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 Whether you have been dancing only a short Gme, dancing for many years, or just watching others 
dance, most likely idenGfying skilled dancers doing the Foxtrot (whether Social Foxtrot or a more advanced 
style) is readily apparent.  They dance in a very smooth, connected manner and their partner can follow them 
readily regardless of the figures the Lead chooses to do. 
 

 Such very smooth dancers can be seen performing the first two paOerns of Social Foxtrot introduced in 
this series at hOps://home.csulb.edu/~kwest/wido/wi-do.html.  Find the Video “Social Foxtrot Runs & Social 
Foxtrot Basic” beneath Lesson 1.   
 

 It may be that when new dancers compare themselves with such smooth dancers, they feel that they 
were not cut out for dancing because they feel their movements are awkward and their partner doesn’t 
respond easily to leads.  The truth, however, is that NO beginning dancers look so accomplished when they are 
first learning!  It is certain that the dancers in that video were not that smooth and polished when they first 
began dancing!  Just as toddlers must pracGce walking unGl the movements look and feel comfortable and 
natural, so must dancers.    
 

 IniGally, all dancers must concentrate on “the beat and the feet” or what the Gming is and where the 
feet go.  As explained previously, in Social Foxtrot there are four changes of weight during six counts of music, 
so dancers take weight on counts 1, 3, 5, and 6.  Since counts 1 and 2 together and 3 and 4 together require 
two counts, they are called “Slow” steps in contrast with steps taken on counts 5 and 6 which are “Quicks.”  
Once dancers are comfortable with the steps, which foot is moving, the direcGon they are going, and moving in 
close proximity with their partner in Gme with the music, they are ready to learn some techniques so that they 
can add a layer of experGse to their dancing.  Anyone who wishes to do so, and is privy to the informaGon, can 
learn them.  This arGcle describes some of the secrets.   
 
Achieving a Smooth Appearance 
 

 Did you noGce in the video that all of their steps are large steps, whether they are Slows or Quicks?  
Most beginning dancers take a somewhat longer step on a Slow count than on a Quick one, and there may be 
a pause on the Slow step creaGng a bouncy feeling.   What is going on?  Oden beginning dancers think of the 
trunk of their body as always squarely facing the same direcGon and only their legs moving to take steps. 
Polished dancers, however, also rotate their hips as a leg moves forward or back.  The acGon is very much like 
that in power walking; the hips rotate to be slanted in one direcGon and then the other on alternaGng steps.  
Because bodies are offset so that the right leg is between the partner’s legs, no toes get stepped on even when 
taking very long steps. 
 

 AddiGonally, in this “power walking” style, one leg advances forward (or backward) with the lower leg 
advancing further than the body while the opposite foot sGll momentarily has contact with the floor.  The 
knees bend momentarily to extend the leg.  Then there is a “checkpoint” where both legs are straight and they 
are spread apart at their maximum distance (dancers adjust that distance to suit personal preferences).  There 
is a split second at that checkpoint when body weight is split between the heel of the foot in front of the body 
and the ball of the foot in back; the trunk of the body is perfectly verGcal midway between the feet.  To 
visualize the appearance of the body, one might think of an upside-down capital Y.  Then midway between two 
of those checkpoints, the moving foot is adjacent to the standing foot.  That creates a second checkpoint 
which can be symbolized as a verGcal line (|).  In reality the knees may be bent, so the verGcal line does not 
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totally represent the appearance of the body, but it is close enough. The two checkpoints can be ploOed on a 
chart. 
 

Count 1 & 2 & 3 & 4 & 5 & 6 & 

Checkpoint Y | Y | Y | Y | 
 

 There are several things to noGce in this Gming chart.  First, the counGng is expanded to include the 
“and” counts.  Repeatedly one can count 1-&-2-&-3-&-4-&-5-&-6-&-1-&-2-&, etc. with an equivalent interval of 
Gme between each word regardless of whether the tempo is fast or slow.  Also, the numerals 1, 3, 5, and 6 are 
larger and in bold type to indicate the beginning of each of the steps.  NoGce that at each of those points, 
typically dancers learned to “take weight.” However, in smooth dancing one learns to have “split weight” with 
part of the weight on the moving foot and some on the other foot (symbolized by the Y) at that point.  One 
might think of the moving foot hi3ng the floor on the designated counts.  The heel hits the floor when moving 
forward and the toe hits the floor when moving backward. 
 

 Then, half-way between that checkpoint and the next, the feet are together (symbolized by the |).  It is 
actually at that point when one has full weight on the foot because the enGre body is above both feet which 
are next to each other (of course, with just one foot actually having body weight)!  So, what one might 
originally have thought of as counGng “1-hold-3-hold-5-6” must be replaced by thinking something to 
emphasize that full weight on the Slow count is not taken unGl the second count.  Some draw out the word 
Slow to “Sah – Low,” for example.  Or one might name each count and take weight on the even count (2 and 4) 
of a Slow, not the odd count.  NoGce also that even on a Quick count full body weight occurs midway through 
the count (on &).  Legs have been described as blades of scissors, both moving apart and then both “closing” 
or coming together simultaneously (not independently).  AddiGonally, there is con7nuous movement. 
 

 Dancers can pracGce such power walking and Gming paOern any Gme they are walking, whether 
indoors or out.  The size of the steps is the same with each change of weight.  Walking in this way produces the 
feel of body weight “rolling through the foot” one part at a Gme instead of receiving weight on the whole foot 
at once.  Dancers should pracGce this technique both moving forward and moving backward.  The appearance 
in walking backwards is like viewing a movie on “rewind.”  The techniques are idenGcal.  It does take some 
pracGce and awareness of the body to install these concepts in long-term or “muscle” memory so that they are 
done automaGcally.  PracGce them independently first and later with a partner. 
 
Slight Change in the Walk, Walk, Side-Close Pa=ern 
  

 In the video the dancers performed the first two paOerns of this series.  In the second paOern, it is 
evident that the  first “side” step is also slightly forward!  When first learned, this paOern had a right angle 
between the last Walk and the Side steps.  What is going on?   
 

 In pracGcing the power walk, dancers may experience that the energy of the body moving in one 
direcGon wants to conGnue to move in that direcGon.  That is a principle in physics.  That “forward 
momentum” from the forward steps for the Lead makes his Side step actually move somewhat forward.  This is 
very natural and an expected occurrence as dancers increase their skill!  Instead of being alarmed, dancers 
should congratulate themselves on their progress! 
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Improving the Dance Posi?on 
 

 In order to lead effecGvely, dancers must have a dance posiGon which is very connected.  Originally the 
Lead was likely told to place his right hand on the Follow’s led shoulder blade.  That is fine at first, but since his 
hand and her back are relaGvely flat, it Is very easy for the contact point to slip which compromises the ability 
to lead and follow.  As dancers gain skill, they learn some of the techniques to improve their “dance frame.”   
 

 A strong dance frame is described as the rounded porGon of the body which extends from one’s le; 
elbow through the upper arm, across the back, and through the right upper arm to the right elbow.  For each 
dancer that part of the body remains rela=vely the same, with only very slight changes when moving from one 
posiGon to another.  In other words, the angle at the shoulder joint remains steady and mostly unchanging.  
And regardless of posiGon, dancers aOempt to keep their upper body toward their partner as much as possible 
while their hips are posiGoned so they can walk as normally as possible.  There is oden a twist of the body at 
the waist.  AddiGonally, the elbow on one side of the body should be the same distance above the floor as the 
other elbow.   
 

 To obtain the strongest contact, the Lead should place his right “cuff” (the place near his wrist where 
the cuff of a long sleeve would be) snugly below the Follow’s le; shoulder joint (otherwise known as her 
“armpit”).  When he adds a slight pressure upward, this is a very strong contact.  His hand extends toward her 
back, and if he slants his fingers down, it helps him keep his right elbow elevated. 
 

 The Follow’s upper led arm touches the Lead’s right forearm (for an addiGonal contact point), and if 
she engages her shoulder muscle (pressing it downward), it provides a slight pressure of her upper arm 
downward to balance the upward pressure of his forearm.  (Slight pressure is the amount needed to keep a 
piece of paper between two hands.)  Engaging her shoulder muscle in this manner simultaneously helps her 
keep her led elbow and forearm elevated.  Both dancers are responsible for the strong connecGon. 
 

 Leads must also be aware that their forearm posiGon varies depending on the relaGve height of the 
partner.  He is responsible for adjusGng by raising or lowering his forearm and keeping his elbows at a constant 
height.  When he dances with a partner taller than he is, his right elbow rotates his forearm to slant upward.  
With a short partner, his forearm slants down from his elbow.   
 

  A third connecGon on this side of the body is provided by the placement of the Follow’s led hand.  
While there are some differences depending upon the relaGve heights of the dancers, when their heights are 
fairly equivalent, she places her led hand on his upper right arm.  In order to monitor both the Lead’s forward 
and back moGon, her led thumb is in front of his arm, resGng in the indentaGon of his bicep muscle, and her 
middle finger is behind his arm.  When heights are extremely different, such as a tall Lead and a short Follow, 
her hand would be much lower, at a height which is comfortable, regardless of where it lands on his arm. 
 

 Her hand contact has only slight pressure and she should hold her own arms up.  Excessive pressure is 
uncomfortable and compromises the Lead’s energy, making it difficult to keep his elbows up.   
 

 Having these three contact points, with both dancers maintaining a steady frame (from elbow through 
the back and to the other elbow) allows Follows to monitor changes in the Lead’s body (not his arms) so they 
can dance as one unit. 
 

 Learning to dance is a “layering” process.  The secrets described above, implemented and pracGced, 
can elevate one’s dancing to a new level.  In turn, that greatly enhances their dancing appearance as well as 
their dancing enjoyment! 


