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 The human body contains 208 bones, and 52 of them are in your feet! 
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Your foot is arguably one of the most complex structures 
in your body, especially when you consider the purpose it 
serves for us dancers; support, balance, and propulsion. It   
 
Much like a musician and his instrument, for us dancers it is 
crucial that we keep our feet in good working order. 
 
Before we go further, take a few pictures of your feet. 
Pointed, en relevé and standing flat. We will compare feet 
to photo at the end of the month just to see how much 
progress we’ve made. 

 

Cut your toenails short, 

and straight across.  

 

The nail should be 
straight across and not 
curved because curved 
nails or nails that are too 
long can lead to ingrown 
toenails.  The length of 
the nail should be *just* 
where the white part be-
gins, with a very small 
amount of the white 
showing.  

http://www.artintercepts.org/learn/injury/nail-problems/
http://www.artintercepts.org/learn/injury/nail-problems/
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Arches 
 
We often refer to dancers as having “high arches,” “low arches,” or “flat feet.”  The way 
the middle portion of the foot is shaped can greatly impact a dancer’s technique and 
alignment. 

Instead of thinking as the arch as just one “thing,” you can actually draw four arches 
along the foot.  Their fancy anatomical names are: Medial longitudinal, lateral 
longitudinal, anterior metatarsal and transverse. 
 
A weak lateral longitudinal arch contributes to sickling and supination, while a weak or 
flattened medial longitudinal arch leads to pronation. Conversely, a dancer with a 
pronounced medial longitudinal arch (commonly referred to as a high arch) may also roll 
to the outside of the foot (supination).  

The metatarsal arch spans the five metatarsal bones, and the transverse arch reaches 
across the lower ankle from the cuboid bone to the internal  (or first) cuneform. This 
arch essentially mirrors the elastic on a ballet slipper. Both are used in stability and 
balance, particularly en relevé. 

Failing to pay close attention to the use of the foot can become the cause of a number of 
injuries. Improper alignment of the foot in relevés and landings from jumps can lead to 
two of the most common dance injuries: ankle sprain and fifth metatarsal fracture (so 
common, in fact, that it is also referred to as the Dancers’ Fracture). 

Poor alignment of the foot and arch can also weaken the ligaments that connect its 
many bones. A result of this can include a “fallen” arch – permanent loss of flexibility and 
lift in the longitudinal arches – along with a host of secondary conditions such as 
tendonitis, stress fractures, and integumentary (skin and nail) problems. 

“To dance is to 

be out of 

yourself.  

Larger, more 

beautiful, more 

powerful” 

-Agnes De Mille 

Know Your Feet 
 

http://www.artintercepts.org/learn/injury/ankle-sprain/
http://www.artintercepts.org/learn/injury/dancers-fracture/
http://www.danceadvantage.net/2011/05/26/achilles-tendon/
http://www.artintercepts.org/learn/injury/stress-fractures/
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How to Build Strong Feet  
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Outside of class, there are a few exercises you can do at home to maintain and keep 
improving the strength in your feet. I would highly suggest investing in a theraband 
to assist you with these exercises, but you can also use a towel or just do them 
without any resistance: 

1. Point and flex: Sitting on the floor, pointe and flex your feet slowly   with the 
theraband around the top half of your foot. 

2. Pick up the wash cloth: Sitting on a chair (or the sofa), place a small towel or 
washcloth on the ground and try to pick it up with just your toes.   

3. Toe Sit-ups: pointe your toe and just lift the toes up and then back to       
pointe.  Repeat 12 times, rest, and repeat to more sets of 12.   

4. Ankle rolls: With a theraband, slowly with control roll your ankle outward 25 
times and inward 25 times, articulating through the foot as much as 
possible. Rest and repeat two more times. And remember, the slower the better. 

5. Toe Crawl: Lay out the theraband. Position your foot lengthwise on the 
theraband. Start with your foot relaxed, Extend your toes while keeping the rest 
of your foot on the band. Curl your toes as you try to gather up the band 
underneath your foot. Hold for 3 counts then return to the starting position. Try 
to gather up more of the band with each repetition.  

Do Tendus! 
As the working leg leaves its home base (1st or 5th position) there is a subtle, nearly 
undetectable shift of weight to one leg. During this shift…  
1. Maintain the turnout of your leg. If you feel strain and the need to decrease 

turnout in the standing leg as you shift your weight, reevaluate your turnout 
while standing on both legs, you may be over-rotating or forcing turnout. 

2. Balance your weight equally over the three points of the foot. 
3. Keep all 5 toes on the floor and be careful not to pronate or roll-in. 
4. When closing the tendu (especially when repeating), be aware of your weight. If 

you are lingering or leaning over the standing leg, you may be lifting your 
working hip and/or not properly creating resistance between the foot and floor 
in your tendu. 

 
Imagine This: Imagine pouring your weight like sand into the standing leg, rather 
than dumping it all at once. Imagine your standing leg as a barbershop pole with 
stripes moving upward and wrapping outward to keep the rotation in your leg. 

 
Dancing is 
like dream-
ing with 
your feet! 
~Constanze  
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“To dance is to 

be out of 

yourself.  

Larger, more 

beautiful, more 

powerful” 

-Agnes De Mille 

Caring For Your Feet  
 
Sadly, the most overworked part of our body is often the most overlooked as well. And dancers, 
like all athletes, need to pay special attention to what I call “feetness”, AKA keeping our feet as 
fit as the rest of our body.  One of the first ways to give ourselves the gift of fit feet is to care for 
them first on the outside, then on the inside. Our feet are sensitive to touch due to the number 
of nerve endings located on the soles and that gives us a great reason to apply warm or cool 
compresses and massage them ourselves every day.  
 

When to apply warmth  
Tired, hardworking feet need warmth first. This is relaxing and calming to the muscles, bones 
and joints located in the sole, toes, arch and ankle. This is where those nerve endings will also 
guide you to the proper temperature of that warm towel or footbath. First test it with your 
hand, and if it feels right, touch the towel lightly to your foot, or dip your toes into the water 
with a bit of caution first. It’s easy to underestimate the temperature with your hand, and if 
you’re feeling tired and worn out already, you could just rush in and do your feet more harm 
than good. Water or compresses should never be so hot that you need to “get used to it”. Your 
feet should not be the color of beets when you take from the water of remove the warm towel. 

Once you have the temperature right, keep the warmth applied for about 20 minutes. You can 

add nice things such as epsom salt, eucalyptus salts, etc. While in the warm water flex and point 
your foot leisurely, holding each position for a few seconds. Spread your toes often. (those of 
you experienced with yoga may do that automatically) If using a footbath, massage your feet 
while they are submerged, beginning with the sole, working down the bottom to the toes. Take 
each toe individually and make a nice circular motion on the bottom. Finally, knead the pad. 
Stretch a couple more times before taking your feet out of the warm soak. 
 

When to cool down 

Like any workout, cooling down is the final stage in “feetness.” It’s good to have either a second 
compress ready, sitting in cool water in a large bowl or pot, or if you’re using a footbath, have a 
pot of cool water nearby to refill the footbath after pouring out the warm water. Remember to 
test the temperature of the cool water, too, even though injury is less likely, you may not want 
to plunge your warm feet into ice cold water either. At this point adding fresh lemon juice to the 
water is very nice. For effect you can even float half-cut lemons on top of the water. 
Alternatively you can add essential oils such as of lavender, tea tree oil, rose water or orange 
water, either to your footbath or to a cool compress. Any of these items can be found in your 
local health or grocery store. 

 The cool down period for your feet should be about 10 minutes or so, doing the flex/point/
spread routine here as well. You can also massage your feet and your calves as well, always 
working upward toward the heart. Last, remove your feet from the water, here you could apply 
some witch hazel, let dry, and work in your favorite moisturizer. One that contains any of the 
above ingredients will be especially helpful, both as therapy to refresh your feet and 
aromatherapy to give you a renewed sense of energy. 


