
a toolkit for Youth Dance 



SCARBOROUGH
YOUTH DANCE

I  was  interested  in  supporting  young  people  to  learn  contemporary  dance  and  physical  performances  skills  whilst

developing  creative  responses  to  the  context  of  their  environment ,  socially ,  culturally  and  observing  the  landscape .  

We  began  with  leads  given  by  the  Rural  Steps  Project  Manager  and  we  emailed  and  met  with  these  in  person  to

discover  the  initial  options  available .  We  delivered  an  initial  Ignite  taster  session  at  Coastival ,  a  local  family  creative

arts  festival ,  which  was  well  attended .  At  this  session ,  many  parents  expressed  that  their  children  currently

attended  local  dance  schools  however  they  were  looking  for  something  that  allowed  their  child  to  be  more  creative

and  our  workshop  had  been  just  that .  Our  session  included  a  warm up  exploring  surfaces  in  space ,   contact  work ,

development  of  duets  and  an  informal  sharing  of  the  work  created  at  the  end .  This  was  clearly  an  offer  not  yet

available  for  young  people  in  the  area  and  gave  them the  opportunity  to  try  something  new .  The  content  of  the

small  pieces  that  were  created  were  of  a  high  quality  and  facilitating  with  Lisa  was  easeful  and  effective  taking

into  consideration  this  was  our  first  time  working  together .  This  workshop  also  provided  us  both  with  more  clarity

regarding  the  needs  of  this  demographic ;  for  more  creative  workshops  in  relation  to  dance  that  allows  for

collaborative  processes  between  young  people  and  facilitators .  Coastival  also  led  us  to  contacts  for  the  Stephen

Joseph  Theatre  who  we  subsequently  met  with  to  see  if  we  could  deliver  dance  as  a  youth  provision  for  them

through  the  Rural  Steps  project .

WHAT DREW YOU TO THE RURAL STEPS PROJECT?

GETTING STARTED

Written  by  Stacey  Johnstone

Stacey  has  an  MA in  Ensemble  Physical  Theatre  and  is  a  Co-Director  of  Whitestone  Arts  Research  Centre .  She  has

worked  for  Opera  North ,  Leeds  Playhouse ,  Proper  Job  Theatre ,  DUENDE ,  Six  Lips  Theatre  (Co-Director), Trestle

Theatre  and  facilitated  extensively  across  education  and  community  outreach  projects .  Her  areas  of  specialism are

Physical  Performance  and  Improvisation .  

Stacey  delivered  Scarborough  Youth  Dance  with  initial  support  from fellow Dance  Artist  Lisa  Chapman .
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The  initial  meetings  to  look  at  the  space  and  discuss  the  project  were  positive  and  follow up  emails  were

transparent  about  what  we  were  proposing  and  needing ,    however ,  we  were  later  told  that  the  space  was  no  longer

available  which  was  a  shame  as  this  seemed  like  a  good  potential  partnership .  We  had  spent  so  much  time

focusing  on  being  able  to  run  Scarborough  Youth  Dance  from here  that  we  didn 't  have  other  options  ready  at  that

time ,  so  went  back  to  the  drawing  board  to  consider  other  venues  and  partners  such  as  Scarborough  Library  and

Information  Centre  however ,  the  capacity  and  budgets  didn 't  align .  

Initial  contact  was  made  by  the  Project  Manager  with  a  local  Primary  School  who  were  interested  in  dance .  I

delivered  three  Ignite  workshops  at  the  School  and  they  were  keen  to  continue  offering  dance  provision  and  so  I

established  a  regular  weekly  dance  session  after  school .  Scarborough  is  a  very  economically  deprived  area  and ,  as  a

result ,  young  people  attending  these  classes  were  from families  who  would  not  have  been  able  to  afford  to  send

their  children  to  dance  classes  or  workshops  before .  With  support  from the  Rural  Steps  project  budget  and  the

school ,  we  provided  these  sessions  free  of  charge  to  help  give  them this  opportunity .  Most  of  the  children

attending  had  never  had  formal  dance  classes  or  had  accessed  arts  in  a  theatre  setting  before .  Some  even

expressed  they  had  never  been  to  the  beach  front  before ,  a  revelation  given  that  they  live  in  the  centre  of

Scarborough ,  very  close  to  the  coast .    

As  these  sessions  were  limited  to  pupils  from this  school ,  in  discussion  with  the  Rural  Steps  Project  Manager ,  I  also

decided  to  attempt  to  offer  an  additional  stream of  sessions  to  a  different  age  group  to  try  to  recruit  dancers  from

a  broader  pool ,  with  the  intention  that  these  would  then  merge  into  one  group  in  the  future .  During  this  time ,  I  had

taken  on  a  project  with  YMCA Scarborough  for  their  TakeOver  Project  as  project  leader  and  director  and  building  a

relationship  with  them allowed  me  to  establish  additional  sessions  there  and  hire  the  space  at  a  reduced  cost .  

The  young  people  from the  Primary  School  session  were  invited  to  also  attend  the  YMCA session  to  begin  to

connect  the  two  groups  and  three  of  the  children  from this  group  came  independently  to  these  sessions  (once

each) but  all  had  additional  factors  which  meant  they  couldn ’t  do  both  the  Primary  School  sessions  and  the  YMCA

group .  Alongside  these  attendees ,  we  struggled  to  get  other  participants  and  so  chose  to  stop  running  the  session .

I  feel  more  marketing  may  have  helped  the  YMCA sessions  but  they  were  set  up  close  to  the  start  of  term and  I

think  many  children  had  already  enrolled  in  their  termly  activities .    I  thought  it  may  work  at  that  venue  having

worked  there  during  the  Summer  but  hadn 't  realised  at  the  time ,  as  it  was  the  summer  holidays ,  quite  how many

other  dance  schools  hired  the  space ,  so  it  clearly  became  too  concentrated  with  similar  offers .  I  had  run  paid

Facebook  campaigns ,  shared  the  information  with  the  YMCA for  them to  distribute  on  their  social  media  platforms

as  well  as  asking  the  Primary  School  to  circulate  this  further  but  unfortunately  this  didn ’t  generate  enough

interest .  
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My  weekly  sessions  at  the  Primary  School  concentrated  on  a  mix  of  explorative  movement  tasks ,  building

confidence  in  using  their  bodies  and  embracing  their  own  individuality .    I  used  exercises  which  encouraged  them  to

explore  space ;  the  spaces  around  another  dancer  and  simplified  versions  of  Trisha  Brown ’s  cube  work  to  encourage

them  to  explore  how  to  journey  through  space  with  movement .  I  also  pulled  from  my  training  in  physical  theatre

performance  practice  to  generate  material  which  was  narratively  driven .

In  terms  of  the  theme  of  the  performance  piece  we  were  working  on ,  I  wanted  it  to  be  responsive  to  the  local  area

but  I  began  by  talking  about  and  exploring  what  the  children  enjoyed  about  dance/movement ,  creating  small

phrases  and  asking  them  to  pull  out  possible  stories  they  could  see  emerging  e .g .  who  are  the  two  dancers  to  each

other?  Where  do  you  imagine  they  are?  Then  we  moved  on  to  describe  Scarborough  as  a  place ,  how  it  made  them

feel  and  how  they  could  show  this  physically .    We  also  experimented  with  lots  of  music  styles  to  allow  them  to

choose  the  atmosphere  they  wanted  to  evoke .

MOVING FORWARD

"I  dec ided to  run  a full  i n t ens ive  day i n  the
Theatre . . . th i s  exper i e n c e  helped them take
respons ib i l i ty and pr ide  i n  the i r  dance .

In  subsequent  weeks ,  they s t i ll  v i sual i s ed be i ng on  the
s tage  and th i s  r eally helped them focus  on  the

performance  qual i ty and spac i ng ' .

As  I  was  working  with  young  people  who  had  little  or  no  access  to  arts  spaces  previously ,  I  decided  to  run  a  full

intensive  day  in  the  YMCA  Theatre  where  we  workshopped  new  material  for  our  upcoming  Dance  It  Up  North

performance  and  rehearsed  on  their  main  stage  to  ensure  that  they  felt  comfortable  being  in  space  unfamiliar  to

most .    This  also  enabled  me  to  show  them  what  they  could  expect  to  see  backstage  as  well  as  familiarise  them  with

the  notion  of  performing  on  stage  and  plotting  the  exits/entrances .    Their  school  teachers  noted  the  excellent

engagement  from  children  who  had  additional  learning  needs  and  it  was  clear  that  this  experience  helped  them

take  responsibility  and  pride  in  their  dance .

In  subsequent  weeks ,  they  still  visualised  being  on  the  stage  and  this  really  helped  them  focus  on  the  performance

quality  and  spacing .    They  supported  each  other  and  were  excited  to  perform  alongside  other  groups ,  both  youth

and  professional  at  the  Dance  It  Up  North  performance  which  took  place  in  October  2019 .  

Because  of  the  financial  implications  of  the  Dance  It  Up  North  event ,  we  allocated  part  of  our  budget  to  providing

transport  to  and  from  York  for  all  children  attending  and  two  parents  each .  The  school  subsidised  ticket  prices  for

the  event  for  parents  that  would  not  have  otherwise  been  able  to  attend .  Costumes  were  also  purchased  out  of  our

budget  alongside  fruit  and  water  for  the  trip .  This  helped  make  the  event  special  and  allow  young  people  to  share  it

with  their  families  for  a  long-lasting ,  celebratory  experience  for  everyone  involved .



There  were  some  real  positives  to  take  from the  content  and  delivery  of  the  sessions ,  as  well  as  some  challenges

to  navigate .  For  me  as  a  facilitator ,  I  chose  to  set  up  early  on  with  the  young  people  that  I  saw us  all  as

collaborators  and  Scarborough  Youth  Dance  was  our  company  so  that  they  really  felt  that  they  were  part  of

something  other  than  just  an  after-school  club .  This  helped  to  tell  them about  other  Rural  Steps  groups  too .   I

tended  to  not  use  any  music  that  they  would  have  necessarily  heard ,  playing  more  instrumental ,  atmospheric

music  which ,  I  think  helps  to  pull  in  focus  and  encourage  imaginative  responses .    Both  the  teacher  and  myself

often  had  to  partner  up  with  children  who  otherwise  wouldn ’t  get  involved  and  sometimes  chose  to  support

them to  take  on  a  choreographic  role  helping  me  if  they  were  not  in  a  place  of  being  able  to  work  with  just  a

small  group .  Sometimes  they  would  respond  in  other  art  forms  by  drawing  the  shape  of  others  movements  if  they

didn ’t  want  to  dance  but  wanted  to  be  in  the  space .    This  always  allowed  them to  be  involved  and  engaged

wherever  possible  and  respond  through  a  creative  outlet  that  suited  them .  Sessions  had  to  be  flexible  to  support

each  of  their  needs  on  each  given  day .  There  were  lots  of  opportunities  for  performing  and  feeding  back ,  starting

with  “what  did  you  enjoy?” from both  the  dancer  and  audience ’s  perspective  which  helped  grow their  confidence .

They  often  liked  to  watch  back  material  so  we  did  lots  of  recording  and  reflecting .  The  more  and  more  ownership

they  took  in  their  piece ,  the  more  dedicated  they  were  to  making  it  look  as  good  as  possible .    

The  Head  of  Sports  at  the  School  was  always  in  the  space  and ,  whilst  his  close  involvement  allowed  him to  see

the  experience  for  the  young  people  firsthand ,  he  would  often  address  behavioural  issues  in  a  way  that  I  wouldn ’t

necessarily  do  as  an  arts  facilitator .    This  was  challenging  at  times  as  it  affected  how I  held  the  group  but  as  the

sessions  happened  in  the  school  with  their  pupils  for  a  certain  period  of  time ,  I  didn ’t  challenge  this .   Despite

this ,  he  has  been  very  supportive  throughout  and  made  this  partnership  and  sessions  possible .  He  is  also  keen  to

attend  Dance  It  Up  North  again  in  2020 if  funding  was  available  as  he  expressed  how much  the  experience  had

benefitted  the  young  people ,  especially  children  performing  who  find  school  difficult  to  engage  with .

REFLECTING AND THE FUTURE



Due  to  working  in  the  area  as  a  lone  Artist  by  this  stage ,  it  has  been  difficult  to  continue  the  sessions  beyond

December  2019 ,  however ,  if  I  were  to  continue  Youth  Dance  provision  in  Scarborough  in  the  future  or  advise  any

Dance  Artists  working  in  this  area ,  one  idea  would  be  to  connect  with  the  local  council  regarding  providing

workshops  for  young  people  in  the  care  system as  they  have  provisions  available  to  support  young  people  with

access  to  the  arts ,  information  I  only  had  experience  of  after  we  had  established  the  Scarborough  Youth  Dance

project .  My  lasting  piece  of  advice  for  establishing  a  new group ,  and  reflecting  on  the  main  successes  when

attempting  to  establish  Scarborough  Youth  Dance ,  would  be  to  set  up  short  term projects  or  workshops  at

existing  festivals  and  events  like  Coastival ,  ensuring  there  is  a  regular  session  ready  and  available  for  interested

participants  to  come  along  to .  This  way  you  can  maintain  the  momentum and  benefit  from their  enthusiasm and

make  direct  contact  with  parents  and  guardians  to  support  the  transition  into  regular  attendance .  


