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Midwest’s Largest Dance Company 

 Continues to Grow After 25 Years 

BAXTER, Minn. – Cindy Clough never imagined she would own a company with husband Steve that would handle a $412,000 expansion project. That was in 1997 when the owners of Just For Kix (JFK) took out a $150,000 United States Small Business Administration (SBA) 504 loan through Minnesota Business Finance Corporation (MBFC), which enabled them to finance the entire project for a new, 19,000-square-foot warehouse and headquarters in Baxter, Minn. Nearly nine years later, the largest dance instruction company in the Midwest has already outgrown its headquarters and is looking to further expand its facilities to keep up with soaring demand.   

That’s a far cry from 1981 when, working out of the basement of her home, Clough (pronounced “clow”) started JFK from scratch. Dance was always in her blood. As a child, Clough taught younger children how to dance in the backyard of her Brainerd, Minn., home. She later coached her high school dance team to a state championship. When she put on a show at a Girl Scouts fundraiser, parents were wowed by the energy and artistry of her dancers. They urged her to start a dance program for grade school students. JFK is now a multimillion-dollar operation, employing nearly 550 people. Looking at Steve, who runs the financial side of the business, Clough says, “None of us expected this to happen. We just did what we love to do.”

JFK oversees precision dance team programs involving 18,000 elementary, middle school, junior high and high school dancers in over 150 communities in seven Midwestern states. It conducts summer dance, drill and pom camps in eight states and dance performances for special events such as the Orange Bowl. Clough is currently training a team to perform for the Jan. 2 Outback Bowl in Tampa, Fla. In 1988 Clough led a team to perform dance routines in seven Japanese cities, including Tokyo for the opening ceremony of the Tokyo Dome, a stadium modeled after the Metrodome. JFK’s catalog division also sells a full line of dancewear, including JFK-branded accessories. The catalog’s annual print run has reached 950,000 copies.

JFK dancers have won countless state competitions and reached the summits of dance excellence. Among former JFK students and instructors are Tami Krause, head coach of the Minnesota Vikings cheerleaders; Amber Struyzk, head coach of the University of Minnesota dance team – three-time national champions; Kristin Patterson, production producer for the Emmy Awards, the Oscars and the Latin Music Awards; Linda Kilponen, Radio City Rockette; and Kris Johnson, Minnesota Timberwolves dancer.   

The key to JFK’s success, however, is the motivational inspiration and self-esteem that Clough imbues in her students and instructors – a factor that endears parents to JFK. Clough’s “Ten Things Dancers Should Promise Themselves” is an example of JFK’s character-developing philosophy. Among points on the list are: 

· Speak of health, happiness and prosperity to every person you meet;

· Give so much time to the improvement of yourself that you have no time to criticize others; and 

· Be too large for worry, too noble for anger, too strong for fear and too happy to permit the presence of trouble. 

In an age when young teenagers and grade-school children bare their midriffs in dance routines evoking Britney Spears performances, Clough is properly Minnesota-hip. JFK dance students are fully clothed and put a high premium on athletic precision and team discipline. Clough’s dancing motto is doing your best is better than being the best. JFK performances are often described as sums that are better than their individual parts. JFK dance routines showcase how well-trained athletes can create beautifully synchronized moves as a unified whole. Clough’s and JFK’s dancing style has been compared to June Taylor and the Zigfield Follies musical revues; both pioneered precision dancing in the 1940s.  

The other obvious reason behind JFK’s success is the natural demand for precision dance instruction. “We see ourselves as an educational organization that competes for time that parents schedule for the development of their children,” says Clough. JFK’s growth exploded in small, rural towns where there were few professionally trained precision dance instructors, and athletic programs for young women were often limited to traditional sports such as tennis or volleyball. Parents pay JFK around $27 a month per student, excluding other costs for clothing and accessories.

For the Brainerd lakes area in north-central Minnesota, made up of a dozen or more small cities including Baxter, Clough directs instructors teaching some 650 students. JFK’s largest program, in St. Cloud, is led by a director overseeing nine instructors teaching 900 grade school dancers. “Our instructors often find themselves making more money than their original full-time jobs as school teachers,” says Clough. “So, they end up working full-time for us. Many children of our original students and instructors have grown up and are also teaching in our programs, which is kind of amazing.” 
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