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These extracts from the Core programme for Tutors are being made available on the 
RSCDS website as a temporary measure until the document is brought into line 
with the new Examination syllabus. The extracts are aimed at tutors of examination 
courses and their candidates. 

Foreword 

1. Teaching 

The Society’s teaching system works well with all levels, but every teacher 
eventually develops his/her own teaching style and teaching techniques and learns 
how to apply them according to circumstances and need of the class. However, this 
takes time, experience and continuous self assessment. While there are many 
methods used in teaching, a trainee teacher must be given a firm grasps of the 
basics. It falls upon the tutors to pass on to the candidates the art of teaching and 
practical skills of movement which are relevant to Scottish country dancing and this 
is to be done without losing sight of the fact that dancing is a social, recreational 
activity - there to be enjoyed. 

While teachers eventually develop their own teaching style it is essential that 
candidates be given a definite plan for teaching a step and formation and this plan 
should be followed consistently – it works!  Use of this method gives candidates a 
feeling of security and stability as well as providing a logical and acceptable 
structure to the lesson plan.  It is unrealistic to expect inexperienced candidates to 
be competent to teach without being given a structured teaching method. Teaching 
should be structured on progressive teaching methods. 
i.e. Building from the known to the unknown. 

Introduction 

Tutors, who will be fully qualified RSCDS teachers with many years of wide and 
varied teaching experience, will naturally draw on their own knowledge of dance 
and their experience in teaching this synopsis. 

The aim of the core programme is: 
to give helpful assistance to tutors 
to cover some of the essentials which give quality in teaching; 
to highlight some of the fundamental aspects of teaching movement. 

This is not intended to be a definitive or comprehensive document on the tutoring 
of candidates.    

The following suggestions should be read in conjunction with: 

The RSCDS Examination Syllabus  
The Manual of Scottish Country Dancing published by the RSCDS 
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It is recommended that the course content should include: 

 Practical work 
 Discussion 
 Group Work 
 Individual Work 
 Assignments and feedback relevant to the sections which follow.   

1.1 Teaching steps 

1.2 Teaching formations 

Teach a short sample lesson on the basic teaching of steps for Unit 3 or a Sample 
improvements lesson for Unit 5.  The latter based on the actual good points and 
faults shown by the participating dancers. 
 
These lessons should include the use of appropriate and relevant teaching points 
for coaching purposes and also cover other aspects such as planning, posture, use of 
music, communication, position of the teacher and organisation of the class for step 
and formation practice. 
 
Teaching points and main faults for the other steps should be identified. 

Tutors may find it helpful, especially for Unit 3, to have candidates write out the 
following on their list of formations to be covered for that module:the transition 
requires to be taught (or at least highlighted if time is short) 

i) the steps used in the formation Include special uses e.g. retiring or 
travelling setting, as this requires to be 
taught 

ii) the bars in the formation where 
there is a change from one step 
to another in an 8 bar phrase 

the transition requires to be taught (or at 
least highlighted if time is short) 

- 

- 

iii) the teaching points for each 
formation.  

- Note if a corners formation is included as 
corners have to be identified. 

iv) if stepping up/down is required  - This has to be taught/revised  

v) Possible problem areas   

The above exercise is a useful introduction to formation analysis. 

Using the plan, take a simple lesson on teaching a formation. Include all relevant 
teaching points. 

Emphasise the need to identify the teaching points for the other formations in the 
syllabus.   

Page 2 



Example of a sample lesson plan 

Formations: Teach turn corners and partners followed by six hands round and 
back 

Given step: Probably skip change of step as turn corners and partner is the 
more difficult and more dominant formation but either step 
could be given. 

1. Step practice 

teach skip change of step (See appendix 1a) 
Note – there are no special uses. 

2. Movement skill 

Prior to arranging class in three couple sets, teach a turning practice to the whole 
class e.g. Organisation: a circle with partners back to back, women facing clock-
wise and men anticlockwise  

Bars  
1-2 
3-4 
5-6 
7-8 

Turn facing dancer once round with the right hand 
Turn partner one and a half times round with the left hand 
Turn next dancer once round with the right hand 
Turn partner half round with the left hand to finish in original 
places all facing inwards  

i 
ii 
iii 
iv 
v 
vi 

hand grip 
short arm turn, elbows pointing down 
counter balance between dancers  
phrasing 
use of flight and full extension in skip change 
long arm for change over movement during bars 7-8 

Teaching points: 

3. Formation practice 

Organisation: a circle with hands joined  

Bars 1-8 hands round and back [this leaves only the entry and exit to 
teach for six hands round and back]  

i 
ii 
iii 
iv 
v 

arm position 
maintain arm position 
slow down impetus prior to change of direction 
a lilting change of direction with feet in first position 
points for slip step given in Appendix 1 

Teaching points: 
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4. Presentation and build-up of formations 

Organisation: arrange class in three-couple sets 

i 
ii 
iii 

mark first and second corner positions 
teach turn corners and partner (Appendix 3) 
teach entry and exit for six hands round and back (mention/
show/if time, practise first couple change of foot into hands 
round - the simple “hop, step, together” would suffice)  

5. Coach and improve class performance 

Teaching points 

i 
ii 
iii 
iv 
v 

first couple closely back to back in the middle 
corners alert 
helpful handing i.e.: counter balance and handing on 
enter hands round on a curve 
exit to side lines on bars 7 and 8, each line retaining hands for 
balance 

1.3 Preparation and planning 

Dance and formation analysis 

• All lessons should be prepared on paper. No step, formation or dance should 
be taught without planning the work. 

• Encourage the full use of the walking stages to introduce and emphasise 
teaching points. Teaching points are used to coach, to improve movement 
skills and to avoid difficulties and common faults. They should become a 
habitual and integral part of every lesson. 

• Insist upon extensive use of good quality demonstration throughout all stages 
of the lesson. 

• When planning the lesson aim to have the maximum possible number of 
dancers moving throughout. This is in addition to promoting skill and 
enjoyment. 

• With that in view develop the use of dance/formation analysis and devise 
imaginative but relevant exercises which will involve everyone i.e. which 
elements or formations can be taught/practised as a class exercise  prior to 
forming sets e.g. one or two handed turns: hands round; setting and casting, 
handing; awkward links between formations; phrasing etc. 

• When possible, avoid spending time teaching the same elements to each 
individual couple in a set if the movement can be taught/practised as a class 
exercise. 

• Guard against complicated exercises and complex organisation as this will be 
time consuming and slow the pace of the lesson.  Organisation should be 
clear and speedy. 
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Suggested lesson plan for Unit 5 

Name of Dance: Reel, jig or strathspey: number of couples required: number of 
bars: source  

Introduction: [Omit warm up. Allotted time should not be used up for this ] 

Step practice: [The main step but may involve more than one step. Note any 
special uses e.g. retiring, travelling pas de basque etc.] 

Formation analysis: Exercise/Movement Skills [e.g. work in 2s: change of direction 
transitions: application of travelling steps etc.]  

Formation practice: [e.g. Ladies’ chain: poussette: allemande: rights and lefts etc.] 

Presentation and 
build-up of dance: 

For each activity include: 
 The class organisation  
 The precise content 
 The teaching points 

Prior to any strenuous exercise dancers should warm themselves up by flexing and 
extending the muscles to be used. Keep the warm up safe with no forced or 
sustained stretching.  

1.4 Use of the voice - see The Manual chapter 8.1 

Full use of the voice must be encouraged and taught, especially during Unit 3.  The 
use of the voice will become spontaneous when a teacher has more confidence and 
knowledge of dance and is really interested in helping the class to enjoy the 
movement and to improve. 

Hints: 

 While practising the prescribed dances have the spare dancers coach and 
count rhythmically – all together and using their own words.  The result is 
sometimes complete nonsense but it is fun and helpful in building 
confidence. 

 Have standing couple coach ahead of the music both together and using 
their own words.  Later have only one counting/coaching through the 
music. 

 
Rhythmic Counting For Steps: 

 Used to give rhythm, to coach, to emphasise specific points and used 
extensively during the walking stages of teaching. 

   The following exercise may be found useful. 
 In reel/jig time have the music playing and all together count 
rhythmically using own words and varying the wording.  Stop the 
music but continue to use the voice e.g.: hop step close step; and 1-2; and 
step close step; hop 1-2-3 etc. 
Similarly in strathspey time using phrases such as: step, close, step, hop; 
1-2-3 and hop; reach, close up, step and hop etc. 



Rhythmic Coaching: 

 Coaching rhythmically can be helpful for: giving teaching points; giving 
phrasing; giving emphasis; giving geography of the dance/formations. 

 Select suitable formations and using the appropriate words coach the 
8 bar sequence through the music.  

1.5 Music - see The Manual chapters 4 and 8.2-8.5 and 
 A Guide to Music in the Teaching of Scottish Country Dancing 
 by Muriel A Johnstone 

2.Practical dancing and observation - See The Manual chapters 3, 5 and 6 

2.1 Suggested criteria for observing and assessing practical dancing 

The ability to see actual faults of technique and poise, and to correct and comment 
on what is actually happening should be developed. Unit 3 candidates find this 
difficult as their minds are full of recently acquired instructions and 
information.  However, they should be aware of this aspect and Unit 5 
candidates are expected to have this ability. 

Knowing how to correct faults is an integral part of any teaching course. 

The Steps 
a) Positioning of feet 
b) Outward rotation  
c) Extension 
d) Flexibility 

 
e) Rhythm 
f) Flow 
g) Body Control 
h) Poise 

A Dance 
a) Teamwork 
b) Anticipation 
c) Covering 
d) Phrasing 
e) Technique 
f) Handing 

 
g) Maintenance of technique 
h) Rhythm 
i) Deportment 
j) Spirit 
k) Sociability 

• Observe others dancing to develop a critical but kindly eye. Note the good 
points and the faults. 

• Work out what is causing the fault. 

• Be aware of faults when dancing with others: e.g. lack of flight; poor phrasing; 
a vice like grip; holding on too long; inability to give counter balance etc. 

• Be aware of dancers who are easy to dance with. Why is it easy? 

• How can faults be eradicated in a positive manner? 

2.2 Hints on how to improve observation 
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There appears to be a reluctance to give individuals criticism in a recreational class 
situation. However, if corrections are not made, poor habits will be perpetuated and 
a teacher’s observation is in question. 
 
There is some middle ground.  Develop ways to get the message through without 
making a big scene out of it e.g. general correction – does not work – give it again 
and indicate by gesture or look to whom you are referring 
 - A quiet word as they pass 
 - Dance along with them 
 - Demonstrate with them. 
 
There is also a place for making specific corrections to an individual in a clear, 
kindly manner. 

2.3 Individual Criticism - see The Manual chapter 8.1  

2.4 Giving praise 

Everyone reacts favourably to praise. Use it to stimulate and to encourage. Always 
comment after every effort made by the class. 
 
However, praise appropriately 
 
If a class is not entirely successful in the performance of a given task discourage the 
use of “Good”, “Wonderful”, “Great” etc. 
Temper it. - “That was a good try, now see if ...” or “Now that you know what I am 
looking for, let’s try to...” etc. 
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Appendix 1 

Guidelines for teaching a step 

Before beginning, discuss the music with the musician or select suitable recorded music. 
Greet your class and organise them quickly  

1. Tell class name of step and its purpose. 

2. Listen to the music (8 bars is enough) while you and class clap, tap or beat 
out the rhythm.  Show animation. 

3. Demonstrate step to the best of your ability giving class a main point to 
watch.  Do not have the music too fast (8 steps are enough). 

4. Have the class try.  Concentrate on same main point.  Comment. 
  (Nos. 1-4 to take approximately 2 mins) 

5. Break the step down. Walk it slowly showing correct foot placing while class 
copies.  You count rhythmically.  Observe carefully. Comment. 

6. As soon as it is appropriate, bring in the music at walking speed for the 
practice and then gradually speed up.  

7. When the class is secure in the rhythm introduce “on the toes” without 
stopping the music.  If there is a hop or a spring this can also be introduced 
as the music is speeded up. 

8. After the breakdown, which need not take long, build up the step by 
practising and emphasising one main teaching point at a time. Comment. 

9. Dance the step up to time with the music.  Coach through the music while 
class is dancing. 

     Give appropriate praise 

  Note: Give one teaching point or correct one fault at a time by 

demonstrating the point then having class copy 

10. Give appropriate practice exercise to help to improve the individual 
elements of the step – but it must be relevant! 

11.  Continue to correct and improve 

• Remember to start with left foot when facing class; 
• Show back view of step – especially setting; 
• Introduce any special uses of the step which are in the given formation or 

dance, e.g. retiring in skip change or travelling/turning setting; 
• Constantly remind class about posture; 
• Keep in mind the “Galloping method” for teaching skip change, i.e. 8 gallop 

steps leading with the right foot and 8 gallop steps leading with the left 
foot: 

• 4 with the right foot and 4 with the left foot: 
• 2 with the right foot, 2 with the left, 2 with the right and 2 with the left. 
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Briefly:  
 

• Name Step; 

• Listen to Music 

• You demonstrate – give point to watch; 

• Class tries – give point – comment; 

• Break down step for correct positioning of feet and have the class walk the 
rhythm; 

• When rhythm is correct, add other important points one by one.  Always 
comment; 

Note: These guidelines are mainly for Unit 3 candidates. Unit 5 candidates must 
adapt the method to suit an “improver lesson”. 
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Appendix 1a 

A suggested lesson plan for teaching skip change of step 

1. Give name and purpose and cover numbers 2, 3 and 4 from the Guidelines. 

2. Rhythm - Hop Step Close Step 
  a)Walk – “and, Step Close Step” or “And Right Close Right” 
  b) While walking, bring in music, gradually increasing speed. 
  c) While music is playing introduce, “Hop, Step Close Step. 

3. Hop 
 a) Isolate the movement. Demonstrate the hop and have class copy 2 or 3 

times with each foot. (Avoid using spring points as the toe of the front 
leg is not on the floor during the “Hop”). 

 b) Dance step concentrating on “Hop” 

4. Straight Front Leg 
 a) Show position and have class show also. 
 b) Show and practice the hop with fully extended front leg 3 or 4 times 

with each foot (keep front foot off floor). 
 c) Dance step concentrating on full extension on hop. 

5. Reach 
 a) Link the 3 movements – Hop, Reach Forward, Close. 
 b) Have the class practice with R and L 3 or 4 times. 
 c) Dance step concentrating on the “reach”. 

6.  Third Position 
  a) Practice – Step Forward, Close in third position – 
  3 or 4 times leadingwith the same foot and then with the other. 
  b) Repeat on toes. 

Finally dance complete perfect step! 
If necessary go on to teach skip change of step backwards. 
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Appendix 1b 

A suggested lesson plan for teaching pas de basque 

1.  Give name and purpose 

2.  Rhythm - 3 beats 

Point out step is danced on spot 
If necessary go on to teach travelling and turning pas de basque. 

1 2 3 - 

Step mark time and 

1 2 3 - 

step beat beat and 

or 

(This one on flat of foot) 

a) 

b) Pick up knees/feet to emphasise 3 beats.  

c) Bring in music, gradually increasing speed. 

d) While music is playing, introduce, “On your toes” 

e) Introduce spring, beat beat and – make beats heavy to re-emphasise three. 

3.  Third position 

a) On flat of foot show third position left and right foot i.e. heel tucked into 
instep. Have class show with you. 

b) Mark time with feet in third position – left in front then right, 3 or 4 times 
with each foot. Have class look at their feet.  

1 2 3 - 

c) Step in from behind and – pick up feet/knees. 

d) Bring in the music. 

e) While music is playing introduce, “On your toes” 
(You work with your class) 

f) Introduce spring in front behind and/spring beat beat.  

g) Continue to remind class of 3 clear beats and third position.  

4.  Jeté 

a) Demonstrate the step slowly to left and right emphasising the jeté 

Have class practice jeté from third position with you –  
only 3 or 4 times with each foot. 

1 2 3 - 

Spring beat jeté and ie 

b) 

c) Demonstrate complete step emphasising extend. 

d) Have the class dance the whole step. 
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Appendix 2 

Main teaching points for steps 

Steps of Progression 
 

Skip Change of Step 
a. The Hop 
b. The straight front leg and the reach forward 
c. The third position  
 
Strathspey Travelling Step 
a) Long reaching urge forward with bent back knee 
b) The third position 
c) The second long reach forwards to leave the rear leg fully extended 
d) Long, slow and smooth bringing through of back leg from extended 

position 
e) Character of step  
 
Slip Step 
a) Maintain the angle of the feet – first position  
b) Heels touch in mid air 
c) Step smooth and even 

 
Setting Steps 
 

Pas de Basque 
a) The three distinct beats (change of weight) 
b) The third position  
c) A strong jeté with full extension 
 
The Common Schottische or Stathspey Setting 
a) Strong urge into second position  
b) Accurate closing up into third position rear 
c) The smooth, unhurried lifting of the foot in the hop 
d) Position of foot behind ankle on the hop 

 
Note: Omitted 
Running Step (progression) 
Highland Schottische (setting) 
The Glasgow Highlanders Step (setting) 
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Appendix 2a 

Main faults to correct in steps 

Skip Change of Step 
a) Feet turning forward. 
b) Incorrect close in third – leaving gap, closing in first position, or passing 

feet. 
c) Lack of hop. 
d) Front leg kicking up on hop. 
e) Lack of extension in knee and foot. 
f) Coming down on a bent front knee (lack of reach). 
g) Pulling in leading foot as it takes weight. 
h) Poor poise  
i) Scraping. 

Strathspey Travelling Step 
a) Hop at start, instead of long step reaching forward. 
b) Incorrect close up in third – leaving gap, closing in first position, or 

passing feet. 
c) A quick, hard closing up. 
d) Bent rear knee on third beat. 
e) A quick or jerky pull through.  
f) Foot high and knee up in pull through. 
g) Knee pointing forwards – lack of outward rotation. 
h) Exaggerated outward rotation in pull through. 
i) Poor poise. 
j) Scraping. 

Slip Step 
a) Feet parallel or facing line of travel. 
b) Heels not closing in first position. 
c) Bouncing up and down. 
d) Poor Poise. 
e) Scraping. 

Pas de Basque 
a) Two beat step or a tap of the foot on the second beat. 
b) A weak jeté. 
c) Toes turned up and knee bent on jete. 
d) An incorrect third position – lack of outward rotation. 
e) Poor poise. 

Strathspey Setting or Common Schottische 

a) Lack of urge in the step. 
b) Feet parallel. 
c) Closing up in front or in first 

position. 
d) A quick, hard close up. 
e) Uneven steps on one and three. 

f) Quick draw up of foot on fourth 
beat. 

g) Body turning from side to side. 
h) Poor poise – leaning forward. 
i) Scraping.  
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Appendix 3 

Guidelines for teaching a formation 

1. Arrange class in sets with correct number of couples required for the formation. 

2. Name the formation – if a progression, say so. Tell step to be used. 

3. Politely take one dancer’s place. 

4. You walk formation roughly, guiding the others in the set and talking as you 
walk.  (Be sure that your own handing etc. is correct. People learn by various 
methods – one being imitation). 

5. Have the class walk formation roughly – more than once if necessary. 

6. You walk formation precisely to counts guiding the others in the set. Stress the 
points bar by bar.  Be careful to teach the entry and exit (the phrasing). 

7. Have the class walk to counts (this would eventually be done with music, but 
be sure to have it at the required tempo). 
a) Remain at this walking stage until your class is secure in the formation. 
b) Add the teaching points one by one as you go. 
c) a second, third or fourth walk through  is frequently needed.    

8. By the final walk through, your rhythmic counting should be at dancing tempo. 

9. Listen to the music while you talk the class through the formation or you could 
demonstrate with the music, if dancers are secure.  

10.  Have the class dance formation with music. Encourage by talking (coaching) as 
they dance. 

11.  Continue to correct and improve. 

12. Walk and dance formation from the other position. 

13. Note:  When teaching reels of three or four walk each position in turn, 
 talking as you go. 

Briefly: 

You walk out basic shape. 

Class walks it. 

You walk to counts. 

Class walks to counts. 

You demonstrate or talk it to music. 

Class dances to music 
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Appendix 4 

General notes 

Appearance: Good posture; neat and tidy dress. 

Manner: Cheerful; alert; friendly; patient; interested; confident; decisive. 

Voice: Clear and audible in all situations e.g. above the music; confident; 
cheerful and varying in tone and speed of speech; when the voice 
is raised, lower the tone; use clear wording and as few words as 
possible when teaching; make use of pauses; the tone and speed of 
you voice creates atmosphere; use it to encourage; to coach 
through the music; to count rhythmically; to stimulate; to praise; 
to emphasise. 

Demonstration: Demonstrate everything to the very best of your ability and 
demonstrate freely. Know what you are doing and think out the 
details of what you are teaching. Know the number of bars and 
steps for each movement. Be careful of phrasing. When 
demonstrating be sure to stand where everyone can see clearly 
and where you can see the whole class. 

Observation: Stand well back from the class so that you can see everybody. 
Teach the whole class. Avoid the common mistake of speaking to 
one set or one small group. Teach from the front until the class is 
secure in what is being taught – then move round to observe and 
help, positioning yourself carefully each time. When possible 
avoid having your back towards any section of the class. Watch 
your class carefully for difficulties and mistakes. 

Music: Use the music as soon as it is appropriate and as often as it is 
sensible. It can be of great help to the dancers. Control the speed.  
Direct the musician/machine worker in a pleasant manner i.e. 
faster, slower, number of bars etc., make it clear whether you do 
or do not want music. 

Method: 

• Take complete control of the class.  Make your own decisions as to when class 
is ready to move on and go on teaching and improving class performance 
until asked to stop by the examiner. 

• Use the method (plan) you have been given for teaching the steps and 
formations. 

• Teach the step carefully, thoroughly and quickly. For Unit 5 the step teaching 
is most likely to be an improver lesson with the emphasis on improving the 
standard of the class, Make sure this happens – if only for a moment! Be 
content only if the teaching points you are making are clearly shown in the 
dancing.   

continued 
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• Analyse clearly and emphasise the essential points.  

• Correct firmly, sensibly and individually, if necessary.   

• When teaching the formation or dance, keep as many as possible active all the 
time. 

• Watch very carefully for mistakes, having an idea of what the mistakes might 
be.  

• Demonstrate the correction in an interested and pleasant manner and have 
the class copy. 

• Stand well back from the class and keep your eyes moving over the class.  
When in the middle of a circle, your eyes must look right round in the 
opposite direction from the movement of the class.   

• Think out the details of what you are to teach and plan your lesson on paper. 

• Pick out any unusual of difficult part and teach it first before going on to the 
rest of the formation or dance.  

e.g. down middle and up followed by poussette 
poussette would be taught first – then down and up middle then 
teach how man begins on left foot.  

• Pay particular attention to: 

The making (entry) and breaking (exit) of  formations 
The link between formations 
Use of hands and arms 
Phrasing of steps and music. 

• Involve yourself with the class – go in and show - do not stand and talk 

• Always comment after class effort. 

• Encourage your class and aim to see an improvement before progressing on 

to next part of your lesson. 

• Change in spare dancers. 

• If facing class, remember to begin on left foot when demonstrating (especially 
setting steps). 

Method (cont.) 
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