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By Jill MeWhinnie

This holiday season may have seen some
folks give new meaning to the concept
Of "taking a spin on the dance floor"
They're members of WheelDance program,
which provides wheelchair ballroom and
Latin dance classes to individuals with
ambulatory disabilities.

Ihe program matches a wheelchair
partner and a “standing” partner who may
De a spouse, friend. or new acquaintance
made in the program. Instruction .is
provided in a fully accessible dance studio
in Vaughan.

WheelDance is a non-profit corporation
The studio renovation and operating costs
of the program have beéen supported by
Trillium grant funding. Frogram founder Iris
Kulbatski holds a PhD in Medical Science
from the University of Toronto. Her research
nas focused on spinal chord injuries, and
she recognized the potential psychological,
soclal and physical benefits which could be
offered by the WheelDance program.

“It's a wonderful workout,” said Iris. “It
develops cardio, core body strength, and
upper body strength. And equally important,
Il provides a new opportunity. for social
Interaction for people who may feel isolated
and depressed as a result of their limited
mobility. Learning a new skill like wheelchair
dancing can help rebuild their confidence."

WheelDance members Nancy Clarke and
Sergey Muretov, who have been dancing

« together for about five years, demonstrated

wheelchair ballroom dancing at the
Markham Accessibility Fair in November
at Thornhill Community Centre. Wheelchair
partner Nancy and standing partner Sergey
performed several dances. including a
number they had choreographed together
set to the Justin Hines' song Say. Sergey
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IS a professional dance instructor who has
taught ballroom dancing across Europe
and who kas judged International dance
competitions.

Nancy laughed when she described her
Introduction to wheelchair dancing.

“When | started | could barely move

afterwards, but you quickly build up your
core muscies. | love the way dancing makes
me leel; it's so freeing. On the dance floor
you realize you can manoeuvre arolind far
more than yau thought you could. And you
can feel the emotion of the audience; you
can see how moved they are by the dancing
demaonstrations,” she said. -

“After seeing a demonstration in Toronto
Rehab hospital, a lady who had been in
a wheelchair for eight years joined the
program and after & few lessons, she and
her husband danced together at a wedding
reception.”

Although wheelchair dancing is relatively
new in Canada, it has been well established
In Europe since the 1970s, and international
wheelchair dance sport competitions have

oeen held in Europe and Japan for many -

years.

“Certainly Europe is the hub of competitive
wheelchair dance,” said Iris, “There are lots
of events there for anyone who wants to
dance competitively." And while there are
no major events in Canada at present, Iris
preagicts that this will change.

“This is a sport,” she stressed. “And
like any other sport, it takes an incredible
amount of work to do really well. But it's
also great fun for both the wheelchair
partner an8™or the standing partner. Once
the mechanics of the dance steps are
masterea, the partners can personalize
their interpretation of the music and display
creative expression in the dance. What's
exciting i1s that the program lets people
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- realize what they can do, and as they

demonstrate what they can do, it re-frames
our perspective on ability and disability."
In this season of celebration, of which
dancing is so much a part, let's celebrate
this changing perspective and hope that
on New Year's Eve there will be Fuuplesﬁl
the dance floor enjoying the skill, grace dnd

artistry of wheelchair dancing.

In -addition to holding classes in its
Vaughan studio, WheelDance also travels
to rehab facilities, community centres, long-
term care facilities and physiotherapy clinics
lo ‘provide classes. For more information
visit www.wheeldance.ca. ‘& - e

Sergy Muretov and Nancy Clarke demonstrate the beautiful art<of
WheelDancing at the program's stugio in Vaughan. Photo courtesy

of Ins Kulbatski of WheelDance.
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