Frustration

Learning step combinations in tango classes can be frustrating.   On the lead’s part, he needs to figure out the follow’s steps, figure out how to lead those steps, and also learn his own footwork.   The follow learns her steps, and then tries to figure out if the lead is actually leading them.   Often, he is doing such a beginner’s mess of it that he is putting her off balance and out of the embrace.

For me as a lead the breaking moment comes when either (a) the traffic gets difficult or (b) the follow needs to be prevented from taking a “wrong” step.   
Lack of space is often a problem.  It takes more than twice as much space for people to learn a step as to do in at a milonga.  Learners do not know where the step goes, and they are not able to bend it around into open spaces.   Other couples on the floor are also unpredictable about where and when they are going.   Teachers can help by encouraging the use of all the space in the room, and by organizing things.  For instance, they can ask everyone to do the step in a predictable direction—either in the lines of dance, in a line facing, or all in a grid facing one direction.   
There are several stages to a lead learning a combination.   Stage one is seeing the steps done and having an idea what they are.  (At this point the teacher says, “have you got it?”  That means, “is it time to try?”)   The next is blocking the major movements with a partner on the floor.   This is best done with no music, so that the couple can hesitate, talk, go backwards, and generally try to figure out what the step is.   After trying it a few times, it is helpful to see it again.  So the third stage is re-viewing the combination and making corrections to the mental image.  After another no-music blocking, the step should begin to flow almost to a steady beat.  Now it is time to introduce music carefully selected to suit the steps.  Teachers help these stages by thinking about how people learn as much as they think about what they are trying to get them to do.

A variation on this theme is the “zero” stage of blocking the lead’s footwork without a partner before any partnering work.  This is done when there is a particular skill needed, such as feet crossing behind, or one-leg balances.  I have seen teachers do a lot of good here, when they go into details of foot and knee angles going into each weight change.  However, the lead eventually has to be thinking about the follow’s motion.   The pre-rehearsal serves best when it allows him to put his own footwork in the back of his mind, once he starts working with his partner.   Meanwhile, the follows are learning their part of the steps off by themselves, with the greatest responsibility on molinete parts of the move.   Otherwise, the follows really need to know how close to the lead to step, and that requires the lead to be there to see.
Frequently disheartening to the lead is the need to correct a follow who is headed in the wrong direction.   More than half the leads take too seriously the idea that they are at fault in their leading if the follow does not go where they intend.   These leads try to change their lead to override a follow who breaks for a different direction or step.   This adds two more layers to their task: figuring out what more to do, and doing it.  And the next follow will break in an altogether different direction.  
Follows all want to help.  They start out helping by anticipating the steps and taking them from whatever lead is offered.   If they are correct, this is constructive.  If it does not work out, they can help even more by going back to being a neutral follow, with no prejudice about step or direction, and letting the lead find out where his lead is actually putting them.  In either case, usually they do better by being a little late on their steps, rather than a little early.

In beginning classes, I would urge follows to learn to be neutral first, and only then try to help with the combination.  Being an unbiased follow is not as easy as it seems.  Many follows do not realize that they have not learned to be neutral.   Equally many teachers are busy teaching them “the steps.”
It is my guess that teachers could help a lot more than they do.  And follows could help a lot less.
