FAQs about Irish Dance Competitions (Feiseanna)
A Feis (pronounced fesh) is an Irish dance competition and there is no doubt that your dancer has heard about local competitions from other dancers within the school or their instructors. The Culkin School is committed to preparing children, to the best of their ability, to participate in feiseanna, however, it isn’t mandatory. This is an individual choice and if your dancer chooses not to compete, there are plenty of other opportunities to show off his/her abilities such as, performances and school ceilis.
A feis can be described as “organized chaos” by other dancers and their parents and that’s about what it is! Be prepared to spend most, if not the entire day, at the venue. Although your dancer may get through the dances quickly, they must wait for awards to be posted, which can be time consuming. It can also be a “hurry up & wait” kind of day—you should be prepared for anything. The entire day can be unpredictable. There will be a published schedule of approximate times for competitions, however, never count on it! There will be days when a feis runs right on time (a miracle if that happens!) and a week later a feis that runs hours late. The best advice we can give is to show up an hour earlier than your dancer is scheduled to compete so that he/she is dressed, warmed up, and checked into their stage on time to dance. It is much better to be early than to be running around at the last minute. This isn’t good for your nerves or your dancer’s. If you are late to a dance—most likely your dancer will be disqualified.
We’d like to suggest taking your dancer to a local feis as a visitor before signing up for one. The entire experience can be very overwhelming with hundreds of dancers in a gym or theater dancing and/or signing in for their dance on 5 or more stages. There will also be a lot of noise with several different musicians present for each stage and hardshoes! Yes, there is live music!

There are competitions literally every weekend within the United States! For an entire listing, go to this website: http://www.northamericanfeiscommission.org/

There are local feiseanna within an easy traveling distance that we have listed out (below) that you should consider at first. It is wise to give your dancer some experience before traveling far away for competitions. Unfortunately, it isn’t a cheap day. More on costs in the FAQs section.
· How do I know my dancer is ready for a feis?
If your dancer has been dancing since September in regular classes and knows the 2nd and 3rd step in the reel, your dancer is eligible to dance at a feis. We do however; feel that it is up to you to decide if this is something your child would like to do. Again, we suggest visiting a local feis to see if this is something your dancer is interested in and excited about. You know your dancer’s personality better than us! If you have any questions or reservations, feel free to ask your instructor. 

All instructors will be preparing dancers for feiseanna. Each class will learn how to line up, learn which steps to dance, and how/when to bow at the end of a dance in class. If at any time you or your dancer has any questions, please don’t hesitate to ask.

· Where/when is the first feis we can attend or visit?
The first local feis that we recommend attending is the CCE Feis (Comhaltas Irish Dance Festival) on Sunday, May 25, 2008. This feis is being held at Mt. St. Mary’s University in Emmitsburg, Maryland, approximately an hour’s drive from the immediate DC area. It is a well run feis in which all local dance schools participate. You can count on seeing a lot of Culkin dancers that day and most likely your assistant instructors and your instructors! 
· How do I sign up for a feis?
If you are interested in signing up for a feis, most if not all, have websites. For instance, if you’d like to participate in the May feis in Emmitsburg, go to their website at: http://home.earthlink.net/~lfrank2/ to check out the syllabus for prices, guidelines and for registration information. Most organizations work with on-line registration companies like eFeis.com OR Feisworx.com. To register, you just simply follow the on-line instructions—the official feis website will link you to one of the on-line companies and from there, you pick which feis you’d like to dance in and follow the prompts from there. 
A HUGE NOTE! Competitions are filling up in RECORD time—often in less than 24 hours! If you are interested in signing up for the May feis (Comhaltas Irish Dance Festival, May 25), registration opens on April 2, 2008 at 12:01 AM! Yes, 1 minute after midnight. We suggest registering your dancer immediately as this feis filled up almost as soon as registration opened last year. There is a limit to the number of dancers permitted to dance. 
· How much does it cost on average to participate in a feis?
Prices differ per region and city, however, you can count on paying approximately $8 per solo dance. If your dancer is in Beginner or Advanced Beginner they should sign up for the Beginner Reel and Beginner soft shoe Jig (some may have the Slip Jig, which may be Advanced Beginner Slip Jig depending on the feis). If you are signing up for Reel and Jig you will pay $16 to register. 

There is also an admittance fee for “non-dancers”. This cost can range between $10-$15 and often times is included in the registration fees on-line. This way, you don’t have to pay at the door when arriving. Also, many feiseanna limit the admittance fee and have family fees so that if there are siblings with you the day of the feis, your fee will be limited to $45.

· Where are the local feiseanna and when?
There are competitions all over the United States and Canada pretty much every weekend throughout the year. For a full listing go to: http://www.northamericanfeiscommission.org/sch_currentyear.asp
Many people travel to other cities to dance in competitions—it is addicting! However, we suggest starting out locally. Here is a list of local feiseanna:

Sunday, May 25   Comhaltas Irish Dance Festival, Emmitsburg, MD     Register April 2 at midnight!

Sat, June 21          Old Dominion Feis, Falls Church, VA
                   Watch for registration date

July 26 & 27         Nations Capital Feis, Arlington, VA
                   Watch for registration date

Sept, 20                 Baltimore Feis, Baltimore, MD                                   Watch for registration date

Nov, 2

      FEIS CULKIN, Emmitsburg, MD                               registration will be announced

· If my dancer doesn’t have a costume and plans to dance in the May feis, when should I order a costume?
If you’d like to participate in the May Feis in Emmitsburg, you MUST have your fitting with BJ Mason no later than April 1st. Please email BJ at bjandrick@earthlink.net immediately to set up an appointment. If you need a dress by May 25, we suggest getting in touch with BJ now to set up your appointment so that you receive your dress in plenty of time. Please note that your child will not be the only one who needs a dress for this event. The process will take several weeks and the service is done on a first-come first-served basis.

· How early should I get to the venue?
Each feis will publish a time table for the day of the feis. You can find this information on-line at the feis website. Double check the website approximately one week prior to the feis date. Once you’ve determined what time your dancer needs to arrive, plan on arriving at least ONE HOUR EARLIER than your start time. For the most part, Beginners and Advanced Beginners dance first—so if the official start time for Beginners is 8am, you should plan on being inside the venue at 7am. Going to a feis is stressful and for your own sanity, you want to avoid being rushed. Being rushed will definitely add to the chaos of the day and work on your nerves. 

· Is there a registration packet or number I should pick up?

Yes, you should pick up a registration packet upon arrival. Usually the feis has tables set up as you enter the venue. Just go over to the table and get the information. Your packet should include a competitor number. Verify that you are entered in the correct competitions. Competition numbers are listed on the back of your competitor number. If corrections need to be made, do so immediately. Usually, there is a separate table for corrections.
You should also pick up a program and/or stage schedule. In the program, there is always a list of stage numbers for all competitions. (Sometimes this list is available separately.) Find the stage numbers for your competitions, then locate the stages in the hall and determine when your dances start. 

· What should I do with the competitor number?

You should use a safety pin to attach the number to the dancer’s waist or tie it with ribbon around the waist. Registration packets usually provide one of the other for you. Many dancers prefer to tie the number around their waists—it is a bit easier. Just bring a whole punch and a piece of ribbon with you if you’d prefer this method. You can always purchase ribbon from one of the vendors at the feis but it is good to be prepared! These numbers act as a dancer’s ID for the day! They should wear it for every competition and need it to pick up awards.
· Should I arrive dressed and ready to dance?

If you are in the first group to dance and the feis is a short traveling distance to the venue, we do suggest having your tights on, t-shirt on and hair up in the scrunchie bun. (Note—make sure to put the t-shirt on before putting hair up!). Until you have had some practice, it is worth having your dancer’s hair up and ready prior to arriving at the feis venue. You can pin the shawl and get on your shoes once you arrive at the venue.

· How does the shawl get pinned to the costume?
You can use decorative brooches to pin the shawl onto your costume. The shawl should be attached at the left shoulder and on the right side of the back at the waist. It would be wise to use a safety pin to attach the middle of the shawl to the dress/t-shirt because shawls often slip off to the side when dancing.
· How do I check-in and what happens next?

1. Get to your stage earlier than you think you need to be there. Check in with the stage manager, who will confirm you are on the list of competitors or add your name if corrections had to be made to your registration. Once you have checked in, stay by the stage. The stage manager will line you up in the order you’ll compete. Usually, dancers from the same school are separated in this lineup.
2. IMPORTANT: You should be at the stage early (20-30minutes early) as check in occurs during the competition before yours. As each competition has varying numbers of entrants, it is impossible to determine exactly how long each competition will take. If you miss your competition, there is no chance to make it up.
3. When your competition begins, the stage manager will direct you to line up across the back of the stage. If there’s a large number of competitors, you will be divided up into smaller groups. There is usually a live musician playing for each stage.
4. You dance two at a time. At the beginner’s level, there is usually a person to help start each pair of dancers. When you have finished your two steps, it is customary to bow to the judge and the musician then return to the line. When all dancers are finished, the judge will indicate that you may leave the stage, then all dancers leave together.
5. IMPORTANT: Never approach a judge with questions, problems, complaints. All communications should be directed to the stage manager, a feis staff person or a teacher from your school. A common dilemma is being scheduled to dance on two stages at about the same time. If you make at least one of the above people (stage manager, staff or teacher) aware of your problem, some accommodation will be made so you can compete in both dances.
· How do I know how I did?

Results for each competition are posted at a central location. The results list up to four places. There can be more than one dancer in each place. If your number is listed on the results chart, you should go to the award table to claim your medal!! It is recommended that you check results only when you’ve finished all your competitions to minimize the amount of time spent waiting in line.
You can also get your actual scores. It is highly recommended that you do this. They are available for a few dollars. Sometimes they are available immediately; otherwise they are mailed to you a day or two after the feis. Typically, they list your score and the scores for the first three places. You may also get written comments from the judges, which can be useful to you as you work to become a better dancer.
· What EXTRAS should I bring to a feis?

Some venues do NOT allow you to bring coolers or food into the building. However, you can keep a cooler in your car with snacks, water, etc…Each syllabus will stipulate what you can/can’t bring in with you. You may want to bring a chair with you or a blanket to sit on. This also depends on the venue. Many people bring those traveling, fold-up, nylon chairs with them. Often times venues are crowded and there is no place to sit and rest. Other than this, here is a list of things to consider packing in your “feis travel bag”:
· Extra safety pins

· Extra bobby pins

· Extra pair of tights

· Extra shoe laces

· Hairspray

· Extra pony tail holders

· Band Aids

· Blister protection (blister pads)

· Hand towel (it can get hot—it is nice to be able to wipe down your face)
· Whole Punch

· Ribbon (preferably black)

· Scissors 

· Ice packs (the ones you break to make them cold—Just in case!)

· Pens/pencils to mark your program & keep track of your dances

· What should I learn from doing a feis?
Competing in a feis is a learning experience. For many dancers, it takes a few competition experiences before they feel comfortable. It is also important to realize that each judge has his/her own opinion, and that each competition is really a "snapshot" of your dancing at that particular moment on that particular day. Only by entering several feiseanna can you see if there are consistencies (good or bad) in your dancing by checking for similarities in the scores/comments you receive at each feis.
Finally, and most importantly, you should have fun. There is an air of excitement at a feis that is unlike any other performing experience. You have worked hard to prepare, and this is a great chance to share your skills and talents with other members of the Irish dance community. A feis is a unique opportunity to celebrate the music and dance of Ireland and to celebrate yourself. Beannacht Dé duit! 
