A championship title spans seven decades

Irish dance teacher
Maureen Collins talks
to Ciara McGuigan
about the joys of keeping
a championship
tradition alive

They say good things always
come in threes, and that's certain-
ly the case in this tale of Irish
dancing success.

The story begins over seven
decades ago in Ireland with an
eager young dancer — Patrick
Callahan — who was hungry for
success. A dedicated dancer and
a talented one at that, the Clare
man became one of Ireland’s
first-ever Irish Dance Champi-
ons, long before his family had
ever dreamed of emigrating to
the United States.

Fast-forward to Nashville,
Tennessee - July 4, 2008, and
Callahan’s great-granddaughter
has just staked her claim on the
North American Under-16 Irish
Dancing Championship title —
following in the quick-tapping
foobsteps of her Irish ancestor,

“When I won the Nationals |
was completely overwhelmed,”
said Ashley Tuccinardi

“l didn’t know what to do or
say,” she added before revealing
the third part of this Irish danc-
ing trilogy: that her dancing
teacher had, exactly 20 years
before, won the same title, in the
same category.

“I never knew that my teach-
er, Maureen Collins, had also
won the title when she was my
age and | thought that was pretty
cool. It was an experience that |
will never forget” she said.

With so many danang cham-
pions touching her life, it's not
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Left: Irish dance teacher Maureen Collins with her student, Ashley Tuccinardi, who won the North

American Under-16 Irish Dancing Championship title. Right: Collins, in 1989, after winning the same title.

hard to believe that Tuccinardi’s
passion for the art began at an
t'&lr])-’ age. Hldrt”-l:._" h('r d..ll‘ll'll‘l};
career at the tender age of seven
— just like her champion teacher
— Ashley’s Irish roots flourished
under Collins’ tutelage at the
Lynn Academy of Irish Dance in
Stamford, Conn., and she hasn’t
looked back since.

“I feel that Irish dancing has
helped me become more focused
in everything that | do. I always

have to get my schoolwork done
on time in order to go to dance
class and Feisanna,” explained
the Trinity Catholic High School
student.

And her Irish dancing teacher
agrees.

“My teaching philosophy for
my dancers is to work hard to
consistently set and achieve
goals,” said the teacher, who
lived by her own advice to
achieve her championship title

goal back in 1988

“l was in shock,”
of her memorable win. “I still
remember everyone was crying
around me and I just had this out
of body experience. [t is such an
incredible feeling to have set a

goal, worked so hard and to actu-
d"\’ achieve that goal.”

Collins said that all the sweat,
tears, and disappointments that
went into winning the champi-
onship were all worth it in the

said Collins

end.

“If I could have stayed on that
first place podium forever, |
would have,” she laughed.

A Director of finandal plan-
ning and analysis by trade,
Collins’ day on the podium was a
distant memory by the time she
decided to turn her attentions
back to Irish dancing.

“l was working for a credit
card company when I decided to
perform part-time for ‘River-
dance’ on Broadway,” she said.
“It was such an incredible experi-
ence that | knew 1 had to get back
into the Irish dancing world.”

Hailing from a family of pro-
fessors, it wasn't long before the
teaching bug bit. Collins was
soon reveling in her new career,
which had been a lifelong ambi-
tion.

“l named my academy after
my late grandmother, Catherine
Lynn, who immigrated to the
United States from Roscom-
mon,” she said. “She was such an
incredibly hard working, strong
and proud woman that | dedicat-
ed the Irish dancng school to
her.”

A dedicated teacher, who
believes in leading by example,
Collins says she is always look-
ing for ways in which to improve
her teaching skills, and to contin-
ue instilling values such as disci-
pline, commitment and ethical
behavior in all of her students.

“I really feel that in any com-
petitive sport, the athlete comes
away with some invaluable life
lessons that he or she will carry
with them throughout their
careers,” she said. “And there is
no price tag on that kind of edu-
cation.”

For more information on the
Lynn Acadenny of Insh Dance go to
wnow fynnacademy.com




