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Organizing a Community family dance

© Marian Rose, 2003

Over the years, I have organized, called and played at hundreds of family-oriented events under widely diverse circumstances(in community halls, gymnasia, parking lots and ferry boats, at festivals, picnics, and weddings in the woods. I have seen roaring successes and dismal failures. And what I have seen convinces me that by dancing together as families and communities, we are taking a bold step towards understanding, cooperation and peace.

The following is a compilation of ideas for creating and nurturing a family dance event in your community. I would like to pass on to you some ideas gleaned from these experiences that may help you to hold a successful event or series. Some of the information is generic, and some are creative ideas that I have seen work well (or not).

Community dances can take many forms, Here are some scenarios I’ve seen:

· private parties such as weddings

· members of the contra or square dance community offer a family dance as part of their regular series.

· musicians and/or caller sponsor an occasional family dance or series

· yearly dance sponsored by a collective of local interest groups (Health Units, community centres, daycares, etc.).

· local folk music society sponsors a dance as part of their offerings to the community

· fundraiser sponsored by a school, church or daycare

I. Why Family Dance?

Before you start, ask yourself a few questions that will guide your decision-making: 

Why do you want to have a dance?
For fun? For a special, one time event? Preservation of traditions? Fundraiser? Community builder? As an outlet for your organizational or musical skills? Because you remember how much fun you had dancing as a child? To provide an opportunity for families to party together?

Who else might be interested?
Friends, schools, daycares, churches, community centres, health units, recreation clubs, seniors, the media, camps.

What resources do you have?
Musicians, callers, people with sound equipment, music teachers (especially fiddle instructors), churches, organizations who may help sponsor an event

II. Where to Hold the Dance

Assuming that you have the choice, try to find a central location of appropriate size which has at least some social atmosphere. A stage and/or kitchen is nice, but not essential. A non-carpeted floor is. Community halls are often the best option since they are usually designed with dancing in mind, but they can have their drawbacks ( cost, availability, acoustic limitations, and restrictions on your crowd, advertising, or food. If this is a first-time or exploratory series, consider a smaller venue or a private home. Many rec rooms are large enough for two squares, a short contra line, or several polkaing couples, and when the enthusiasm expands beyond that, move to a small hall.The local school gymnasium is often cheap and available, but beware ( gyms have notoriously bad acoustics and it takes alot of people to fill them up. 

If you do decide to use a school gym, it is worth the trouble to create some atmosphere.

· a series of large windows drawn by the students and hung on the walls which give the feeling of being inside a country hall looking at the scene outside (very effective)

· banners/streamers hung from the ceiling

· covered tables with flower vases made out of cowboy boots

· scarecrows of the teachers, which are displayed around the room.

· hay bales and fences (fun, but messy, distracting, slippery, and a fire hazard)

· any other kind of dance-related art created by students

Whatever your decision, make sure the booking is confirmed in writing farther in advance than you think is necessary.

III. Scheduling

Once a year, once a month, once in a lifetime? You’ll have to decide based on your resources and energy level, but I’ve found that once you have stirred up some enthusiasm, it’s worth committing yourselves to more than one dance in order to keep the momentum going. 
· book a series, and put out promotion for several dances at once

· attach a family dance to an existing dance series. For instance, family dance from 7 to 8 pm, then the regular dance begins at 8:30

· attach a family dance to any other kind of regular event, such as a fall fair, work bee, neighbourhood block party, conference or political gathering

· some groups hold the dances late on Sunday afternoons and have a potluck

· school groups seem to find Thursday or Friday nights the best

IV. Musicians/Caller

I highly recommend finding a fiddler and some back-up musicians for your dance. However, if you either have no fiddler, or feel that another type of music would work, by all means go for it. Whatever kind of musicians you get, make sure that you treat them very well ( feed them, house them, thank them, clap for them, PAY THEM. The music is the heart and soul of any dance, and deserves a high level of respect.

Likewise, a good caller can really make the event cook – they will take responsibility for the flow of the evening, teach the dance figures, and work together with the musicians and organizers to make sure that everyone has a good time.

However, if you’re not able to find a willing caller, don’t despair –there are lots of other ways that you can make it happen.

· Buy a copy of Step Lively http://www.marianrose.com/resources/index.php and get two or three people to each learn one or two dances and be prepared to teach them to the group. You can then fill up the evening with polkas, waltzes and old Beatles’ tunes.

· With a bit of research, you can probably find a couple of people who could lead a Virginia Reel, or a simple square or two, (try the PE or music teachers) and fill out the evening with some couple dancing or rock and roll. Don’t be afraid to do dances that are not taught or that only adults will know (schottisch, waltz, polka, squares, Gay Gordons, etc). Kids will watch for a minute, then join in in their own way.

· Modern club square dance callers are usually knowledgeable and willing to help, but as a rule are unfamiliar with dealing with live music and children.

If you are running a school dance, then you will need to find a caller that can handle the challenge of 200 screaming kids and parents. This is a bit more difficult, but don’t despair, there are a few of us who actually enjoy such chaos!

V. Food

By all means, serve food at your dance! Some of my greatest memories as a child are of the food at dances in Alberta, with tables groaning under the weight of buns, cold meats, salads, cakes, and squares. Dancing is a great excuse to overeat! Here are some of the things that I have seen done:

· Nothing – simplifies logistics and cleanup, but you miss out on some great calories.

· Sandwiches, snacks, drinks included in admission.

· Simple non-alcoholic punch and cookies with a bowl for donations.

· In the case of a school dance, the parents bring a pre-arranged donation (buns, chili, dessert, drink, the like) which are sold to raise money for the school.

· Have a local caterer take care of everything. They charge for their goodies and do all of the setup and cleanup.

· Get the teenagers (the graduating class, the volleyball team, the drama club) to make and sell desserts or chili or hotdogs. It gets them to the dance, and they may even end up dancing!

· Have a potluck before or half way through the dance. You can set up tables, or have each family bring a picnic blanket and dishes and sit on the floor to eat.

VI. Sound

This is not an area to save money on. Good sound can make the difference between a satisfying and a frustrating dance experience. Make sure that you have a professional-quality sound system and a knowledgeable person to run it. It’s not always necessary to spend huge amounts(look for someone who owns a system and if they can’t donate it and their time, pay them thankfully. In Vancouver, I regularly pay from $50 to $100 to rent a system which I transport, set up, and run myself. When funds permit, I hire a sound technician for $75-125 for the night.

VII. Admission

Of course you will try to keep the admission price to a minimum, but don’t sell yourselves short. Use the cost of a family night out at the movies as your guide and consider offering a group rate for families or free admission to seniors.

VIII. Other Sources of Funds

· Solicit donations from local businesses and community groups.

· Secure one or two sponsors for each dance who receive advertising on the dance schedule

· Hold a silent auction

· Investigate formal funding sources, such as social services that focus on health, community, family, or alcohol-free activities

· Dessert auction

· Raffle

IX. Promotion

By far the best form of promotion is word of mouth. Get some people excited about your event, and have them tell their friends. Have tickets available through local daycares, community centres and family-oriented businesses. By all means don’t neglect the more traditional forms of advertisement (posters, flyers, ads), but don’t depend on them alone to sell your event.

Local media are often happy to run a story about old-time dancing, especially if you have a picture for the paper, and some music for airplay on the radio. If you have a travelling caller and/or band, arrange for them to be interviewed on the radio a day or two before the dance.

Where appropriate, put out a sandwich board, banner, or sign in front of the hall a few days before the dance and on the night itself.

X. Other Activities at the Dance

To give the band a break and to lend some variety and party atmosphere, consider other activities such as:

· Tango demonstration (or line dancing, morris dancing or other local skills)

· Young fiddlers play a tune or two

· Spot dance, broom dance, other party games

· Raffle

· Door prizes

· Dessert auction

· Match the names (everyone pulls a name from the hat and then has to find their ‘other half’ in the room, eg, Samson and Delilah, Horse and Carriage, Batman and Robin, Bacon and Eggs, Get Up and Go. It’s lots of fun making up the combinations!)

· Each class at the school creates a game which they set up before the dance and charge 10-25 cents to play. Make sure the games finish before the dance starts.

· After dinner while the parents are cleaning up, the children sit on the floor on the front and take turns singing into the microphone. Lots of Twinkle Twinkles! Works best done on the floor, not on the stage.

· Kids create an art project, or maze, or haunted house that the adults can see at the break.

XI. Getting Others Involved

A dance is most likely to be successful if there are a wide array of people involved in one way or another with its execution. Get the local teenagers to sell raffle tickets, get seniors to bake desserts, have children make decorations, that sort of thing.

XII. More Information

I would be happy to help you with any questions you have about your event, and am available for workshops, dances and school residencies. Contact me at:

Marian Rose

Box 56078, First Avenue
Vancouver, B.C.  V5L 5E2
(604) 254-5678

email: marian@marianrose.com 

website: www.marianrose.com 
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