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 How many times have you heard; Stretch your supporting leg!? 
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Having long, strong, and slightly hyperextended legs in dance is a 
gift. It automatically makes your lines look better and your steps 
seemingly glide across the floor.  If you are gifted with such legs, 
chances are you don’t use them to their fullest potential.  
 
For those of you that struggle with “straightening” your legs, there 
is a number of exercises you can do to improve your legs; it will 
become muscle memory and you’ll be on the way to using your legs 
properly and never hearing “Stretch your supporting leg!” or 
‘Stretch that back leg!" again!  
 
For those of you with more than slightly hyperextended knees 
there are plenty of exercises you can do to figure out and fine tune 
what “straight” means for you, all while gaining better knowledge 
and control of your legs and knees! 

 

Important Fact! 

 

Tight hamstrings can  
result in a pronated  
pirouette. In ballet, the 
hamstrings work in  
conjunction with the 
knees and iliopsoas  
muscles (in the pelvis) to 
create a straight leg in 
your arabesque, as well 
as helping  your hips 
turnout.  
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Make The Most Of 

Ballet Exercises. 
 
Core ballet exercises such as tendus, 
dégagés and grande battements will create 
the long, lean leg muscles you want as a 
dancer. These three exercises all include 
sliding and brushing the working foot from 
first or fifth position to the second or fourth position -- with the working and standing 
legs and feet turned out -- all while keeping the knees straight.  
 
“Many students execute these steps incorrectly,” Longo says. She recommends 
concentrating on making an “undercurve” on the floor by first really pressing down into 
the floor as you start the downward, outward motion of the tendu, dégagé and grand 
battement. “Over time, repeating these correctly, you will see a big difference in the 
muscle formation in your legs. The muscle will become longer and leaner, because it is 
working more correctly for ballet class,” Longo says. That’s important because the ballet 
dancer’s long and lean look comes from training the legs to always lengthen -- even 
when it is tempting to grip the muscle, which can easily happen during ballet exercises.  
If you are looking to change the look of your legs, start by examining your core ballet 
exercises, Longo recommends. Notice if you tend to lengthen and grow during the 
exercises, or if you are tucking and gripping.  
 
Stretch the hamstrings, calves and quads muscles to help lengthen your legs. Set aside at 
least 15 minutes before and after ballet class to do some extra stretching for these 
problem areas, Longo recommends. A simple stretch sitting on the floor, with the body 
folded over straight legs (either in a split stretch or together in front of you) will do 
wonders to stretch hamstrings. “I always tell my students to just sit in a stretch while 
watching TV at home,” Longo says. “You will be distracted enough to not notice the 
discomfort as much.”  

“A dancer 

must defy 

many things, 

gravity is only 

one of them.” 

 

“You always have to take into 
consideration how your 
individual body is made when 
setting goals for yourself,”  
says Colorado based 
professional ballerina and ballet 
teacher  April Longo  
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STRETCH YOUR LEGS! 
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A straight looking leg has energy flowing through it and the muscles are fully 
engaged. In ballet, we use our muscles much differently from how body builders 
and weight lifters use theirs. We don’t grip the muscles, we stretch them so that 
they look long and become lean. Thus, we don’t develop bulky muscles the way 
they do. (of course, generally speaking. The way your muscles develop also 
depends on a number of factors such as which muscle and different body types).  

This warm up exercise will lengthen the back of your legs behind the knee as well 
as strengthen all of your leg muscles.  You should do this before every class and 
rehearsal to make sure you wake up these muscles and become familiar with 
engaging them.  

1. Sit in a straddle and flex your feet as much as you can so that your heels 
are completely off the floor. Every muscle in your leg should be engaged and 
lengthened. Hold this flexed position for about 30 seconds. Then, keeping your 
heels off the ground, point your ankles and toes. The higher your heels from the 
ground, the better. You can then alternate flexing and pointing until your 
muscles are exhausted. Many girls won’t be able to keep their heels off the 
ground at first, but with practice, it will happen. If you have overly hyper 
extended legs, you should keep your feet pointed the entire time.  If you want 
to use your legs to your fullest potential this exercise should be added to every 
warm up.  To take this exercise to the next level use a theraband for resistance.  

Hyperextension 
 
Strength comes first: The most beautiful line in the world won’t get you anywhere 
if you’re constantly injured.  Finding the correct position to stand in can be difficult 
because your leg won’t feel like it’s straight—you’ll actually have to bend the knee 
slightly.   
 
1. Sit leaned back propped up by your elbows with one knee bent and your other 

leg stretched out in front of you, slowly lift the straight leg up a few inches and 
return it to the floor. The trick is to engage the vastus medialis oblique, a 
muscle located above the kneecap.  Switch  legs after 10 reps. 

2. To discover a true vertical line, sit on the floor with your legs extended in 
parallel in front of you. Straighten your knees without allowing your heels to 
come up off the floor. This will fire your quad and glute muscles and emulate 
what you should feel in a strong supporting leg.  Alternate flexing and pointing 
and practice it often to learn the muscle memory of what “straight” legs 
actually feel like.  

 
“Ballet  

technique is 

arbitrary and 

very difficult. 

It never  

becomes 

easy... it  

becomes 

possible. “ - 

Agnes de 

Mille  
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“Respect your 

body. Eat well. 

Dance forever.”  

― Eliza Gaynor 

Minden  

Getting Legs Higher In Développé 
 
So many girls have good flexibility when stretching, but don’t use it when dancing, 
especially with getting legs higher in a développé.  When you simply practice the step 
over and over, often the result is bulky thighs, with little to no  increase in range. This 
will happen if you are trying to use the front of the leg to lift, rather than controlling the 
leg from within the hip and using your adductors. 

This exercise is great to practice if you have a serious foot or even ankle injury and are 
not able to stand in class, or put weight on the foot. You can even do this if you are not 
able to point the ankle, by keeping your ankle flexed throughout. This means that you 
can continue to strengthen your body and improve your technique, even when "not 
dancing" due to an injury. 

To work out all the true muscles needed to work the leg devant, lie on your back, with 
your legs out straight and your hands on your hips. 

 Slowly pull the foot up into a retire position (feel your inner thighs working!) 

 Make sure to keep the foot flexed if you have any issues at the back of the ankle (i.e. 
Achilles Tendinopathy or Os Trigonum Pain) 

 Make sure that the hips stay square, and don't hitch or twist! Keep them both on the 
floor! 

 Slowly unfold the leg to the front in a développé. Focus on controlling the turnout 
from the hip, and lengthening the leg. 

 Focus on not cheating height by tucking the pelvis in this position, but also focus on 
correct placement of the leg. Slowly lower the leg back to the floor making sure to 
use your abdominals making sure that your back doesn't arch.  

 Do 10 with each leg; alternating between right and left.  Repeat the entire exercise a 
la seconde. 

 

One More Stretch! 
The quadriceps are the big muscles along the fronts of your thighs. Not only will 
stretching them prevent them from becoming tight, it will also help to improve your 
arabesque  

 Lie face down on the floor, with your forehead resting on your arms in front of you. 

 Straighten your legs flat on the floor behind you. 

 Bend your left leg and grab your left foot with your left hand. 

 Gently pull your left foot toward your left glute. Strive to keep your left thigh flat on 
the floor. 

 Make sure to keep your left foot in line with your left thigh. 
       Hold the stretch for about 10 seconds, then switch legs. 


