
Sharon McCaul Kelly is 
well known on the feis 
circuit having judged major 
competitions and feiseanna 
all over the globe. She has a 
fascinating personal history, 
having grown up in the Ulster 
region during the infamous 
‘troubles’. Sharon is a world-
class teacher and revered 
adjudicator. Check out her 
interesting story and advice 
for dancers!

J Tell us about some of the big 
competitions you have adjudicated and 
where dancers can expect to see you 
in 2018. The last major I judged was the 
NANs in Montreal in 2014. This year I will 
be judging in Manchester, Chicago and 
Syracuse, New York.
 
J Tell us about your personal history 
with Irish Dancing. I danced for Mary Soal 
until I was 16 and then just assisted in 
class until I sat my TCRG in 1989. I passed 
my ADCRG in 2001 and became a grades 
examiner in 2011.
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J If you could pick one or two favourite 
Irish Dancing memories from over the 
years, what would they be and why? 
That’s a tough one as there have been so 
many in the past 29 years. I guess Raymond 
Walls winning the Senior Men’s World 
Championship title in 1998 is one of them. 
Raymond went on to win the Worlds twice 
and dance in Riverdance. He is now with 
Yale Medicine and is an orthopedics and 
rehabilitation surgeon. 
    Another favourite moment was when 
Damien O’Kane won the All Irelands in 
2007.  I’m proud to say that Damien went on 

Sharon with successful dance pupil and 

former IDM cover star Tiernagh Canning
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to dance in Lord of the Dance and is now an 
adjudicator with his own dance school.
    More recently, watching Tiernagh Canning 
(IDM’s January 2018 cover dancer) win 
the All Irelands title in 2016 was a special 
moment. I have also enjoyed watching my 
three daughters dance even though they 
didn’t seriously pursue the competitive side 
of dancing.  

J Will you share with us some Irish 
history in terms of the conflict between 
the North and South and how your family 
was affected? What was it like for you 
during those times and what is it like 
now in the North?  How did the ‘troubles’ 
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impact the Irish Dancing scene? I’m from 
a very Irish Catholic and Republican family 
and we owned a little grocery store in the 
Bogside. The troubles were at their worst 
when I was a young girl. I vividly remember 
learning how to Irish Dance in a little hut 
in a park. From that spot, I could hear the 
rioting and shooting outside very frequently. 
Every morning going to school we were told, 
‘Remember – if you hear shooting, lie down 
and don’t run.’ It was just how things were.
    Even living in such a stressful situation, 
we learned to go about life as normal as we 
didn’t know anything different. Our house 
was searched quite regularly, sometimes 
two or three times a day! The soldiers would 
notice if we had extra Irish Dancing medals 
on our little wooden plaques made by 
people who were in jail due to the struggle 
for independence.
    I was 13 years old when the Hunger Strike 
took place in 1981, and those months were 
tough. Even though the news was broadcast 
all over the world, nobody could know what 
it was really like living through this situation 
unless you were there. For example, we 
couldn’t get to school as the buses couldn’t 
come into our area to pick us up. As for 
dancing, we just kept going as much as we 
could. 
   As I got older I stopped competing and 
helped in class. One of the classes was 
quite distant from my house and sometimes 
I had to walk, especially if the public 
transport was cancelled because of the riots.
   Thankfully, it is all so different now. I 
especially think about my own daughters 
and although I lived through the troubles 
as a young girl, I can’t imagine that for them 
now. Back then I could not have imagined 
the World Championships being held in 
Belfast, and now Belfast has been home to 

the Worlds many times, and Belfast and the 
Giant’s Causeway are rated as a top region 
in the world to visit. I think knowing about 
Ireland’s history is important for dancers 
and their families, so I hope you enjoyed 
hearing a little of my own story. I’m grateful 
for Irish Dancing and the friendship and 
stability it has provided throughout my life. 

J In terms of competitive Irish Dancing, 
how has it changed over the years? I feel 
that the dancing has become much more 
advanced. When I started teaching there 
were no high toes!! It is an amazing art 
form. I love what I do. Dancers are always 
trying to push themselves both physically 
and with the choreography.

J What are the most interesting places 
you’ve adjudicated? I have really enjoyed 
judging in New York and Montreal. Having 
a young family at home, I don’t really get to 
stay on and see the beautiful places we get 
to visit. 

J Have you ever judged a dancer who 
literally took your breath away because 
their dancing was just ‘that amazing’? All 
the time! There are always championship 
dancers who are simply fabulous. But I 
love to see graded kids who just have that 
‘wow’ factor and you just know they will be 
beautiful dancers.

J Some common blunders on stage 
include tripping, slipping or falling. 
What advice do you have for dancers this 
happens to and do you mark dancers down 
if this occurs? I think most of the time the 
adjudicator knows when it is a genuine slip 
or trip. I like to think I’d give the dancer 
the benefit of the doubt, unless it is a 
deliberate bump or knock. I feel there is no 
need to deliberately knock into anyone and 
yes, I would penalise for this.

J What about a costume malfunction 
– do you mark a dancer down points if 
one occurs? I wouldn’t knock a dancer 
down in points; they don’t purposely 
intend their wig or shoe to fall off.

J As a judge on the circuit, you must 
know who the top dancers are, so 
what advice would you provide to a 
dancer who is dancing on stage with 
a well-known champion? Every dancer 
must give it their all on stage. No child 
should feel intimidated by anyone – even 
a champion! We are there to look at 
everyone so be confident – always!
 
J What do you think are some of 
the biggest mistakes dancers often 
make at a large competition such as 
a regional championship or national-
level competition that could easily be 
avoided? Sometimes a dancer will feel 
they need to ‘over-dance’, especially if it 
is a qualifier or a major. I always tell my 
dancers to stay strong and finish strong. 
If a dancer tries too hard they tend to 
lose control and either fall off their toes 
or lose their posture.

J If you had to choose only ONE thing 
that is vital to get correct, which do 
you think trumps the others – timing, 
carriage, turnout, rhythm, stage 
presence, flexibility or athleticism, 
and why? I don’t think there is only one 
thing – it really is a combination of them 
all. I am sure every teacher says it in 
every class. Some dancers have better 
rhythm – others better turnout. The top 
champion is the one who can do it all.

J If a dancer had very difficult rhythms 
but you observed them going slightly 
off time at only one point in a dance, 
how would you compare your marks to 
a dancer doing much easier steps but 
perfectly? It would depend on other 
aspects – turnout, posture, etc. I would 
have to take it all into account.

J How important is stage presence, 
in terms of getting noticed on stage? 
The dancer with the flashiest dress 
isn’t always the best dancer. A dancer 
with lovely rhythm will always, shine no 

I’m grateful for 
Irish Dancing and 
the friendship and 

stability it has provided 
throughout my life
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matter what they wear. Our local teachers’ 
association hosts an all-black/no bling feis 
and it is really lovely to see.
 
J What are the important things you 
look for in a top champion and why? 
I look for rhythm, steps executed perfectly, 
good posture and good stamina. I like a 
dancer to look effortless.

J Some competitions, especially the 
female competitions, can be huge in size. 
How do you, as an adjudicator, handle 
marking so many dancers and how do 
you keep it all straight? I think that a 
dancer needs to make an impression 
straight away. Large competitions can 
be difficult. For example, at the World 
Championships, the standard is amazing. 
Every one of those dancers had to 
qualify. It mostly comes down to each 
adjudicator’s personal taste.

J What do you prefer, a fixed panel 
where the same adjudicators judge all 
three rounds, or a rotating panel where a 

dancer can be seen by more adjudicators, 
and why? I feel a fixed panel gives the 
judge the chance to find their winner over 
three rounds. As a teacher, I like the rotating 
panel as it gives the dancer a better chance 
dancing in front of nine judges rather than 
three. Each system has its own merits.

J Do you think dropping a high and low 
score makes sense in a big competition 
and if so, why? I think it does make 
sense. We all know from experience that 
one random high or low mark can make 
a difference (even from me, I’m sure…!). 
Dropping the high and low marks gives a 
more balanced marking system. 

J Many dancers, at one time or another, 
have received a low score that was 
significantly outside of what the other 
adjudicators saw on the day. What would 
you say to those dancers in terms of 
handling the disappointment and not 
letting a bad mark set them back? There 
could be so many reasons why they have 
received that one unusually low mark. 

They need to think forward to the next 
competition and not be discouraged. One of 
my favourite sayings in class is, ‘No one cares 
or remembers the results from last week’.
 
J Many of our readers are young dancers 
working their way up the grades. What 
advice can you provide to a young dancer 
who is trying to get that big win to move up 
to the next level? After teaching almost 29 
years and bringing a brand-new beginner up 
to Championship level, I simply say practice! 
Listen to your teachers – take the criticism 
and the compliments, but you must practise 
at home.

J What is the best piece of advice you 
received as an adjudicator and who gave 
you the advice? To be totally honest, no one 
ever really gave me advice. I know what I like 
as a judge. No matter what age, these are all 
children we are judging. I judge as I see it on 
the day and I am sure some will be happy and 
some not. If a dancer doesn’t get a high mark 
from me one day, that doesn’t mean the same 
will happen at the next feis.  IDM
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Abigail shows off her beautiful 
form at the Ulsters

ABOVE: Sharon believes in rewarding 

her dancers for their hard work!

TOP: Former pupil Damien O’Kane 

is now an adjudicator with his own 

dance school, pictured here with 

Sharon’s dancer Tiernagh Canning


