
...How to get from the devastation of being injured to 
the joy of being back on the stage better than ever!
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By far one of the most common questions that we get from all our clients and 
readers is “I have just …. (broken my foot, had an operation, sprained my 
ankle)… How long will it take to get back to dancing, and how do I do it?!” 

Obviously this is a really hard question to answer in an email, and is virtually 
impossible without seeing and working with each individual! Every injury is 
different, and every individual is different, therefore each process of full and 
effective rehabilitation will be different. There are no templates for rehabilitation 
and there never will be. We can have guidelines of what might/should happen – 
but this is never a strict step by step protocol.

However, because we get so many questions along these lines, and due to the 
worldwide shortage of great therapists with a deep understanding of the specific 
requirements of all forms of dance, I have put together this document outlining 
the 10 essential elements for the ultimate rehab program for dancers that can 
be applied to any injury, whether it is a foot injury, a back injury or anything in 
between. 

These essential elements will help you not only recover quickly, but will also make 
the recovery from chronic injury much more successful, with a far less likelihood 
of the injury returning. They will also actually help you become a better dancer. 
Many of the students I take through a full rehab program are delighted at the 
comments that they get when returning to full class, such as..

 
Please take your time going through these ideas, and remember that an injury is 
not the end! It is a great time to refocus your attention and get back to what you 
love doing with passion and intensity!

“Haven’t you just been injured…?
 Why is your turnout so good?!” 

OR 
“Wow, I don’t remember your feet

 being that good…!” 
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So many dancers avoid actually seeing anyone about an injury that they know is 
developing (or has already occurred) because they are scared of taking time off. 

However, one of the most essential elements in getting back to full capacity is getting 
a correct diagnosis, so that you can start on a carefully tailored rehab program as 
soon as possible. Therefore, seeing a qualified health professional, ideally one who 
specialises in working with dancers is of ultimate importance when you are injured. 

Getting the right diagnosis from the beginning can actually save you weeks of rehab, 
because you will be working on exactly what you need to from day one. A correct 
diagnosis will let you know exactly what structures are injured, and how badly, so that 
you know what must be rested and what can still be used without doing more damage.  
 
For example, for every different foot injury there are a different set of requirements.

 – With an ankle sprain, it is possible to tape the foot to prevent re-injury of the 
damaged ligaments, while still maintaining range of movement in other areas of 
the foot. 

 – With knee pain, certain taping techniques can offload the injured structures to 
allow you to continue to dance with little or no pain. 

 – If you have had an operation for Posterior Impingement or an Os Trigonum 
removal, then you may be restricted from pointing the foot for a period of time.

 – If there is an issue with the Achilles Tendon, careful progressive loading of the 
tendon can help it heal properly so that it doesn’t get injured again.

 – If there is an issue with the tendon that goes to the big toe (FHL) either from 
overuse or after surgery – you may not be able to pointe the foot, or only be 
able to pointe it to a demi pointe position. You may need to keep part of the foot 
taped until you retrain control of other muscles in the foot.
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 – Stress fractures of the lower leg or foot may need some time in an orthopaedic 
boot – and possibly a period of non weight bearing on crutches, however this is 
not always necessary.

 – For some major ligament injuries in the mid foot it is important to immobilise 
the foot in a boot, but it may be possible to allow a little movement at the ankle.

Knowing what is injured, and how badly can also give you a realistic time frame of 
how long it will take to fully return to dancing, rather than having weeks of on-again 
off-again dancing that does more damage for no great gain.

In some cases, scans (X-rays, MRI or Ultrasound Imaging) are needed, but most of the 
time the therapist can work out what is going on with clinical tests and reasoning. 
They will also often be able to work out why the injury happened in the first place, and 
help you correct these things during the rehab process to prevent it from happening 
again!
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	  This may be easier said than done! However, often a simple request on Facebook or a 
little searching online will help you find a health professional in your local area that 
specialises in working with dancers. Of course, there are lots of wonderful therapists 
who don’t see dancers regularly, and seeing any good health professional will get you 
back on track. When it comes to the stage of rehab where you need to build back into 
class, it helps a lot if the therapist knows what specific demands need to be placed on 
the foot (or other injured body part) in your particular style of dance.

Far too many times I have heard students report that their therapist had said that they 
could “return to dancing” but with no guidelines or gradual reintroduction of steps. 
Some parts of class will be easy to go back to, while others will take much longer, so 
it is never an all or nothing exercise!

A great therapist will not only treat the symptoms that you have, reducing pain and 
inflammation, but they should also be aiming to work out why the injury happened in 
the first place. If, for instance, you have an issue with your right Achilles Tendon, they 
will look at all kinds of things that may have contributed to it, such as:

 – The stability of you pelvis and hip on that side
 – How you walk, and what footwear you have been using
 – The mobility of the foot bones on that side compared to the other
 – How you stand in dancing, and what happens to the foot during some simple 

exercises
 – The mobility of the calves on both legs
 – How you use (or don’t use) the deep foot muscles!
 – The range of motion in the ankle

Correcting these issues, while treating the actual damaged tissues, will not only result 
in a faster recovery but also help in preventing the injury from coming back!
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	  Many people are terrified of admitting an injury because they will have to take “time 
off”. This is usually associated with losing condition, putting on weight or losing 
flexibility. However the program that we use works on the principle of “relative rest”. 
This means that you can rest the portion of your body that is actually injured, allowing 
the natural healing process to work its magic, however you can still work the rest of 
your body. Ultimately, you can rehabilitate your injury and correct all of the factors 
that caused it, before returning to class in a sensible way. Your rehab program should 
actually make you stronger and more flexible than before you were injured. 

Many people who are “off” due to injury do not spend nearly enough time on their 
rehabilitation as they should. My guideline is that you should be doing at least half 
of the hours you would normally dance each week when in rehab. This may seem like 
a lot of hours, however it can include appropriate cardiovascular exercise, flexibility 
work, specific strengthening exercises, and exercises to improve your technique. 

When dancers have foot injuries that require them to be “non-weight-bearing” 
(i.e. on crutches or in a boot) we do a lot of work on strengthening the hips and back, 
and on improving the height of leg in their extensions with floor work. This is a great 
time to eliminate any bad habits that may have crept in and surprise your teacher with 
your improved technique when you return to class!

It is also important however to not immobilise a joint that does not need to be 
immobilised! This is why a correct diagnosis is so important. Sometimes gentle 
movement in specific directions is essential for healing, so while you may be restricted 
from doing some movements, others may be very important to include in your rehab 
program.
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One of the biggest factors of the rehab process must always be on correcting all of 
the contributing factors that led to the injury developing in the first place. This could 
include possible rolling in of the supporting foot, or over bracing and blocking the 
foot. 

Even if the injury was acute, or an accident, there are often many things that led to 
it happening. Turnout control is a major factor in many foot injuries – therefore our 
rehab programs have a strong focus on improving both range and control in your hips 
and core.  It is a really good time to specifically learn how to isolate your standing leg 
turnout, vs the turnout muscles used en fondu, or in retire. The finer control you can 
get of these muscles, the better. 

Please remember that true control is not really about strength. Many people try too 
hard with their turnout muscles and build up bulk, when the real aim is to use the 
least amount of effort for maximal result. It is more about developing very fine co-
ordination around the hip and pelvis, thus developing strength and control without 
sacrificing mobility and range. Correcting all of the factors that led to your injury 
can not only prevent it from coming back but can actually improve your technique 
dramatically.
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Correcting weaknesses or twisting in the pelvis by practising a regular floor barre can 
be wonderful for your technique. It is much harder to cheat on the floor, so performing 
a slow and deliberate floor barre is one of the best things that you can do when 
recovering from an injury. However, if you have a hip injury, try doing the floor barre 
lying on your stomach, with your feet still on the wall, to avoid possible overloading 
in the front of the hips.

If the injury is a chronic overload injury, it may pay to have a look at your weekly 
timetable, and see if any adjustments can be made to spread out your training load 
a little. Sometimes this is not possible, but sometimes it is.  Simple changes to ensure 
that you are not so fatigued in some harder classes, or to make sure that you are 
warmed up effectively for private lessons, can make a huge difference to the health 
of your body. 

As you build back into class it is also a good idea to plan out what will and will not 
be included in each class (in accordance with your therapist) so that you have a good 
structured plan to adhere to!

Try this simple but very effective turnout exercise to wake up your standing leg turnout 
muscles! Click on the image to play the video.
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Time off from dancing should never be spent slumped in the corner watching class. 
While there are certain things that you may not be able to do, there is so much that 
you can work on to ensure that you are better than ever when you return to full 
capacity.

When you are doing your normal dancing there is often not enough time to really 
focus on all of the things that you know you should be doing, such as working on 
your turnout, or improving the mobility and strength of your spine to cope with 
higher extensions. When you are not dancing for whatever reason, this is the perfect 
opportunity to work on these small but essential elements that will take your 
technique to a new level.

One thing that I work on with most of our clients who have a foot injury is their 
extensions, most notably with a developpé devant and a la seconde. Learning how to 
engage just the right muscles to achieve ultimate height without loading the hips can 
really transform your dancing.

It is also a great time to work on your flexibility, however do make sure not to simply 
stretch. It is more important than ever to build strength in the extremes of your range, 
so that you don’t return to class all floppy! Focus on the neural and fascial mobility 
exercises (as in www.frontsplitsfast.com) and then on strengthening to support these 
higher ranges. I promise that you will really feel the difference when you return to 
dance!
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When many dancers are injured, and they know that they will be off full capacity 
for a while, they get worried that because they are not dancing they will put on 
weight. Many choose to drop down their nutrition to account for the reduced exercise, 
however this can adversely affect the healing of your injury, so you must be very 
careful in this area.

Any well designed rehab program should be reasonably intense, and include 
cardiovascular exercise as well as a lot of strengthening work, so some dancers 
actually feel that they are working harder! It is important to keep your metabolism 
and all other body systems functioning at a high level, so make sure that your rehab 
program covers all of this. 

Some very important things to include in your nutritional intake include:
 – Protein – Your body is rebuilding tissue so whether it is from legumes, high 

protein grains, eggs, fish or lean meat, please ensure that you are getting 
adequate protein intake.

 – Fresh Leafy Greens And Other Vegetables - We need lots of different vitamins 
and minerals that come from many varied food sources, so the wider the selection 
of vegetables that you include the better. For instance, just having a little lettuce 
and tomato in a sandwich is not going to give you nearly the same benefits as 
a big salad full of spinach, sprouts, capsicum, tomato, avocado and some nuts 
or seeds. 

 – Remember that cooking also changes the properties of foods, so having them 
as close to their natural state is usually best. If you are cooking vegetables, try 
lightly steaming them just until they go bright green, rather than cooking them 
for too long in water or sauces. 
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	    – Stay Hydrated – When not dancing, many of us forget to drink. Make sure 
to replace not only the water but also the electrolytes (sodium, potassium and 
magnesium) that get used up or sweated out!

 – Slow Release Carbohydrates – Many dancers cut out ‘carbohydrates’ including 
bread and potatoes in an effort to stay lean, however it is essential to always 
include slow release versions to help keep your energy levels up. Cutting out 
simple sugars (sugar, chocolate, white flour etc) is great, but try not to avoid 
sweet potato and whole grains such as brown rice which have many other 
benefits.

 – Vitamin C is an essential component in maintaining a healthy immune system 
and is also essential after surgery or trauma as its presence ensures collagen can 
be laid down correctly during the tissue healing process. Vitamin C is also an 
essential component of elastin which is the substance that enables your skin and 
other tissues to stretch -  an essential feature of the final healing phase. Vitamin 
C has lots of natural sources including Papaya, bell peppers, strawberries and 
broccoli. 

 – Vitamin E is also an essential element of healing, and can be found in wheatgerm 
oil, almonds, sunflower seeds and hazelnuts. 

 – Vitamin D is essential to monitor in injuries involving the bones, especially stress 
fractures. Our main source of Vitamin D is from the sun, but if vitamin D is low 
(tested with a simple blood test) then supplementation may be required. Please 
consult your treating doctor before taking any supplements.
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There are no recipes for recovery from any injury, and there never will be. Each injury 
is unique and has so many contributing factors that will change the path of rehab. 
You may sprain one ankle, and be back to dancing in 2 weeks, and then sprain the 
other ankle a month later and take 6 weeks to get back en pointe. It all depends on 
the extent of the injury, exactly what structures are damaged and how well the injury 
is dealt with in the first 48 hours. 

If you have an injury during a competition and keep dancing on it, chances are the 
damage will be much worse than if you do it at the end of class,immediately get ice 
and compression on it, and see your therapist the next day. 

Even moving through the rehabilitation process, make sure to follow your therapist’s 
guidelines as to what you are really ready for. This is especially important in back 
injuries. The most important factor in really healing an instability in the spine is 
isolating the deepest stabilising muscles with some very small, very boring exercises. 
Many people are keen to get on with the harder exercises and so miss out this very 
crucial step in completely healing their spine. 

I actually did this personally for years! And had my tutors at University baffled, 
because I could stabilise my core to do the hardest stability exercises but still had lots 
of back pain. I have since come to understand that dancers are very good at cheating, 
and we must be very, very careful not to progress too fast through the foundational 
steps of rehabilitation. One trick to not ‘getting away with it’ is to use a “real time” 
visual ultrasound machine, so that you can actually watch the muscles that you are 
trying to isolate on a screen.  This is a fantastic experience for anyone to go through. 
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When moving back into class, we must make sure that you can do all of the components 
of a particular exercise before putting them all together. This helps reduce load on the 
structure that has been injured, but also will show you other points of weakness that 
you may not have noticed, such as a weakness in the turnout muscles in a particular 
range. 

A great example of this is in our “Preparation for Grande Jete” exercise that really 
challenges your deep core stability and turnout control. It’s a great way to improve 
your jumps without jumping! Click on the image below to view the video. 
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	   This is one element that should be done much more frequently in all aspects of dance 
and performance art. Far too often we learn a step in its entirety, rather than having it 
broken down into elements first. For example, it is better to spend some time making 
sure that you have all of the mobility and strength requirements to actually achieve 
a great line in arabesque, rather than just forcing the leg higher, risking injury in your 
back.

This applies not only to areas other than the one that has been injured, but to the 
injured portion as well. When we have pain or injury, often the area of the brain that 
is responsible for feeling that particular body part will ‘shut down’ in order to stop 
the pain experience from being as intense. This is helpful in the initial stages, but it 
will need prompting to come back on, once the pain of the injury has resolved. If this 
sensation and sensitivity does not come back to full function, the area will remain 
unstable and will be at a greater risk of injury. 

A simple task such as standing with one foot in front of the other with your eyes 
closed is a great way to start retraining the stability needed to balance on one leg 
again. Establishing good balance on one foot is essential before returning to do 
something such as a Penche. 

If all of the basics are re-established, then adding on the extra components for high 
level steps is much easier. For instance, learning how to coordinate all of the muscles 
around the hip and spine required for an arabesque while on the floor, without 
involving the upper body, helps immensely in performing one with a relaxed upper 
body in standing. 
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Many people want to rush back into class as soon as they have little or no pain. 
However you must take extreme care in this stage because often the healing/healed 
structure is still at risk of injury. Make sure to gradually add components of increasing 
difficulty back into your class work as guided by your therapist and teacher. 

Depending on the injury, the rehab process usually starts with a period of non weight 
bearing, to focus on the correct isolation of all muscle groups and to improve the co-
ordination and strength around the core and hips. It is very important to retrain the 
motor patterns required for optimal movements before starting a gradual transition 
back into class. The aim from rehab is that you should be stronger after the injury than 
you were before!

Once you are allowed to start working the foot again it is very important that you 
don’t jump straight back into a full barre, especially if you have been off longer than 
about 2 weeks. The process of working back into your barre work should be taken 
slowly and carefully with utmost focus on foot placement and technique. 

1. Build Back Gradually - In the first few classes, make sure to just do 2 – 3 exercises 
in standing, before dropping back to your floor barre, or putting your boot back on. It 
is amazing how much the small foot muscles will fatigue when being used properly, 
and it is better to strengthen them gradually, rather than overloading them and 
creating another foot injury!  
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2. Use Reduced Turnout - Never feel pressured into standing in a flat 5th when you 
begin to work back into class. Stand in a rather loose 3rd position initially, and slowly 
work the hips and feet until you can stand in your true full range, with all arches of 
the foot maintained. Again, this is a great time to iron out the issues that contributed 
to the injury in the first place 

3. Keep Your Legs Low – Especially with any Grande Battement, or Adage work, 
make sure to keep your legs low to about 45 degrees when you first start doing class 
again. This makes it much easier to focus on your foot and hip placement, as well as 
the upper body fluidity off a stable base.  

4. Take It Slowly – Do not feel compelled to stay 100% with the rest of the class, or 
the music. If the class is going through a very fast tendu exercise; break it down to 
half speed if this is what you need to do to maintain your technique. Speed will come, 
but never sacrifice your technique for speed when returning from an injury. 

5. Listen To Your Therapist – Depending on your injury you may have some special 
things to keep in mind when returning to class. For example, you may be able to plie 
but not rise, or vice versa. You may need to keep all rises on two legs and lower than 
your full range when returning from a Posterior Impingement surgery or Os Trigonum 
removal. Please constantly check with your therapist about what you can do in class 
and when.  
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When you are training or working at a high level you rarely get enough time to 
actually spend on properly training your body and your mind. Use any time that you 
are injured and off full class to learn as much as you possibly can about safer ways of 
training, health, nutrition, sports psychology, meditation, Pilates, yoga, visualisation 
and talking to as many dancers and teachers as possible. 

Immerse yourself in as many books, DVD’s and other resources as you can, but always 
run anything new past your treating therapist BEFORE bringing it into your program. 
There is a huge amount of information available online, however some of it is not 
necessarily as good as it claims to be, or may simply not be suitable for your particular 
presentation or injury. 

Many dancers discover so much about their body when they go through the rehab 
process that they actually end up being grateful for the injury after the fact. Many 
dancers who stopped dancing due to an injury, or who went through a delayed 
rehab process, wish that they had access to this kind of information when the injury 
happened. 

Perhaps the most important element of all is to keep your love of dance alive. Watch 
inspirational pieces, cutting edge choreography, the classics, or whatever you can find. 
Remember why you love to dance, and recommit to where you want to go with your 
dancing. An injury can make you question why you are going through it all in the first 
place, and while some people choose to give up because it is all too hard, many other 
use it as the key to help them achieve their dream. 
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 » Do you have an injury or a pain that stops you from dancing your best?
 » Are you worried about taking time off?
 » Perhaps you are concerned at falling behind your classmates...
 » Or maybe even worried if you will actually ever dance again?

These are fears that every dancer faces when they have an injury, and they are very 
valid fears. Taking time off class to heal can often set you back in many ways, unless 
you have an amazing rehab program.

With this in place you can not only still participate in class, but you can actually return 
to dancing better than ever!

CLICK HERE to find out more about how you can have Lisa Howell guide you through 
the Ultimate Rehab Program for you!

http://www.danceinjurydvd.com
http://www.theballetblog.com/
http://www.theballetblog.com/
http://www.danceinjurydvd.com/home
http://www.danceinjurydvd.com/home





Lisa Howell is the owner and creator of Perfect Form Physiotherapy and The 
Ballet Blog. She started the practice in 2005 with the mission to create the highest 
quality physical therapy care for dancers in a nurturing environment. Lisa has a strong 
personal history in many forms of dance and is well respected both nationally and 
internationally for her work with young dancers, professional dancers and dance 
teachers. 

Lisa’s focus is on education to prevent injury and maximise performance rather than 
waiting for injury to occur, as well as presenting workshops focused on empowering 
dancers to heal themselves.  She has dedicated her life to producing resources to help 
dancers understand their own bodies and empower them to take their art form to the 
ultimate level by eliminating any physical limitations.
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Perfect Form Physiotherapy was started by Lisa 
Howell in response to an ever growing need for high 
quality care for dancers and dance teachers. The clinic 
focuses on extended (50 - 60 minute) consultations, 
allowing the therapist to help establish the true 
cause of any injury, and guide the dancer in the most 
optimal rehab program.

Treatment includes hands on manual therapies, 
specific facilitative taping techniques, exercise 
rehabilitation, technique correction and self 
management strategies. We encourage all clients  
to be engaged in the process, learning the anatomy 
of the area and understanding what is really 
involved. This approach allows dancers to learn how 
to look after themselves more effectively long term. 

The Ballet Blog is an amazing resource for any 
dancer!

Started by Lisa  in 2008 this site is dedicated to 
helping dancers all over the world fulfil their 
potential by enhancing their technique and  
preventing injury! 

The site has all kinds of free information including 
videos, articles and quick tips to help you dance at 
your peak potential. It also provides access to all 
of the dance education resources developed by 
Lisa, including: The Perfect Pointe Book, Front 
Splits Fast and The Teacher Manual.        
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