Rachel felt Ireland couldn’t provide 

the adequate training for her to further her career. 

 

“Ireland does not provide adequate third-level training in dance. I had completed the 

exams I could within my dance school and if I wanted to continue a high standard of 

training I would have to audition for various schools in the UK. I went to study BA 

Theatre Dance in London Studio Centre in September 2012,” said Rachel. 
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Studying dance is hard work and requires the utmost commitment and focus to the 

course as there is also the academic side of it. “It was very intense, and very practical, 

although we did have some academic aspects to the course. Usually the day would 

begin with a ballet class at 9am and then the rest of the day would be filled with other 

dance classes and then a lecture on nutrition or the history of ballet.” 

 

Funding from the arts council here in Ireland has been cut in recent years, making it 

one of the main reasons Ireland lacks in the sufficient dance training needed to 

compete with the UK and the rest of Europe. Students of all ages and dance levels 

might have to travel lengths of the country just to attend a ballet or contemporary 

dance lesson. This is an example of how Ireland needs to learn from across the water 

and join other countries with more schools and academies.  

 

“Due to arts funding cuts many dance companies have lost their funding. A 

contemporary dance company which I would have had a lot of contact and experience 

with, ‘Chrysalis’ have recently lost their funding making it impossible for them to 

tour and increase their popularity,” says Rachel Noonan. 

 

Davide Terlingo, Head of Circus, Dance, Street Arts and Spectacle in The Arts 

Council of Ireland said that the arts council’s budget for dance has significantly 

decreased in the past eight years. “The 2014 Arts Council Dance budget is €2,537,172 

(representing a 41% drop over 2008). The Arts Council also supports some youth 

dance activities under the Young People, Children and Education budget and that 

budget has also suffered a drop. 

 

“The Arts Council budget is unlikely to increase in the short term due to the ongoing 

effects of the economic downturn. It is due to these cut backs that I feel many students 

are travelling abroad to destinations such as the UK or other European countries to 

further their dance training,” said Mr Terlingo. 
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Ballet and some contemporary dance companies are eager to put Ireland on their 

touring route. A prime example of this is the International Dance Festival Ireland, 

which has been dubbed the Dublin Dance Festival is largely contemporary dance and 

has been coming to Ireland for the past 10 years now. This shows that there is a step 

forward in incorporating these types of dance into the country but there’s still a long 

way to go.  

 

However, Shawbrook Academy in Co. Longford offers a beneficial service for 

dancers wanting to study at third level. Shawbrook Dance Academy was set up on the 

site of farmer, Philip Dawson’s old dairy farm in 1982. Shawbrook’s main aim is to 

prepare their students for dance auditions with various colleges.  

 

“We prepare dance students for third level education, to get into 3rd level education 

you have to do an audition. If you have not prepared the students to do this it would 

be near impossible be successful auditioning,” says co-founder and director Anica 

Louw.  

 

Choreographer and dancer Anica Louw, who is now in her 60’s first came to 

Longford in 1978 from South Africa to visit Philip Dawson whom she’d met in South 

Africa, her now husband. Anica started off teaching Longford locals ballet and it 

progressed into Mr Dawson converting old barns into dance studios and it just grew 

from there to become the dance haven Shawbrook is today. 

 

Anica expressed that she feels there isn’t anywhere here for young dancers to further 

their training. “It is not that I think people feel the need to study abroad, it is simply 

that I feel there are no other places good enough to study dance if you want to be 

come a professional dancer and if you want to compete with the standards of dance 

schools around Europe.”  

 

After spending almost 30 years watching most of her students emigrate to other 

countries, Anica Louw still wants university level ballet courses to be implemented 

here in Ireland. She sees a need for it and she sees the talent young Irish dancers 

possess. “I think the Irish people are wonderful choreographers and I think it has a lot 

to do with their culture, growing up with music and telling stories”. 
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“Dance needs to be incorporated into school curriculums, wouldn’t that be fantastic?” 

Louw believes that more ballet academies need to be set up and they need to have 

exams in order to monitor the student’s progress properly. “When parents are 

enrolling their kids into these kind of schools, they want to see results, they want them 

to have exams,” Louw claims.  

 

There’s no doubt that Ireland simply does not have the funds to compete with the rest 

of Europe in the dance stakes and especially not the like of the United States. Director 

of Ballet Ireland, Anne Maher said, “to be honest it's not as if Princess Grace of 

Monaco is going to show up and give us two million euro to set up a dance academy”.  

 

It is not as if there isn’t people wanting to study dance and there are funds available 

but there aren’t enough funds is the real problem. There are people willing to pay to 

put their children into ballet or contemporary dance classes but getting financial 

resources for the right venue is proving to be extremely difficult and costly. 

 

Mother of two, Jess Doyle says; “I have two girls aged 10 and 12 who are dying to go 

to ballet classes but we live in Brosna, Co. Kerry, a small rural village which is miles 

away from any dance schools.” Jess would have to travel hours with her children to 

get them to a class. “Petrol on top of fees for the classes would be too expensive for 

me. I think it should even be incorporated into schools, like an after school activity for 

the kids.” 

 

The Irish National Youth Ballet (INYB) is a company that provides up to 40 dancers 

performance opportunities, however, when the dancers want to branch out and join 

professional dance companies their choices here are extremely limited. The INYB’s 

budget is significantly smaller in comparison with other European companies due to 

smaller standard of dance. 

 

Joanna Banks, artistic director at the College of Dance, has seen firsthand the 

downfall of inadequate funding. Joanna was part of Joan Denise Moriarty’s Irish 

National Ballet Company, which was Ireland’s first ballet company set up in 1945. 

Joanna had trained with the Royal Ballet in London and had toured all over Europe 

but came back to Ireland in 1974 because she saw a promising future here in Ireland. 
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However, this wasn’t to be the case, in 1989 the arts council stopped funding the Irish 

National Ballet 

 

“Our general director told us we needed to change the name of the school from the 

Irish Ballet Company to the Irish National Ballet, because he thought that if it had 

‘national’ in the name then the arts council simply couldn’t cut our funding. But of 

course, he was very wrong,” said Ms Banks. 

 

Joanna Banks had an immense passion for ballet and wanted so badly for it to succeed 

in Ireland that she set up the College of Dance in 1990. Similar to Shawbrook 

Academy, the College of Dance was there to prepare students for further training in 

dance. It is an intense two-year course, which provides the adequate training needed 

for students wishing to pursue a professional career in dancing. 

 

But due to the lack of university level courses here in Ireland Banks sees many of her 

students travelling abroad to further their training. “This country needs to take a leaf 

out of the UK’s book and deploy something like London’s Royal Ballet school here 

so aspiring ballet dancers do not have to emigrate in order to receive the highest 

standard of professional training." 

 

For aspiring prima ballerina Rachel, emigrating is the only way to receive adequate 

professional training. “My personal experience was amazing, London is the perfect 

place for an aspiring dancer. However, because of the high cost of living in London 

and the sky high college fees of £13,000 a year I was unable to continue my training 

past first year,” says Rachel. “My advice is to start saving now because it’s a 

deceivingly expensive thing to do,” 

 

Rachel Noonan also feels that the training in LSC was second to none and simply 

cannot compare to any she received in Ireland. “I would be quite bitter about the 

dance industry in Ireland or lack of, due to the way it failed me. I am no longer 

training as I felt if I had a taste of the best training I couldn’t go back to doing in a 

small scale course somewhere in Ireland that in my opinion, could never compare to 

the training I received in LSC.” 
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The dance industry in Ireland still has a long way to go in terms of competing with 

Europe or even America. Due to the size of the country and the current economic 

climate here it makes it very difficult for this to progress any time soon. Although 

there is the demand for such programmes and schools, Ireland will most likely still be 

losing it’s talented ballet and contemporary dancers for the foreseeable future. 

 

 

 

Ends. 
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By Aimée Moriarty 
 

Dancing has many definitions, it is of course a form of expressive art, it is a way to 

keep fit and it’s great for your health and it’s also a fun hobby for many people. But, 

as some may not know it is also a form of therapy for people suffering from 

depression, dementia, eating disorders and helps children with behavioural 

disabilities.  

 

Dance Movement Therapy (DMT) is a psychotherapeutic use of movement and 

dance. It enhances emotional, intellectual and motor functions of the body. Dancing 

has always been a therapeutic art form; it’s been around for thousands of years, to 

help relieve stress and to generally cheer people up. From the year 1840 until 1930 

there was a new philosophy of dance being developed in the US and Europe. This 

started to show that perhaps dancing was not just an art form used to express oneself.  

 

Dance therapy as we know it now, was first introduced into the United States in 1942 

by a woman called Marian Chace (dubbed “The Great Dame”). She inspired the first 

wave of dance movement therapy. Marian Chace was a dancer, performer and 

choreographer who opened a dance school in Washington, D.C. in the US. While 

teaching there she quickly noticed the effects that dancing had on her students; she 

saw how learning routines meant they were using their intellect to remember them, 

how dancing forced the students to interact with others, improving social skills as well 

as having an awareness of themselves. 

 

Chace went to work in St. Elizabeth’s Hospital in Washington D.C to work with 

patients there suffering from mental illnesses. In 1966 she became the first president 

of the American Dance Therapy Association (which she founded along with others). 

 

Dance movement therapy has four main stages: 1. Preparation; this is the warm-up 

stage; safety rules are also established with the patient(s) in this stage. 2. Incubation; 

this is the stage where the therapist would make sure the patients were relaxed, make 

sure they let go of stress and conscious control. Their movements become symbolic; it 

is almost a meditation stage. 3. Illumination; this stage can have positive and negative 

effects, all meanings become apparent during the illumination stage.  
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And finally stage 4. Evaluation; the therapist and patients would discuss the process 

here and how significant the session was and they prepare to end the therapy session. 

 

It works on the premise that the body, mind and spirit are intrinsically connected. 

Movement reflects personality and patterns of thinking. The therapist builds up a 

trusting relationship with their client or clients and acts as witness to the clients' 

movements at times giving insight, containing the clients' emotions whether they be 

difficult feelings of sadness, anger, frustration as well as more positive feelings of 

happiness, joy etc.   

 

A therapeutic relationship is vital to the functioning of this therapy form and can only 

be carried out with highly trained professionals who have also undergone years of 

personal therapy, many hours of clinical practice and many hours of supervision. The 

therapist empathises with the client through mirroring the client’s movements in order 

for the client to feel listened to.  

 

A complex notation system may be used to record the client’s movements such as the 

Laban Movement Analysis system or the Kestenburg Movement Profile, which draw 

on rhythms that are present from birth to 2 years, which correspond to psychological 

functioning. In adulthood a client will present certain rhythms in their movements, 

which over time can give the therapist clues as to what their needs are or if certain 

psychopathologies are present.  

 

During the 1970’s until the 1980’s there happened a second wave of dance movement 

therapy and it generated the interest of many American therapists. They tried out 

many different psychotherapeutic applications of dance and saw the results. It was 

then that dance movement therapy was fully recognised as a form of psychotherapy. 

 

DMT is different from most rehabilitary treatments as it doesn’t just look after the 

mind but also body and spirit too and it allows for creative expression. Dance therapy 

improves social skills and helps the patient get a deeper sense of self-awareness. The 

unity of body, spirit and mind through dance movement therapy provides a sense of 

wholeness for the client. 
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DMT incorporates many different dance styles to suit everyone’s tastes and 

preferences. Some of the styles include; ballroom dancing (the foxtrot, waltz and 

tango), Turkish dance, aerobic dance, and line dancing.  

 

However, dance movement therapy doesn’t work for all illnesses. It was tested with 

cancer patients in a review done by The Cochran Collaboration. The review stated 

that; “The findings of one study suggest that DMT may have a beneficial effect on 

QoL. However, the limited number of studies prevents us from drawing conclusions 

concerning the effects of DMT on psychological and physical outcomes in cancer 

patients."  

 

On the other hand, The American Cancer Society released a statement saying, 

“Clinical reports suggest dance therapy may be effective in improving self-esteem and 

reducing stress. As a form of exercise, dance therapy can be useful for both physical 

and emotional aspects of quality of life.” 

 

Dance movement therapy is clearly not going to be a cure for cancer or even a cure 

for mental illnesses such as depression or dementia but it can help. It can boost the 

patient’s spirits, making them happier, helping them to get through their treatments. 

 

Possibly the best results of dance movement therapy have been with clients suffering 

from Parkinson’s disease. DMT, done on a short-term basis, shows all the 

requirements to help improve people’s way of life. Dancing helps to improve balance, 

the gait function (the manner in which a patient with Parkinson’s walks; i.e. limp, 

unsteady or uncoordinated walk) and it improves their quality of life. Although 

further tests still need to be done on a long-term basis to see if the improvements are 

long lasting. 

 

Here in Ireland there are only four qualified and registered dance therapists, two in 

Dublin, one in Wicklow/Wexford and one in Galway. Dance therapy is not as widely 

spread here in Ireland as it is in the States.  
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Maria Scanlon from Wicklow is one of the four master qualified dance therapists and 

specialises in children’s dance movement (4-8 year olds). She aims to improve social 

skills, their coordination, confidence, creativity, rhythm and communication. She also 

is specialised in adult sessions too.  

 

Maria has a masters degree in Dance Movement Psychotherapy from the Autonomous 

University of Barcelona. She is a registered member of IACAT (Irish Association of 

Creative Arts Therapists). She holds dance therapy sessions for Dance Movement 

Therapy Ireland in the Talk-to-Tom centre in Gorey Co. Wexford for both children 

and adults.  

 

According to Maria, Dance Therapy is a process in which she has seen definite, 

positive results in anyone that attended her sessions in Dance Movement Therapy 

Ireland. Maria said; “In both children and adults who have attended sessions with me 

in dance movement therapy I have seen astounding and humbling results.  Changes in 

mood, increased levels of self-esteem, self-regulating, positive body image, feelings 

of dignity, pride in oneself, improved relationships, looking physically better, feeling 

a newfound zest for life.” 

 

Dance Therapy is extremely beneficial for older people suffering from dementia, 

people in their 60s and upwards. It helps to remind them of their youthful days, when 

they would be, for example, attending dances in local halls or other social gatherings. 

It helps them to interact with others better and to have a better sense of self-

awareness. She also said that weekly sessions over a period of nine months seemed to 

benefit different people in different ways, all depending on their stage of dementia.  

 

“In general the movements and dance which reflected the clients' personality 

and thoughts seemed to conjure up images of their youth. It seemed that providing a 

safe and therapeutic space where the clients could reminiscence in movement added 

to feelings of ‘feeling great’ as one client put it and feeling part of a group.” Maria 

said. 
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Dance Movement Therapy Ireland’s (DMTI) motto is “building bridges, changing 

lives” and as they say on their website; “At Dance Movement Therapy Ireland, we are 

focused on providing a positive, creative way of addressing thoughts and feelings 

using non-verbal and verbal methods to both children and adults across a broad 

spectrum.” 

 

DMTI has also seen incredible results in children with learning difficulties, through 

the dance therapy classes the children have improved steadiness, some that suffer 

from ADHD have become more coordinated and calmer, happier children. These 

classes were also done over a nine-month period, as part of their SPHE module.  

 

“One boy, Harry who has ADHD, Dyslexia and Hyperactivity was reported to have 

‘been doing the most work he’s ever done’ by one of his learning support teacher. He 

even started to look different, he had a twinkle in his eye and seemed to be so much 

happier in himself,” Scanlon remarked. 

 

As Dance Movement Therapy (DMT) is relatively new in this country, other 

therapists as well as Maria are constantly trying to get more and more information 

about DMT out there. The Irish Association of Creative Arts Therapists are working 

for statutory recognition of creative arts therapies including dance therapy in the 

Healthcare Act 2005, so that only qualified and registered therapists can work with 

clients. 

 

Therapists have worked tirelessly to campaign in the Dáil with evidence based 

research that creative arts therapies work and as John Lonergan (an advocate of 

creative therapies) said at the IACAT AGM in 2013, “have an immediate effect” on 

people. Therapists believe that there needs to be more education in relation to the 

subject of dance therapy in schools.  
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Maria Scanlon is one therapist that has been campaigning for DMT to be more 

recognised. “I don't feel there is enough sport or dance in the curriculum.  I wonder 

how long a child for example sits at a desk in school and what affect this is going to 

have on the next generation. Some schools such as the Steiner schools understand the 

importance of dance and movement and might be open to DMT, I can only keep 

pioneering and educating people about my profession. I wouldn’t be doing this unless 

I knew that it worked.”  

 

There is an increase in interest in Dance Movement Therapy but there is fear among 

some people in connecting with the body and there is fear sometimes when people 

hear the word therapy. Some are searching for a deeper meaning to their lives with all 

this high-powered technology that seems to want to speed everything up. This seems 

to cause a lot of stress in people's lives and perhaps there will be a time when dance 

movement therapy will be as common as going to the doctor with a cold. 

 

 

Ends. 
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By Aimée Moriarty 

 

For many people dealing with a terminal illness can be the hardest thing to have to go 

through but to see it happen to someone you love and care about can almost be worse. 

Seventeen-year-old Zak Ghazouani from Blanchardstown, Dublin lost his brother 

James to encephalitis 10 years ago. Zak learned to deal with his emotions and convey 

them through dance. 

 

Encephalitis is an inflammation of the brain and James contracted it through a 

mosquito bite while on holiday in Morocco. He was in a coma like state, completely 

un-responsive for two years until he sadly passed away. 

 

Then, Zak was just seven when James was first diagnosed but he still helped his 

Mum, Caroline and Dad, Mostafa out as much as he could. James needed round the 

clock attention and care and doting little brother Zak never left his side. Caroline had 

more or less moved into the hospital to take care of James and Zak was in and out 

every day.  

 

After a whole year of living with this tragedy Zak learned how to help with giving 

James his medication and he would sometimes read him a story. “I don’t remember 

exactly everything because I was so young but I remember it in flashbacks, I don’t 

think I quite knew what was wrong with my brother and I remember wondering why 

he couldn’t just come out and play football like all the other kids around.”  

 

 “I do remember my Mum showing me how to give him his medication and I helped 

with that, I wanted my brother to get better and I thought if I helped he would get 

better faster,” Zak recalls. 

 

Zak was always a very out-going, energetic child from when he was very small. He 

didn’t cope well with being in the hospital with his family almost every day, he 

needed an outlet, and he needed to be running around, playing. Zak needed an outlet, 

something he could focus all his energy on, he loved to dance so his parents decided 

on dance classes. 
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The Ghazouani family received a huge amount of support from neighbours, family, 

friends and the greater public. In October of 2004 Zak was named among Ireland's 

Children of the Year for the Children’s Weetabix Awards. “I was so excited about the 

awards, I can remember getting fitted for a little tux, I thought I was so cool,” he 

laughs.  

 

This proved to be such a momentous occasion for the Ghazouani family. “My Mum 

was thrilled about the award and still goes on about it today, but I suppose it was so 

nice to be recognised for helping someone, especially since that someone was my big 

brother, someone I looked up to, so I’m quite proud of my award and I know James 

would be too.”  Said Zak. 

 

Zak’s dance classes lasted only a short time, James’ condition was worsening and the 

family needed to be with him round the clock. Zak was back in the hospital almost 

daily by his brother’s side. At just eight, almost nine years old, he knew what was 

going on, and he knew it wasn’t going to be good news. 

 

After James passed away, Zak was desperately fighting for his parent’s attention as 

they were still grieving and he felt a little ignored, as any now nine-year-old child 

would. He never really talked about James’ death with his family; instead he 

surrounded himself with negative energy, lashing out instead of talking. He would 

lash out at his Caroline and Mostafa if he didn’t get his own way, shouting and 

screaming and sometimes even hitting them or throwing things 

 

He was clearly upset about losing his big brother, his best friend but would try his 

hardest to constantly cover that up and not let anyone see how he really felt. He 

wanted to feel noticed from feeling somewhat ignored for the past two years. But 

Zak’s attention seeking didn’t stop at home, it ventured further to school and soon 

was becoming disruptive in the classroom At first it seemed to be a case of “boys will 

be boys” but it got to a stage where the family could no longer deal with it. 
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Caroline and Mostafa decided enough was enough and sought the help of Clinical 

Psychologist, David Coleman. David would come to the Ghazouani household to 

observe Zak and his day-to-day behaviour. He came to the house every day for a week 

and after the week David was to give Caroline and Mostafa his feedback and what he 

thought he could do to help Zak. 

 

David soon realised that this family definitely needed his help but it wasn’t only Zak 

that needed the help, Mostafa and Caroline needed to realise that they might have 

been neglecting Zak in their grieving for James. Their whole house was covered with 

photos of James, there were photos of Zak too but more so James, Zak was living in 

the shadow of his brother.  

 

“I used to bite, kick and scratch when I didn’t get something I wanted, I was a 

complete nightmare. I think doing the show helped me so much and I wouldn’t like to 

think what I would be like now if I never did it.” Zak recalls how the show helped 

him and his family reach peace.  

 

David suggested a hobby for Zak; maybe to put him back in dance classes again as he 

had enjoyed them. “David said Zak would benefit from focusing on something he 

enjoyed doing, like the dance classes so myself and my husband decided to enroll him 

in dance classes again,” said Caroline. 

 

Some people find that joining dance classes for fun has been a turning point when 

trying to deal with something has difficult as grief. As well as it being good for them, 

getting great exercise, it helps take people’s mind of whatever they may have going 

on. Dancing is the language of the soul and works on the premise that the body and 

mind are connected, therefore having beneficial factors to those suffering from loss. 

 

Zak was showing signs of improvement after about three and a half months of 

attending classes and was happier in himself. It wasn’t that he had forgotten why he 

was sad and angry all the time, but it was that he had learned to deal with how he felt. 

Seeing their child like this also put Caroline and Mostafa at ease, they had just lost 

one child and they couldn’t bear to see Zak suffer from that. 
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“We put him into hip hop class at first but he loved it so much and he wanted to do 

more classes, so he eventually branched out into jazz classes as well. He’s an amazing 

dancer now and looking back we’re both so glad we allowed him to do something he 

loves so much,” Mostafa remarks. 

 

Zak has even competed in All Ireland dance competitions and won quite a few 

trophies. He says he couldn’t imagine his life without dancing and hopes to continue 

with it in the future, “I would love to be a choreographer or a dance teacher some day, 

that’s my goal and I’m going to work as hard as I can to achieve it.”  

 

Dancing helped him to grieve for James, when he wasn’t dancing he was sitting in his 

room or in the hospital extremely upset about James. As any eight or nine year old, he 

didn’t know how to express his feelings or emotions properly, but with dance there 

was a way, he could express how he felt through movement. Growing up he has 

learned there are so many ways for someone to express themselves and dance is just 

one of them. 

 

But with everything there’s people lurking and judging, when Zak entered secondary 

school at the age of twelve, he got bullied a little for his dancing. It was his first year 

in secondary school and all he wanted to do was to fit in but there’s always the bigger 

child in every school wanting to pick on the smaller, more vulnerable ones. When 

some people in his class found out he was a dancer, they teased him saying it was 

something only girls did, they called him “gay” and made him feel miserable. 

 

He knew something needed to be done about it, he felt unsafe sometimes during 

school and walking home from school in case the bigger kids were following him. 

Children should feel safe in school and it shouldn’t be a place they dread to go 

because of other children.  

 

“I hated first year, it was awful, some kids used to pick on me for dancing and called 

me ‘gay’ and a ‘pansy’ because I did it. Looking back I know that it was just 

ignorance and if you look at the dancing world, there’s a huge male presence. I was 

sick and tired of being bullied, I hated school so I wanted to show people that what I 

do wasn’t stupid,” Zak recalls. 

23 



“I entered the school talent show and people soon stopped teasing me. They saw what 

I did and obviously didn’t think I was that bad. I did a hip-hop routine and people 

started to see that it was actually cool and not ‘stupid’ and ‘gay’. My routine was like 

something from a cool music video, it soon changed people’s opinions on me.” 

 

Zak is now in Transition Year and still going to dance classes every weekend. He has 

auditioned for the school’s production of Grease and got a role as one of the T-Birds 

as a result of his dance skills. School is no longer a place he feels unsafe, but it’s a 

place he’s surrounded by great friends and happier memories. 

 

Since receiving the help of David Coleman, it has given him a closer bond with his 

Mum, which he never really had when he was younger because she was always 

looking after James, and wasn’t really at home a lot. He is now so thankful for that.  

 

“I sometimes need reminding of how angry I used to get as a kid, even now if I feel 

like I’m giving my Mam grief or if she won’t let me stay out late with my mates, it 

just reminds me of how I don’t want to end up and I soon calm down. Our family 

owes David Coleman a lot; he’s a miracle worker!”  

 

Now, being a lot older and wiser Zak is able to look back at the past and not be upset 

but to look back and be happy, be happy that he got to look after his big brother and 

make James’ last year more bearable. But he is also happy that he has an outlet now, 

if he feels down or upset, he just needs to go to the dance studio and let it all out. 

 

 “Someone in school has recently been going through the same thing I went through 

with James except it’s their Grandmother. They asked me for my advice on how to 

deal with it, I really don’t think there is any advice you can give, but just to always 

stay positive and optimistic and do as much as you can to make the person who’s ill 

as comfortable and pain-free as possible.”  

 

Although it was the hardest thing he’s had to go through in life and being so young, 

he feels it has now made him stronger as a person and feels as though he could take 

on anything in life. Zak also reckons he takes nothing for granted now and believes 

that life is too short to have regrets or to dwell on the past.  
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“I really am grateful for everything in my life right now, for my family and my 

friends. Everyone has been so supportive and helpful throughout the years and that’s 

something I’ll never forget. You can’t keep looking back at the past because you can’t 

change it, you just have to keep on going and be positive about the future. I know 

James is looking down on me now, he’s my guardian angel.” 

 

Zak didn’t have a typical childhood, it was quite a traumatising childhood, and not 

everyone has to suffer the terrible ordeal of losing a sibling so young. It has made him 

more aware of what he has and not to take anything for granted. He no longer 

concerns himself with all of the little things people complain about in day-to-day life 

when he knows there are much bigger worries out there and much bigger problems 

people have to face.  

 

 

Ends. 
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By Aimée Moriarty 

 

 

The power of television is an incredible concept. And the world we live in today is 

full of powerful television shows and films that seem to have quite an impact on their 

viewers. One genre of TV shows and films that seem to have a great impact is dance 

shows and films and also music videos. Inspiring young and old worldwide to start 

dancing and keep dancing. 

 

Dance can be portrayed by the media in many different forms such as on television 

shows, in music videos and in movies. In general, dancing is seen as a positive and 

expressive art form but it can also have negative effects all depending on the 

viewership of certain shows or videos.  

 

Children from a young age are subconsciously experiencing dance through the TV 

shows they watch for example shows such as Hi 5 and Barney. Obviously, because 

the viewership is so young, dance is portrayed in a positive way along with music and 

songs. These kinds of shows encourage children to express themselves using these art 

forms without them even really realising it. 

 

Dance can teach children levels of coordination, expression and even confidence. This 

may, spur them on to enroll in dance lessons in the future. It also encourages them to 

be more active and is a form of exercise for them. These are all aspects children so 

badly need in their lives so it’s helpful that they’re exposed to it from an early age. 

 

However, to a child of eight or nine, some music channels that show the latest pop 

music videos may not have the same effect. Some of these videos can have negative 

effects on children of certain ages. The videos show dancers in inappropriate clothing 

and dancing in a manner, which children would not. If children are exposed to this 

they are not going to understand that the videos are just there to promote an artist’s 

new song and not for them to replicate. 
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An example of this is Miley Cyrus’ video for her song We Can’t Stop; this video 

shows the singer “twerking” in it, a new dance move that in most situations would be 

considered inappropriate. The video also implied the use of alcohol and drugs. From 

that one video it started a huge trend everywhere, everyone was twerking and it was 

all over the Internet.  

 

Cyrus came from the Disney Channel show Hannah Montana and so she had been 

seen as a role model for young teenage girls, all of a sudden she was twerking and 

doing things unsuitable for younger viewers. It sent out a negative message to her 

young fans and parents weren’t pleased about it. 

 

Singers and musicians can greatly influence their followers through the music videos 

they put out there. Not all music videos are bad though, some contain images of 

goodwill and positive messages, however, and there is a large majority that includes 

images of drugs, sex and alcohol. If children under the age of 12 or 13 are watching 

this it can seriously hinder their views on what is the norm in society. 

 

A lot of the time dancers in music videos are sexualised, wearing clothes people 

would normally wear in every day life and different camera angles are used to 

enhance the sexualisation of the videos. Music videos can start off fashion trends 

among young teenage girls for example, good and bad, due to the clothes worn by 

dancers in them. 

 

Positive ways in which dance is portrayed in the media is through films. Dance films 

have always been successful because when people watch them, they instantly want to 

dance along with the actors. 

 

Possibly one of the most famous dance films would be Dirty Dancing starring Patrick 

Swayze and Jennifer Grey. This film had such an impact as a fun, feel good film when 

it was released in the 80s and even today still has the same impact. It’s a film that 

makes people want to jump up and join the much-loved characters Johnny Castle 

(Swayze) and ‘Baby’ (Grey). People still singing and dancing along to the powerful 
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songs today. It’s a popular choice for many teenage girls because of the kind of 

dancing performed in the film. 

 

Sixteen-year-old Ballroom dancer, Chloe Byrne says Dirty Dancing was the main 

reason she got involved in dance classes.  “I can remember the first time I watched 

that movie (Dirty Dancing) I think I was about 12 years old and I absolutely loved it. I 

asked my Mam if I could go to dance classes because I wanted to be exactly like 

Baby. I idolised her character and knew someday I wanted to dance like that.” 

 

“I’ve been doing ballroom dancing now for about four years and I can’t imagine life 

without it. I take part in competitions and I have placed really well in them, I’m still 

learning and hopefully one day I’ll be a world champion dancer.” Chloe also said her 

ultimate dream is to one day star in Dirty Dancing on West End. 

 

A dance film like Fame follows students in the New York City High School of 

Performing Arts. They take different classes including one in dance. This film 

portrays the academic side to dance and has been the inspiration for people wanting to 

study dance at University level. Eighteen-year-old Orla Vallance from Nottingham, 

UK says that growing up, Fame inspired her to take up performing arts.  

 

“I watched it [Fame] and I knew that’s what I wanted to do with my life, I wanted to 

eat, breath and sleep dancing and performing arts. I wasn’t so much interested in the 

acting side as I was the dancing side. I sent off my UCAS forms and all of my courses 

were either performing arts or dance.” 

 

“I got accepted into the University of Middlesex in London and I’m currently 

studying Dance with Performing Arts. I love it and it has that Fame feel to it, maybe 

someday I’ll make it to New York but for now I’m based in London. As crazy as it 

sounds, I don’t think I’d even have considered studying dance if it wasn’t for the 

film,” Orla explains. 

 

It seems that taking dance classes is becoming more and more popular due to the 

media coverage through films, TV shows and music videos. More and more parents 

are enrolling their children into dance lessons in the hope that they’ll become the next 
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world champion dancer. One TV show that follows those kinds of parents is an 

American show called Dance Moms. 

 

Dance Moms follows mothers of children enrolled in a dance school run by teacher, 

Abby Lee Miller. She coaches and choreographs these children for competitions and 

is a no-nonsense kind of woman. Miller has been described almost like a dictator 

when it comes to disciplining her students; she pushes them to their limits in order for 

them to succeed. Some parents aren’t happy about the way Miller works but they have 

signed their children up for this. 

 

TV shows like Dance Moms show the dancing industry for children in somewhat a 

bad light, it shows what goes on behind the scenes. Children are put under serious 

pressure by their dance teacher to be perfect, not to make any mistakes and if they do 

make mistakes they’re threatened with being pulled from the next performance.  

 

The mothers shown in Dance Moms can be quite catty and mean and in the nature of 

the TV show, are showing their kids that it’s not that bad to talk about others behind 

their backs and to do anything they can to win, at any cost. Children are almost 

congratulated for the sexualised behaviour relating to the dances or costumes. It can 

be portrayed as if these shows force the children to grow up quicker. 

 

There is a certain amount of pressure put on the children to do well in competitions. 

There’s also the pressure put on by society to have this perfect body image, for a 12 or 

13 year old girl that should not be what they’re constantly thinking about. The dance 

industry is one where children can be free to express themselves but it’s also a tough 

and strict industry to be in which is shown on these reality shows. 

 

The public’s opinion on these kinds of shows is nearly always guaranteed to be split 

down the middle. Some people not seeing anything wrong with the reality shows and 

the way they’re structured. Others, having very strong opinions on how they’re 

ruining some kids childhood from all the training they do.  

 

Although Ireland does not have an alternative to Dance Moms there are some mothers 

who disagree with statements that they’re forcing their kids into these kinds of lessons 
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and competitions. They believe in order for their children to succeed they must be 

pushed to their limits to constantly better themselves.  

 

Mother of one, Ann O’Rourke is one of those mothers who strongly believes this. 

“I’ve had my daughter Sophie enrolled in dance lessons since she was six years old. I 

want her growing up with a talent she could possibly make a career in, so she works 

extremely hard in training long hours in order to achieve her utmost best,” Ann 

explains. 

 

“Sophie is now 12 and I’ll admit has missed the odd birthday party here and there but 

the way I see it is I’m trying to give her a future and I don’t think she’s missing out on 

a normal childhood. She’s doing it because she loves to dance and for herself not for 

me. It’s become her life and she won’t stop until she’s a champion dancer.” 

 

On the contrary Jennifer Molloy, mother of two boys enrolled in dance lessons 

believes that children should be free to choose and shouldn’t be “forced” into lessons 

just because their parents want them to do them. She believes it should be fun for the 

children; it shouldn’t put pressure on them to be perfect. 

 

“Parents who push their kids into dance classes should really take a look at 

themselves, I wouldn’t ask my children to do anything they didn’t want to. Both my 

sons are in hip hop and contemporary classes but because it’s their hobby, not because 

I want them to win competitions and titles, because it’s something they love doing,” 

explains Jennifer. “Dancing should be a hobby, it shouldn’t take over their life.” 

 

The media’s portrayal of dance doesn’t only affect children but it has influences over 

adults too. Some TV shows and films can take older generations back to their youth, 

when they would attend balls and dances, making them reminisce on good memories.  

Strictly Come Dancing is a ballroom dancing show featuring a range of different 

celebrities who are partnered with a professional dancer and learn new dances each 

week and get put up for elimination.  
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Bernie Goland a 67 year old ex-ballroom dancer from Wicklow says that Strictly 

Come Dancing always reminds her of her youth, the beautiful costumes, the different 

dance styles, are all contributing factors to her fond memories.  

 

“It’s my favourite show on television, it always brings me straight back to my dancing 

days and just makes me feel great joy whenever I see it. It encouraged me to take up 

dancing again and I’ve since started going to ballroom dance classes in the local hall. 

It feels great to be dancing again,” Bernie shares 

 

Dance hasn’t changed, it is and always has been an art form to express oneself 

through movement but it’s how people are choosing to look at it, is what has changed. 

The media is too vast for everything to be censored, if a parent feels that music video 

is too provocative for their child to see, then don’t let them watch it. It’s like with 

anything in life, there are positives and negatives.  

 

 

Ends. 
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