Teaching Tango
Tango is 50% musicality, 40% embrace, and 10% steps.  Tango teaching by resident teachers in the US is 90% steps.  Visiting teachers do better: they often teach only the embrace, and musicality.  As in Argentina itself, steps beyond walking, oches, the cross, and the molinetta are not needed.

Much of this is because it is difficult to teach the embrace, and nearly impossible to teach musicality.  And if you do, you have to teach these while doing steps.  So steps form an exercise for learning music and partnering.  

Unfortunately, much tango is badly taught.  Some is taught as if it were ballroom dance, by people with a background in social dances in general.  This misses the improvisation that is necessary to match movement to the partner, the music, and a crowded floor.  Nothing is sillier than learning an 8-count combination that falls back to the right—into the lead’s blind spot.  Actually, nothing is sillier than learning an 8-count combination at all.  You never get that much uninterrupted space, and when you do, you won’t be at the start of a musical phrase.

The best dancers are not necessarily the best teachers.  Many have perfect posture and beautifully trained bodies.  They are a long way from understanding what it is like to use the floor with normal human feet, or to balance on the ball of one foot while doing anything complicated--like breathing.  However, dance is learned by imitation, and many good dancers can slow things down and exaggerate postures in a way that leads to good copying.  Otherwise, the better teachers are first of all good communicators, and secondly, patient and slow.

A class with a dozen dancers is likely to have 14 different learning styles, so no one teacher and no one technique works for the whole class.  But a few things do not work for any of the class, and a few things work for most people.  What works for most people in learning movement is not so much description.  Outline the broad aspects of the movement  (eg: “step, turn, collect”).  Demonstrate slowly, a few times, the same way.  Avoid complexity in the entry or exit.  Better still, skip the entry and exit.  Then let the dancers try to figure it out themselves.  Walk around and observe and coach.  Then, when frustration starts to build here and there, demonstrate again.  Simply, and the same way as before.  Many people only absorb watching a movement after they have tried it themselves.  Good teachers talk a little, show a little, let folks struggle it out themselves, and repeat the cycle.  
Second, metaphors are a good way to teach movement and feeling; better than descriptions.  Actually the full approach combines description, metaphor, demonstration, and contact learning.  All in bite-sized doses.

An example of how different students learn in different ways is how different students learn combinations.  Some people orient themselves in space—they think of movement relative to the front wall, or the line of dance.  These people will have a harder time “seeing” turning combinations than linear ones, and they will see the same combination shown in a line and then shown back the other way or curved around the room as two different steps.   Some people orient themselves to their own front—they think of movement relative to their current position.  They will be confused by the torsional movements of tango, where the upper body moves against the hips.  Because what is “front” when your shoulders face north and your hips west?  Some people want their teachers to face them and do the movement as a mirror image of what students

are supposed to do, as is the norm teaching ballet.  Other people want the movement done left for left and right for right, as most social dance forms do.  Some need the teacher facing the same way (back to audience) as the students, some not.
Also not everyone instinctively knows left from right, or instinctively knows when you meant the follow’s right, not the lead’s.  Sometimes I think teaching couples should be issued a pair of red socks and a pair of green socks.  Then the man should wear a red sock on his left, and green on his right.  The woman should do the opposite. Teaching would always refer to red and green instead of left and right.  This would really help visual learners.  Likely, it would help with everyone else, too.  You will know you are onto something when the class itself shows up with similar socks.  I may market a line myself, with “SiJaCSfT*” on the ankles.

Some students need to learn from big to small: from body displacements through space, to leg movements, to the body twisting, to the small impulses, to the timing and styling.  Others will learn the whole gestalt at once.

Some students have been taught the gyro.  Others the molinetta.  (These are different words for the same thing.)  Some have been taught that there is a subtle styling distinction between the two.  Some teachers will be fluent in Spanish and weak in English.  Some will not be fluent in Spanish.  Some will speak with their voices, some with their voices and their bodies.  Students will be devoting energy to figuring out what words mean this time in this class.  They will all having different meanings in their own heads, from other teachers or from real life.  The message here: teachers should think about defining their terms.  Early and often.
The message for students is to look for a teacher whose teaching style suits your learning style.  Teachers can realize there are multiple learning styles, some of them different from their own, and plan to accommodate several of them.

The other trick to teaching and learning tango is that there is skill involved in walking and pivoting.  That skill has to be put into your body with practice. That means drills.  If the paying students would stand for it, tango teachers should practice movement until it is second nature, before allowing anyone to dance as a couple or learn a single combination of steps.

*Sex is Just a Crude Substitute for Tango”
Teaching Men

Men have a lot to learn to get to the beginning level of tango.  It is a real challenge of patience and pacing to get them to do so.  Mostly, they only learn one thing at a time, and they need to have that so well learned it is automatic before they are open to absorbing the next thing.  Men do not multi-task as well as women.  Worse yet, to lead takes a lot of confidence.  So if you want to drive men out of tango, give them a lot of corrections and keep criticizing small, distracting things they are doing.  Frustration comes before learning, but lots of frustration does not come before lots of learning.  So the art of teaching men is the art of pacing the frustration slowly enough.
For some reason, lots of teachers teach men the men’s steps first, when presenting a combination.  A different emphasis is to get the men to visualize the woman’s steps that they (the men) are trying to lead.  Then the men can figure out what steps the lead has to make to get this to happen and stay out of the way.  There may even be several versions that work.  Good communication often starts with “she goes over here, so you have to open the way in this direction, block that direction, and nudge her so she falls this way.”   You will know when a teacher is focusing on the woman’s steps—they forget telling about some of the men’s steps.  This is good.  Often they leave out a crucial weight change.  This is bad.
A weight change is a crises for a beginner, even as it is invisible to an advanced dancer.  Men need to learn to switch back and forth from cross to parallel system.   These invisible weight changes happen on the half beat.  Most teachers assume that men are born being able to do this, or that they know it well and can transfer the knowledge to other times and combinations instinctively after the first exposure.  Switching in and out of cross-foot system for men is like learning the molinetta for women: you have to do it 1000 times before you can do it in dance.  And once you learn it, you are most of the way to being able to tango.

Teaching Women

For the first two years of tango, women need to learn to relax, follow the music, and go with the lead.  Mostly, in their eagerness to dance and please their leads, they are anticipating and throwing themselves into moves too much.  This is fair enough, since the beginning leads are not leading well anyway.  But the habit will discourage intermediate leads from dancing with them.

While the men have to have their minds actively monitoring and solving dozens of problems, women have to enter a zen-like state of relaxed acceptance.  At the same time their bodies have to be toned, alive, alert, balanced, and occasionally energetic.  Lots of body tone, no tension.  What you want is like a golden retriever the moment before you throw that ball: all attention and joy.
Women learning tango need something to keep their mind off the steps.  The music is one thing.  Another that few have taught is to realize that while the lead’s job is to make the follow feel cherished, beautiful, and smart, the follow’s job is to make the lead feel cherished, admired, and smart.  Even when he is botching it up royally.  Don’t let him teach you at the milonga.  And don’t teach him, either.

The other secret for women is that the men need to know where the women’s feet are.  So the embrace is just as much about you telling him what your body is doing as it is about his telling your body what to do.
