Learning Combinations with a Partner

A good learning partner is a treasure beyond jewels.  ANY learning partner is good to have, but a good one can spot the technique error that is making things go wrong.  
Frustration is a part of the learning process, although not part of dancing otherwise, ideally.   The trick with a good learning partner is to stay in the Goldielocks frustration zone—not too hot, not too cold.   You learn to correct each other nicely, even when frustrated.   With greater respect, you learn to accept any effort to be nice as good enough.  With wisdom greater still, you stop when you get too frustrated, rather than push on and be in an unkind mood.   

A good learning partner insists not on just being able to perform the "step," but on it being smooth and easy.  You will often get the step early, but have to keep working on technique, pacing, and placement, until it is simple and smooth.  Sometimes you never make it, so you give up.  Sometimes you get it, and then decide it is an "ugly" combination and don’t use it again.  Most of the time you end up keeping only a snippet of a longer combination. 
Let me give two hints about combinations of steps given by teachers.  First, where the lead places his foot relative to the follow’s position can be critical.  A repositioning of a handswidth can make the difference between awkward and wonderful.  Second, beware the “secret” step.  Many teachers, particularly Argentinian leads, will have a weight-change that is so natural to them that they fail to mention it when explaining the step.  They are thinking about the woman’s steps, and they just naturally take a quick double-step of their own, to be on the correct foot.  In their mind, the double-step is a single “step.”   But this is not the case for the poor novice learning!  
The warning about “secret” steps goes just as well for a double-step without a weight-change.  That is, a lead step that almost takes weight in one spot, but then skips over to another spot.  Teachers will sometimes mention the “mark” as the faked step that induces the correct follow.  A mark is followed by the step to the actual position.   But when the mark and the step are in the same line, they forget to mention it.   To make this theory practical, consider a right engaunche.  This is a step which induces the follow to hook her right leg around the lead’s left.  To set up the follow’s right sweeping move, the lead’s left placement can be far from the follow’s left supporting leg.  Then the lead picks the moment when the follow is “floating” on the inbound part of the right-leg sweep.  At that moment, he jumps his left leg to a position close to the follow’s left ankle.  In the new position, the follow’s leg will wrap naturally and sweetly.   You might think this correction is a fix for a bad lead to begin with.  But the Argentinian who taught this was one of the very best leads ever, featured in film and show.   The lesson here is not about engaunches.  It is about working out steps with your learning partner.  If things do not work smoothly, keep an eye out for the quick-step adjustment the lead makes.  And do not be surprised if the teacher forgot to mention it.

A lead can test out skills learned in a class on his learning partner.   If she cannot follow it, he knows he is not leading right.  He has no doubts about it being a failing to follow correctly; he is confident of a good, honest, unbiased response from his practice partner.  If she follows his lead without having been forewarned, he can trust he is leading it right.  If not, either the lead is wrong, or the step is not practical to do at a milonga.   

There will be steps leads only do with their regular partners.  However, such steps are fewer than you realize.  Try them on advanced other follows.  At the intermediate level follows tend to block a step they do not recognize.  Usually this comes across as a “balk” halfway through.  That is, the follow begins to follow the lead, but stops herself mid-step.   More advanced follows will trust the lead, and take the invited step.   
The trick for follows here is to finish any step you start.  It will be the lead’s problem if it turns out to be not the one he meant you to take.  With a good clean step, he will know where you are going to be and have a good chance of making it look like what he intended.  Indeed, as follows advance to participating more in the partnership, they will take the step they felt was right over the one that seemed to be lead, when they want to influence the form of the dance.  If this happens to you as a lead, you know the partnership is “cooking.”  
When working on a step with a partner I like to work the step without music first, until we get the placement, then a little of the dynamics.  Then we try it with the right music.  We don’t need the complication of responding to the music before we get the step's natural rhythms.  And we look for the “right” music, because it is hard to dance a step when the music is not appropriate for it.
Finally, at some point in working together partners are tempted to explore extending the partnership beyond dance.  Be cautious about this.   The dance partnership may be too good to risk it.  

