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S
peak to anyone who works in 
community dance and you’ll quickly 
learn two things. One, those who 
work with groups from outside the 
dance world care deeply about it. 
Two, the list of benefits – mental, 

physical and social – for those involved is 
almost endless. Indeed, as Anna Halprin, 
renowned community dance practitioner, 
states in her book Making Dance that Matters, 
dance of this kind can ‘bring communities 
together to encounter issues that may be 
overwhelming, unresolved, destructive or 

even life-threatening’. But how do dance 
teachers and choreographers work with the 
non-professionals who take part in community 
dance? And does it involve a different set of 
skills to working with the professionals?

‘The purpose of dance is people,’ declares 
Hagit Yakira, a choreographer and teacher 
who sees community dance as key to her 
artistic practice and approach to making work 
with anyone, professional or non-professional. 
‘The only purpose my body, or the professional 
dancer’s body, can serve is a communication 
with the outside world, nothing else.’

Yakira is currently working on If One Keeps 
Walking an interactive promenade piece 
performed by four professional dancers and 
50 non-professionals drawn from the local 
community. Initially developed at Trinity Laban 
and Sadler’s Wells in 2018, the work premiered 
in September at the Stavanger Arts Museum, 
Norway, ahead of plans to return to the UK. 
Although Yakira has worked extensively with 
professional and non-professional dancers in 
both her choreographic and teaching practice, 
If One Keeps Walking marks the first instance 
where both groups will perform side-by-side as 
part of the same project.

Inspired by Yakira’s own experiences 
walking to and from the University of 
Stavanger, where she recurrently teaches, the 

work draws on the sensation of time slowing 
down through the act of walking. ‘I feel 
the non-professional dancers bring a sense 
of humanity, humility and grounding,’ she 
explains. ‘But the [professional] dancers bring 
some qualities that make our walking into 
profound artistry, and I want those two things 
to be together.’

The non-professionals are selected via 
a public call-out. When the work was in its 
initial RnD phases in the UK, the response 
was so large that Yakira could select only 
one quarter of all applicants. To her, this 
demonstrated the extent to which ‘people are 
hungry’ to be a part of community projects.

Once selected, the non-professional dancers 
firstly train separately to the dancers from 
Yakira’s company. It’s important, she believes, 
for them not to feel intimidated by ‘what 
the trained body can do’. It also provides a 
vital opportunity for her to get to know the 
community dancers in a manner that extends 
beyond a rigid teacher-pupil relationship 
but instead fosters a mutually supportive 
collaboration. ‘I tell them a lot of stories about 
myself to make them connect to what we’re 
doing and to make it personal.’

Lizz Fort, a member of the RAD’s Faculty 
of Education and a specialist in community 
dance, concurs that thoroughly getting to 
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Connecting… Hagit Yakira (below) and If One Keeps Walking Photos: Camille Greenwell
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artistic practice,’ summarises Fort, who also 
believes strongly that all teachers, including in 
community dance, should invest in their own 
continued professional development.

Yet whoever she is working with, 
professional or non-professional, her 
underlying principles – ‘joy, fun, inclusion, 
accessibility, artistry, creativity’ – remain 
the same. Fort is a member of People 
Dancing, the UK development organisation 
and membership body for community and 
professional dance. As such she subscribes 
to their code of conduct which lays out the 
values of community dance before describing 
how projects of this type should be run.

Yakira estimates that around 90% of the 
non-professionals who volunteer to take part 
in projects like If One Keeps Walking have 
some type of previous experience in dance or 
another performing art. She and Fort have, 
however, each worked with people entirely 

new to dance. I ask both how they approach 
someone who has strongly internalised the 
message: I cannot dance.

‘I kind of get them dancing by stealth!’ 
laughs Fort, who has discovered that school 
support workers can sometimes be more afraid 
to take part than the pupils. She likes to start 
with games that gradually evolve into dance, 
almost without the participants realising. 
Yakira finds dancers, including professionals, 
are often reticent to dance without set 
choreography, something that isn’t a feature 
of her practice. Building up from a simple 
exercise, such as moving one hand towards 
the other, is a tool she likes to employ.

Despite its known benefits, getting 
community dance taken as seriously as other 
forms of dance remains a challenge. What the 
people who laud her for working with groups 
who sometimes have complex needs miss, 
thinks Fort, is how the community gives her 

as much as she gives them. ‘There’s sometimes 
an assumption of that hierarchy there, like I’ve 
done an amazing job working with this group 
of people, whereas they’ve done so much of 
the hard work.’

Yakira describes herself as becoming 
increasingly more interested in what the 
untrained body can do in dance. Working 
with people from the community gives her 
something both simple and profound: ‘it 
reminds me of being a human being.’

know each new group she works with is 
crucial. Fort has extensive experience teaching 
community dance to people of all ages and 
abilities, and has worked with, among others, 
Amici Dance Theatre Company and Magpie 
Dance. Like Yakira, she values establishing 
a collaborative, trusting relationship when 
teaching community practitioners. Both 
women use a variety of improvisation 
and creative movement activities to help 
achieve this.

Fort views these first meetings as a chance 
to ‘understand who are the people in the 
group who want to step forward and naturally 

take the lead, and which people like to sit 
back a little bit.’ As someone who regularly 
works in schools, she also finds it valuable to 
arrange a preliminary meeting before classes 
formally start so she can check that everyone’s 
expectations are on the same page.

A trained dance movement therapist, 
Yakira concentrates on breaking down any 
fears non-professional dancers may have 
around learning to move and dance in new 
ways. Building stamina, she believes, both 
diminishes fears and builds confidence 
because ‘physical stamina is also mental 
stamina.’ Equally, it’s about finding the 

‘joy’ (a word Yakira and Fort return to 
frequently) in simply possessing a body and 
making it move.

In contrast, when working with trained 
dancers, Yakira seeks to help them break habits 
and ‘find their very individual way of dancing’. 
Professional training, she believes, can 
produce set patterns and performance styles 
some dancers find difficult to stop replicating. 
Helping professionals shift gear is, in this 
sense, a teaching challenge of its own kind.

Fort also varies her approach depending on 
the level of prior experience those she works 
with have. ‘The teaching strategies, the pace 
of the class, the communication I use, and 
the content and how it develops, that will 
be adapted because different groups have 
different needs.’ She gives the example of 
working with older people whose bodies take 
longer to warm up and cool down than their 
younger counterparts. ‘Safe practice trumps 
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