Getting More Teenagers in Our Dance Communities

Facilitator: Rick Mohr

Social dancing is fantastic for teenagers! But teens are scarce in many dance communities, as they often don't fit
comfortably at events with mostly adults or families. We'll hear success stories with two different models, from
communities where teens are dancing and have continued in the community as young adults. We'll also brainstorm
ways to create dance events that teens will enjoy and want to help organize, and discuss how being a teenager in

2025 is different from when most of us were teens.

Rick sharing:

e Has called a teen dance for ~5 years in Philadelphia
e Teens love to do things together, but dancing with families may feel too “kiddy” and dancing with all grownups

can be uncomfortable.
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e Getting teens to come can be a challenge (most think it doesn’t sound like something they’d enjoy) — but if
they actually try it, many like it and come back.

“Community

With $5 admission, live music only sometimes; recorded music the rest of the time.
Different repertoire - fun barn dances and dead easy contras, all role-free.
No swing? No problem! If swing, often more comfortable for teens with neighbor than repeatedly with partner
Committee with 4-6 teens and two adults. Meet once a month online.
family” and “barn” dance - the names have different vibes and may attract different attendance.
Rick encouraged people to try starting a teen dance and said he’'d be glad to talk with anyone to help out.

Further info on the Philly teen dance here.


https://rickmohr.net/Contra/TeenDance/

Chrissy sharing:

Belfast Flying Shoes has a community dance from 6:30-7:30 followed by a contra dance from 8:00-11:00
Kids at the community dance stay and dance awhile at the contra. The older they get the longer they stay.
Dancing at the contra is an easy and natural transition
Teens sometimes bring other teens to the community dance and show each other skills
Chrissy led dance residencies at local schools which was a great way to get kids interested in coming to the
dance. How to get to schools:
You need $! Grants?
Emphasize that dance builds social skills
Connect with teachers.
In Belfast, because have done so many school residencies, average family in Belfast knows about
contra dance
How to include teens on Board of Directors:
o Make them full Board members, not “token teen”
o Include teens in different roles.
Make pricing different for teens? Sliding scale!
Find young musicians
All Comers Band great place for young musicians + consider back seat band
Developmentally appropriate that they want to be together
Had unbroken line before COVID but that changed. Now fewer kids at both dances, need to work on that.
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Emily sharing:

She calls a monthly dance in a rural location that has a strong teen contingent

There’s not a lot going on in that area, so maybe the dance is a bigger draw for teens than in the city
Teenagers make the poster, run the canteen, lead a silly “Mr. Popcorn” hunt around the hall... involved in
ways that are meaningful to them

Quirky door prizes makes for fun

Chooses dances for maximum fun/joy in the moment. Has experimented... contras take a LOT of thinking for
that community and so the pure joy is lower.

Consider different timing: 7-9:30pm allows teens and others to gather after the dance

Warm/upbeat and not overly sexy dance tunes can feel more inclusive + warm/playful/inviting caller

Lower price for children and teens

Group brainstorm/discussion:

How to create events that teens will enjoy?

Invite a group (of teens) to “host” one of your dances
Reach out to teen groups
o Try to rope in charismatic teen leaders
Homeschoolers were mentioned a lot; potentially have them organize a dance
Reach out to allies/collaborators in your community (music teachers, youth groups, ...?)
“It will be fun if you bring your friends”
Techno contra? Some teens feel safer with the lights down; disco ball... (At BIDA, at the very start of
the second tune of the first set after the break, lights get turned down and disco ball starts up - BIG
excitement)
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How is being a teen different now?
e Lots of teens are queer! Come up with good choreo for no-role dances? Make sure dances are welcoming
spaces.
Socializing can be hard/intimidating
Shorter attention spans?
Risk averse?
Helicopter parents?

Is physical contact hard/awkward?
Talk about it more

e Set expectations to help build a shared culture

e Make a game out of paying attention to non-verbal cues, too

e Talk about safe zones - where to touch in a swing ... ... many people uncomfortable being touched.
Other:

e Have young dance ambassadors to help facilitate comfort for newbies

e Don’t be alarmed if teens disappear ... many will reappear later (here or elsewhere)
e Work hard to ensure teens feel welcome and have agency/input - say yes!

e Reach out to organizations with lots of teens



