Culkin School
encourages dancers
ot all ages

.

by Christy Dorrity

The adults who attend the Culkin School of Traditional Irish Dance
refer to themselves as a part of “FFamily Culkin”. The heritage
began in 1995 when Sean Culkin and a group of other adult danc-
ers met together weekly to share their love of Irish culture. A few
years later the Culkin School opened its doors to children and
adults. Today the school has more than 400 students of all ages in
the Washington D.C. area. After fourteen years, the Culkin School
continues to impart a legacy for all of their dancers to excel with-
out boundaries, no matter what their age.
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The Culkin adulf ladies ceili teams in Nashville at the Gaylord Opryland.
Photo: Culkin School.

“Backstage” at the Kennedy Center before a
performance on the Millennium S tage.

(L. to R) Melissa de Beer, Debbie Kaplan,
Catie 1 .aRocca, Bonnie Zuckerman,
Mazreen Matthews Wenfworth,

Tammy Larson, Jessica Rosewag Byrne,
Ellen Burns, Pam Iew, Alexcandra Whyte
and Megan Howard TCRG.

Photo: Culkin School

Sean Culkin TCRG emceeing

a performance at the Kennedy

Center for the Performing Arts.

Phofo: Fric Jensen.

The Culkin adults are one of the most successful competitive adult
teams in the country, having held 17 regional championship titles
in the last seven years. In 2009, the Culkin adults won the Adults
Ladies Ceili competition at the North American National Irish
DancingChampionships held in Nashville, Tennessee. In 2010, the
team competed and placed in the All Ireland Championships in
Killarney, Ireland. In addition to competitions, the Culkin adults
petrform throughout the Baltimore and Washington, D.C. areas.
They have appeared at many regional festivals, including the
Potomac Celtic Festival, the Maryland Renaissance Festival and
the Baltimore Irish Festival.

In a sport where adult programs aren’t always available and some-
times frowned upon, the Culkin School is forging ahead. Megan
Howard, TCRG and adult teacher at Culkin, was one of the origl-
nal group that danced with Sean before the school’s inception. *I
love teaching adults because they are really committed to danc-
ing,” says Howard. The school’s artistic director, Nicki Sack
Bayhurst, TCRG, ADCRG, says, “Our adults have been very suc-
cessful. [They have] given us the confidence to start a figures pro-
gram for our children.” Megan Moloney, TMRI, began dancing as
an adult and now coaches the adult team figure classes. She be-
lieves that the adult program brings dancers to the school. Moloney
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says, “I’d like to think that our reputation

as an adult-friendly school is one of the
seas0ns we continue to attract dancers.”

Because many of the teachers at Culkin
School began dancing as adults, they inspire
and encourage other adult dancers to set
their goals high. Alexandra Whyte, an adult
student, finds strength in having teachers
who danced as adults. “They are models of
how well one can dance if one puts enough
time into it,” Whyte says. “It makes me feel
that certain goals are more attainable.”
Dancer Jessica Rosewag agrees, “Because
they started dancing as adults they under-
sand the different obstacles that adult danc-
ers have with work and other adult respon-
sbilities.”” Moloney attributes her ambition
of teaching Irish dance to her first teacher,
Caterina Earle. “Knowing that Caterina
began as an adult and earned her TCRG
helped me realize it was possible,” says
Moloney.

Adult dancer Lynn Haslbeck credits Sean
Culkin, TCRG and director of the Culkin
School for the school’s atmosphere of in-
clusion for all dancers. “He provides us all,
children and adults, with marvelous oppot-
tunities to dance and to compete,”

Haslebeck says. “[Sean] is very supportive

of every level of dancer.”
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The Culkin adults perform the
Eight Hand Jig at the 2070
Al Irelands in Killarney.
Photo: Culkin School.

The 2009 North American Adult 1 adies Ceili Chanpions
(1. to R) Front: KC Flaherty, Debbie Kaplan.

Middle: Melissa de Beer, Tammy Larson,

Amey Takenchi-Wanlass. Back: Megan Moloney TM RF,
Alexcandra Whyte, Julie Dinsick, Erin Wilk,

Sean Cullin TCRG. Photo: Culkin School.

Culkin adults perform Trip to the Cottage at the F. Scott Fitzgerald Theatre in Rockville, Maryland.
Photo: Culkin School.
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Sean Culkin believes that every dancer
should have a chance to succeed, no mat-
ter their age. He says, “If someone comes
to me and they have the talent, then they
are moved on. I really do not care if they
are adults are not.” Culkin remembers Jenny
O’Connell, a dancer who came to the school
at 20 years of age. She went on to win the
Southern Region Oireachtas, place at Na-
tionals and then danced with Riverdance for
three years. Culkin says, “The first Irish
dance teacher she had would notlet her into
a step dance class.”

The Culkin Adults support all aspects of
the school, from classes and volunteering,
to competitions and performances. “Adult
dancers bring a unique, wonderful quality
to a dance school,” Howard says. “When-
ever we have a performance that includes
our kids and adults dancing together, it re-
ally showcases what Irish dance is about —
celebrating the culture and the love of the
dance form.”

“My goal for the school is to preserve the
unique tradition of Irish music and dance
and pass it on to new generations of danc-
ers,” Sean Culkin says. There is no doubt
that his dream includes dancers of all ages
who find their place in “Family Culkin”.
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Christy Dorrity is an adult Irish dancer and freelance writer.
Her articles have appeared in Diddlyi Magazine. W hen
she is not dancing, you can find Christy hard at work on a
You can find her online at
wimw.christydorrity.com, on twitter(twitter/ gonefeising) and
on facebook (facebook.com, keyword gonefeising).
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