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Project Aim  

The aim  of the project was to deliver a program of dance movement activity with 

older people in Rochdale to create:  

¶ Increased o pportunities to access ph ysical activity  
¶ Improved p hysical health & social well -being  

¶ Greater confidence and self -esteem   

The program would enable participants to i ncrease  their  opportunity to engage 

with the local community and also contribute to the l ocal implementation of the  

better service provision for o lder people  in Rochdale.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Description  

Funding from Big Lottery óReaching Communities Fundô enabled a variety of projects 

to take place including:  

Open Community Classes: Regular weekly sessions for  active independent older 

people. One in each of the four Rochdale townships ï Heywood, Pennines, 

Middleton and Rochdale  

Creative Rotations : A series of 12 sessions, with a celebration at the end, for 

participants from sheltered housing and other older peo pleôs social groups. 

Frail Older Peopleôs Project: Sessions with people  at risk of isolation through illness 

or other limitation and were aimed at older people in hospital or nursing homes for 

example.  

͂ǡɱɱɼ ɻɺ ɰɭɺɯɵɺɳ, socializing and having fun-ɭɺɰ ʅɻʁ́ɸɸ ɲɱɱɸ ɿɻ ɹʁɯɴ 

ɮɱʀʀɱɾ ɲɻɾ ʀɴɱ ɱɲɲɻɾʀ ɵɺ ɱʂɱɾʅ ʃɭʅ̹̹̓ 
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Celebration events : For participants to come together,  socialise and celebrate t heir 

involvement in the project.  

Performances: for participants to take part in dance performances -  something they 

may not have had the opportunity to do previously.  

Training: For dancers and community workers. Having more people skilled at 

leading dance sessions with older people would create more opportunity for older 

people to engage in creative movement activity.  

 

Ra t ionale   

óApproximately 30% of people over 65 fall each year, and for those over 75 the 

rates are higher.  Between  20% and 30% of those who fall suffer injuries that 

reduce mobility and independence and  increase the risk of premature death. Fall 

rates among institution residents are much higher than  among community -

dwellers ô.1  

Risk factors affecting older people incl ude:  

History of falling, living alone, medication, ethnicity, medical condition , impaired 

mobility, sedentary behavior, psychological status (fear of falling), nutrition 

deficiency, Impaired cognition (eg dementia), visual impairment, foot problems, 

enviro nmental hazards, footwear & clothing, and inappropriate walking aids. 1 

Exercise within a larger program of intervention has led to i mprovements in falls 

prevention and there are many examples of evidence to illustrate this. The  dance 

project for older peop le was not designed to fit into a specific falls prevention 

program but the aim was to increase participantôs general level of fitness and 

include activities for coordination and balance for example as a way to contribute to 

maintaining independence and he alth in Rochdaleôs older population. Falls 

prevention is one example of how dance exercise could improve health in the older 

population. Other benefits could include:   

¶ Improved muscle tone  

¶ improve d posture  

¶ increase d stamina and flexibility  

                                                           
1 Todd C, Skelton D (2004). What are the main risk factors for falls among older people and what are the 

mos teffective interventions to prevent these falls? Copenhagen, WHO Regional Office for Europe 

(Health Evidence Network report; http://www.euro.who.int/document/E82552.pdf, accessed [30/03/10]). 
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¶ reduc tion of  stress and tension  

¶ confidence building  

¶ ward off illnesses like diabetes, high blood pressure, heart disease, 

osteoporosis, and depression  

¶ strengthen ed bones and muscles  

The project also wanted to contribute to increasing social opportunities for older 

people in the area. This is because it is well known that as people get older their 

social networks could decline, especially when people retire, or a partner dies, or 

people become ill for example. There is evidence to suggest that good mental 

health can impact on physical health and wellbeing and socializing, having friends 

and feeling part of the community can support people to stay mentally and 

physically well.  

In a study by  the APU/UCLAN Research Team  on mental health, social inclusion and 

arts noted a n example of how an arts project had led to positive feelings of 

wellbeing -  óJermyn (2004)  reported that participants in her study identified the 

following benefits (amongst others):  

Å raised levels of self - esteem and confidence ï as a result of projects, participants 

said  they felt proud of what they had achieved, felt more confident and many felt 

better  about themselves  

Å a greater feeling of self -determination and sense of control ï participants felt they 

had  freedom to develop their ideas and generally felt a strong sense of ownership 

of the  final product  

Å pleasure and enjoymentô.2 

 

The overall aim of the project was the creation of a friendly, social environment 

where older people could come together and exercise, through dance, to im prove  

health & wellbeing and general quality of life.  

 

Target Group  

                                                           
2 Mental health, social inclusion and arts: developing the evidence base  

Final report from Phase 1:  The state of the art in England . The APU/UCLAN Research Team  

November 2005  
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The project focused on Rochdaleôs residents aged 50 plus. Open classes targeted  

active, independent people who could access community venues.  

Sessions is sheltered housing were aimed at  participants wh o were less mobile.  

Frail older people ï hospital wards  and  specific groups eg Middleton Stroke club  

 

Providers & Key partners   

Big Lottery Fund provided the majority of the funding  for the project.  

The aim was to develop partnerships with other organisat ions to support the 

project. This support was provided in a number of ways:  

¶ Local groups contributed a venue in exchange for dance sessions eg Kirkholt 

community centre  in partnership with Kirkholt óYoung at Heartô. 

¶ Funding for venue costs was sought from other funding sources eg Heywood 

New Deal for Communities was responsible for the Healthy Activity 

Development Project (HADP ), a  project aimed at developing innovative 

initiatives to improve  health for residents in Heywood.  Spiral Dance secured 

funding to cover venue costs for the open class in Heywood and 2 places on 

the óLeading Dance with Older Peopleô course through this project. 

¶ Development of partnership with Lincolnshire dance in order to deliver the 

óLeading Dance with Older People Courseô 

¶ Positive Older Peopleôs Projectô (POPPs) commissioned dance sessions which 

were delivered by a dancer who completed their training on the Leading 

Dance with Older People Course . 

¶ Rochdaleôs Healthy Living Initiative supported a weekly session at Middleton 

Civic Centre  in the first year of the project.  

 

 Format of Sessions  

Sessions followed a format similar to that outlined  below . Dance leaders were 

skilled at reading the group and designed a ctivities to suit their health and  ability.  

For example, some groups would remain seated, others would stand and some 

groups would experience a range of seated/standing activities. For some 

participants improvised creative activities with props were more appropriate and for 

others more activ e style based dances were taught.  

¶ Completion of health & safety forms and passing on information about the 

project  
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¶ Icebreaker activity/name game to build trust and communication within the 
group  

¶ Upper and lower body warm up activities  
¶ Main body of the sess ion which may include activities such as a circle 

dance/line dance/latin/African dance to encourage balance, memory, 
coordination and cardiovascular fitness; and some creative activity where 
participants would work singly, with a partner or in a small grou p with the 

aim of developing their own creative expression. Props such as scarves, 
brightly coloured ribbon sticks, elastics would be used to support the activity.  

¶ Breathing exercises  
¶ Cool down/relaxation   

Throughout the session participants were given explanation as to why certain 

activities were beneficial to health.  

At the end of the session, where appropriate,  participants were encouraged to stay 

for refreshments.  

 

Results : 

 

 

 

Particip ants were asked to complete evaluation forms at intervals throughout the 

project. The first questionnaire was designed to gather information abou t what they 

had enjoyed about the sessions, perceived health improvements, general well -being 

and  increase in  confidence. Participants receiving this questionnaire took part in the 

12 weeks of creative rotations and parti cipants attending open classes during the 

first and second year.  

The second evaluation was given to participants who attended the open classes 

towards the end of the second year and during the third year of the project. They 

were aimed at gathering informa tion about any longer term changes and wider 

impacts the project had had on their life e.g. widening social networks outside of 

the dance sessions.  

Some participants in other groups such as on the wards at Birchill hospital were 

unable to complete the sta ndard evaluation forms so alternative ways of collecting 

information were used such as interviews with nurses and managers and noting 

changes in participantôs physical behavior. 

 

¶ Between May 2007 and the end of Mar ch 2010 a total of 873 dance sessions 

took place.   

¶ We worked with 521 participants in over 25 venues in and around Rochdale.  



Every Body Dances 
 Page 8 

 

Results of the first questionnaire  

We asked participants about why they had j oined the classes to find out more about 

what motivated people to improve their health and wellbeing through exercise.   

 

 

Health  
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Perceived Health Improvement

%

Of 252 participants responding to 

the question, 56% (143 people) said 

they did not take part in any other 

regular form of exercise at the 

moment  indicating that the project 

has been successful in creating 

opportunity for older people to take 

part in regular exercise.  

 

Participants were asked about 

health  benefit s since  coming to 

the sessions. They were a sked  

to tick as many as they felt 

appropriate. In general the main 

areas improvements  were in 

relieving joint stiffness, general 

flexibility, muscular strength 

and more energy.  

Participants had enjoyed a number of 

aspects about the sessions. What was 

interesting was it seemed people were 

coming for a variety of reasons  and that 

although óexerciseô was the main reason, 

learning dances, meeting new people and 

relaxation were all high on the list 

indicating that an interest in learning, 

social contact and activities for wellbeing 

were important factors, highlight ing that 

there was a need to meet a greater 

number of requirements within the dance 

session.  
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An example of participantôs comment s include :  

óI can move my knee betterô (knee replacement)  
óI have stiffness in my knee and shoulder which seems to have lessenedésince 

joining the classô 
óI have better balance nowô 
óConcentration has improved by having to remember stepsô 

óBetter coordinationô 
óI had a very bad chest when I started classes and I feel the exercise has helped 

a lotô 
Many comments were about having more energy, feeling more relaxed and 
more flexible.  

 

There are a number of examples from participants who had experienced more 

specific health improvement as a result of taking part in the dance sessions. For 

example:  

óI have soft tissue injury to my right upper arm caused by an accident. The sessions 

have certainly helpedô 

óI have many problems with my feet and the exercises help me a lot because I 

cannot walk very faré..the sessions have helped me keep goingô 

óhelped with arthritisô 

óI suffer from depression, coming here helped give me confidence and the people, 

and Jayne, helped a lotô 

óI have suffered a multitude of neck problems and I found that doing this gentle fun 

dance has kept me supple and eased the pain ô 

The number of comments indicate a variety of improvements in physical health that 

are  specific to individuals taking part  in the project . It is difficult to quantify the 

benefits people have experienced and altho ugh it could be argued that they are 

óperceivedô improvements (as no medical testing was carried out ) the  number and 

variety of health improvements taking place suggest the project has been 

successful in benefitting participantôs general health.  

 

General Wellbeing  

The chart below indicates that over three quarters of respondents felt better in 

themselves as result of taking part in the dance sessions.  
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Comments from participants on evaluation forms indicate that their general sense 

of well -being has im proved. For example people said :  

óI am more relaxed and fitterô 

óI have developed more confidenceô 

óI feel a lot better in myselfô 

óéfeel much better all roundô 

 óI have learned exercise and dancing makes me feel betterô  

ñI felt the project had improved my fitness and well -being in generalò 

 

Confidence  

óMuch easier to meet new people ï I have joined other groups as a result of 

increased confidenceô 

 

¶ Incre ased confidence has been noted by many participants of the project. 

The use of ice breaker activities, partner and small group work during 

155

8
20

Have the sessions helped you feel better in yourself?

yes

no

no answer

155

8
20

Have the sessions helped you feel more confident about 
yourself?

yes

no

no answer
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sessions enables participants to interact and build relationships with each 

other. These activities aim to make it easier for p eople  to g et talking to one 

another and helps break down the awkwardness many of us feel when taking 

part in a group activity. Laughter and fun during sessions is noted frequently 

on evaluation forms along with comments about ómeeting new peopleô and 

ómaking friendsô. Feeling good, feeling welcome & included, having fun and 

developing friendships are important contributors to a personôs sense of 

wellbeing and confidence. Positive mental health has been linked with the 

ability to:  

¶ feel  in control   

¶ be able to make rational decisions   

¶ be in touch with our feelings   

¶ be able to form positive relationships   

¶ feel good about ourselves   

¶ know how to look after ourselves   

The sessions have created an environment which develops positive communication, 

encourages people to fee l good about themselves and as result contributes to 
participantôs overall health and wellbeing. 

Results of the second questionnaire  ïOpen Classes  

There were 70 respondents with the age ranges:  

Age Range  50 -59  60 -69  70 -79  80+  

Number  8 37  21  4 

%  11  53  30  6 

What was noticeable about how people heard of the classes was 70% attended 

because of recommendation by an existing participant. (23% flyer/ advert, 5%  open 

day/event) The target numbers for each of the open classes was 15 per week. At 

three of the sessi ons (Littleborough Coach House, Heywood Civic & Middleton 

Arena) attendance is between 22 -40 participants per week indicating there is great 

desire and demand for our service.  

We asked people about l onger term changes such as  whether they had  met with 

othe r participants outside of the dance session, joined other activity classes or 

taken up a new hobby . We also asked  whether their medication had reduced (if 

they took any) as a result of improved health through exercise. Finally we  asked 

people to say someth ing about what they had learned which could have been on a 

personal level, something about dancing or something about health & exercise.  
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¶ Have you met up with people from the group outside the dance session e.g. 
to go for coffee?  

 

 

Comments included:  

óshopping and lunchô 

ócoffeeô 

ónot yet as Iôm new, but hope toô 

This was encouraging as responses indicated that participants had begun to develop 

friendships that, hopefully, would grow and create more social opportunity outside 

of the dance session itself.  

¶ Have you been motivated to do other things e.g. join a club or take up a new 

hobby since joining the group?  

 

 

Participants  commented:  

ótai chi and bowlingô 

ómore walking and for longerô 

óyoga and joined a gymô 

ótaken up gardening againô 

ó..do exercises at homeô 

óanother Spiral dance groupô 

óline dance classô 

óswimmingô 

Almost half the respondents said they had been motivated to take part in other 

act ivities. This could be partly due to discovering opportunities they did not know 

about, for example, through the HADP project a tai chi session began soon after the 

dance session at Heywood Civic Hall and the dance leader passed on information to 

Response  YES NO NO ANSWER  

Total  22  33  2 

%  38  58  4 

Response  YES NO NO ANSWER  

Total  31  39  5 

%  41  52  7 
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the group . Others were interested in attending additional Spiral sessions and asked 

about where these were held.  

A number of factors seemed to contribute to the take up of additional activities ï 

sessions held in a sports centre where other activities were running , participants 

and dance leaders sharing information about activities, improved confidence and 

fitness . 

¶ If you take medication for pain, or illness, have you experienced any 

reduction in medication since joining the group?  

  

 

 

Respondents who said medication had reduced commented:  

óyes- instead of two anti -inflamatories a day I now take oneô 

óI donôt have to take medication every day like I did last yearô 

Others commented:  

ó(I) suffer from high blood pressure ï no reduction in medication but possibly could 

be on more if I didnôt exerciseô 

ósame ï but feeling great and motivatedô 

óno, but with continuation of this group it is my ambition to do soô 

óno, but itôs not increasedéwhich is goodô 

ósame-but feel greatô 

On reflection it is difficult to extract much of a meaningful conclusion from this 

information  without further enquiry into participantôs particular reasons for taking 

medication.  One participant has a degenerative illness so redu ction in medication 

would not be possible, but this did not detract from their enjoyment and benefit in 

taking part in the session. In hindsight the questionnaire omitted to give the option 

to say óNot applicableô and respondents wrote this themselves, or did not answer, or 

ticked ónoô so it is hard to identify how many people were currently taking 

medication.  

Response  YES NO NO 

Answer/Not 
applicable  

Total  5 24  46  

%  7 32  61  
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However, there was a small response from  those who indicated that they do 

currently take medication that even though it has not reduced they are bene fitting 

from the dance class in terms of how they feel.  

 

¶ Please say one thing you have learned since coming to the group. This could 

be about yourself, something about health, something about dancingé 

This question was asked with the aim of identifying inc rease in awareness which 

would indicate the possibility of lasting change within participants.  

Many participants used this section to say how much they enjoyed the sessions, 

which was welcome but not the intention of the question. However, comments 

seem t o indicate that people have learnt things that may have a beneficial impact 

on the rest of their lives. For example:  

óYou donôt need to do energetic exercise to gain benefitô 

óItôs ok to be myselfô 

óBroadened my outlook ï feeling of satisfaction I am doing  something good for meô 

óI have learnt about the value of finding new friendsô 

óI have learnt that sometimes itôs difficult to join a ógroupô but once you have it 

gives you confidence to do other thingsô 

óI have developed more confidenceô 

óDancing is fun and beneficial to health and fitnessô 

 

Frail Older People  

Alternative methods of evaluating the impact of dance sessions with p articipants at 

Birch hill hospital, Saxonside Resource centre and Springhill Resource centre  and 

parklands nursing home. Nurses, care staff and occupational therapists were invited 

to give their comments in relation to the impact they thought the sessions had had 

on participants. Participantôs comments during sessions were noted by dance 

leaders and the dance leader also noted chang es in participantôs involvement, 

changes in body language and facial expression  for example.  

During session s on a ward in a local hospital the dance leader presented the 

following comments:  
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ñThe group on this ward present more of a challenge, participants are frail er  and 

have more advanced dementia. Responses from individuals in the group require 

careful observation ï it may be a small response from one individual or an activity 

may not engage someone. It is difficult to plan the session and stick to the 

plané.my main role is very much reacting to how individuals and the group as a 

whole respondò 

In observing one participant the dance leader noted that the sessions had been 

benef icial. The participant  displayed bodily tension , anxiousness and confusion as 

the session followed a visit from the ir  family. The activities provided diversion from 

this anxiety as she notices ñWhen engaged in the activity (the participant) becomes 

more relaxed and there is a smile, but this isnôt long lasting and (the participantôs) 

anxiety about the family can quickly returnò  

For another participant on the ward an activity related to past occupations enabled 

her  to tell the group she was a singer . At the end of the activity the lady sang a 

song for them. This small activity create d an opportunity for participants to 

reconnect with past memories and the lady to share  her story, to be heard and to 

offer something to the group.  

Staff involved with the frail older peopleôs project provided positive feedback in 

relation to the way the d ance leader delivered activities, related to participantôs and  

participantôs response. One comment sums up the overall response: 

ñI thought the creative movement and dance was excellent. The group responded 

well. The teacher sp oke to each person individua lly , giving people a sense of worth. 

All round -superbò 

 

In Conclusion -  Things to celebrate:  

¶ 873 dance sessions over 3 years  

¶ 521 participants in over 35 venues across Rochdale  

¶ Older people taking part in Spiral Dance showcase, Afro -Carribbean festival, 

Dance Initiative Greater Manchester (DiGM) dance festival at the Lowry  and 

Spiral Dance óInside Out Project 

¶ Seven celebration events including dance, poetry and music for  308 

participants.  

¶ Older people with better health as a result of taking part in regul ar dance 

sessions  

¶ Older people feeling more confident as a result of the dance project  

¶ Older people have more social contacts as a result of the project  



Every Body Dances 
 Page 16 

 

¶ Partnership working to create lasting dance opportunities in the borough  

¶ Open classes made sustainable beyond the life of the project  

¶ Continuation of older peopleôs work through the creation of a new Older 

Peopleôs Dance Development worker at Spiral Dance 

Where now ? 

A part - time Older Peopleôs Dance Development W orker post has been created  to 

build on the s uccess of the Reaching Communities funded project.  

The Dance Development Workerôs post requires some income generation and 

contact has been made with Age Concern, an Asian Elders group and some 

sheltered housing venues to run sessions at minimum cost.  

The four open community classes will continue and have been able to do so through 

a combination of:  

¶ Building on existing relationships to negotiate cheaper venue costs with 

Heywood Civic Hall.  

¶ Increasing the charge to participants (£2.00 max)   

¶ Commitment b y Middleton Arena to supply the venue and contribute to 

dance facilitator fees  

 

Development of new ideas and projects are being planned to take forward the Older 

Peopleôs dance project and it is hoped that it continues to be a core part of Spiral 

Danceôs work well into the future.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Photography by Beate Mielemeier  
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W HY WE DANCE:  

After waking, we go walking, for invigoration,  

treating life as a dance of celebration,  

partnering each other in co -operation  

to help each of us achieve our aspirations.  

  

Music provides the inspiration  

of good vibrations and sweet sensations.  

 

Dance is a journey of exploration  

and half way along comes the realisation  

that dance, like drink, offers intoxication  

and lubrication  

and helps avoid rust and ruination.  

 

 So we will rock and bop for lifeôs duration, 

because body -popping is our inclination  

to prevent inflammation  

and improve circulation.  

 

 Dance is how we show our bodies consideration.  

 

 

 

 

 Excerpt from Poetry Booklet created by Norman Warwick from Just Poets with 

participants of the  Every Body Dances Project. Photography by Beate Mielemeier  



Every Body Dances 
 Page 18 

 

Groups Taking part in the Project  

Open Classes:  

Littleborough coach House  

Kirkholt Community Centre  

Heywood Civic Hall  

Middleton Leisure Centre  

Middleton Ar ena  

 

Social groups, specific interest groups, sheltered housing  

Springfield Close Sheltered housing  

Barnett Court Sheltered housing  

Heartline Club (recovery from heart related illness)  

St Andrewôs Church (social group) 

Bridgewood Lodge  (sheltered housing)  

The Cray óYoung at heartô (Social group)  

Margaret Ward Court (Sheltered housing)  

Derrick Walker Court (sheltered housing)  

Cherwell Court (sheltered housing)  

Heywood Pensioners Association  

Arnold Bagnall Court (sheltered housing)  

Ian Fraser Court (sheltered housing)  

Parklands Nursing home (mental health)  

Birch Hill Hospital Beech Ward & Hazel Ward  

Greave Community Centre (social group)  

Holistic Pathways (social group)  

Middleton Stroke Club 
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Springhill Resource Centre  

Saxonside Resource Centre  

Portal Court Sheltered Housing  

Olive Standring Sheltered Housing  

Thistleyfields Sheltered Housing  

Partnerships/support/networking  

New Heart for Heywood: HADP Healthy Activity Development Project  

POPPs ï Partnership for Older Peopleôs Project 

Rochdale Link 4 Life  

Kirkholt Community Centre  

Middleton Arena  

DiGM (Dance Initiative Greater Manchester)  

Link 4 Life  

Rochdale Metropolitan Borough Council  
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