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INTERACTIVE OPTIONS GUIDELINES
The Song Notation (Interactive Practice), Song Notation (Interactive 
Performance), and the Movement Activity MIDI File options may be used 
to adjust the tempo to facilitate teaching, learning, and performing the 
dance.

• Experiment with different tempos as students practice the dance steps.

• Select a tempo at which students can be successful at performing the 
dance steps.

• Have students practice each section of the dance sequence until they 
master the steps at the selected tempo.

• Gradually increase the tempo until students can successfully perform the 
dance with the Song Vocal Track, Song Accompaniment Track, or Song 
Notation (Interactive Performance).

BACKGROUND
Singing and dancing were important forms of social recreation for the 
pioneers who came from Northern Europe to cross the enormous U.S. 
frontier. The pioneers brought these folk dances and folk games from their 
home countries. How happy they were, as they crossed the prairies and 
mountains, to meet others like themselves. Some religions frowned on the 
idea of “dancing,” but light-hearted singing games—called “play parties” to 
avoid the “dancing” label—seemed simple and unpretentious enough for all 
ages to enjoy as a communal pastime.

This play-party game, while not original to this song, is based on 
traditional figures: the elbow turn or elbow swing, the do-si-do, and the 
right-and-left-grand/grand-right-and-left/grand chain. In addition, the 
triple meter and tempo changes will help to reinforce learning of those 
musical elements, and the song’s story provides connections to history 
and literature lessons.

RECORDING ROUTINE
Intro (4 m.); verses 1–6 (16 m.) with refrains (4 m.) and interludes (4 m.);  
coda (4 m.)

AUDIO OPTIONS
• Song Vocal Track
• Song Accompaniment Track
• Movement Activity MIDI File

INTERACTIVE LEARNING AND PRESENTATION OPTIONS
• Song Notation (Interactice Performance)
• Song Notation (Interactice Practice)

Sweet Betsy from Pike
Mid-19th-Century Singing Game Adapted by Sanna Longden

Dance Directions
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Sweet Betsy from Pike 
Dance Directions continued

WARM UP
Students sit in a circle. Establish a beat in  meter and invite students 
to perform a pat-pat-clap pattern while swaying to the beat. Then have 
students listen to the Song Vocal Track to discover this (most likely true) 
sad tale of people from this time period. In order to enhance enjoyment 
of the music game, students may sing along with the refrain but it is not 
necessary for them to learn all the words.

FORMATION
In a single circle, partners face each other: one person faces in a clockwise 
direction and the other faces counterclockwise. In the “old days,” males 
and females danced together; however, unless preparing for a historically 
accurate program, mixed-gender pairing is not important when learning 
this singing game.

BASIC TRAVELING STEP
Footwork for  meter is usually a fast waltz step (L-R-L, R-L-R—or 
opposite). However, this is often difficult for growing feet in rubber-soled 
sports shoes on carpeted floors. Even in socks or on tile, a comfortable 
alternative might be a R step (count 1), L touch (counts 2–3); L step 
(count 1), R touch (counts 2–3).

Note: Steps take weight, touches do not.

INTRODUCTION
Deep bow or curtsey. (Traditionally, boys bend at waist and come up; girls 
go straight down and up.)

VERSES
Measures 1–4 Right-elbow turn Partners do a right-elbow turn in 4 basic 
traveling steps, ending back in their original places.

Measures 5–8 Left-elbow turn Partners repeat with a left-elbow turn, 
ending back in their original places.

Measures 9–12 Do-si-do right Partners do-si-do, taking 4 basic traveling 
steps to go by each other’s right shoulders, pass back to back, and 
then back up into their own places. (There is no turn in this figure, and 
traditionally, no arms folded in front of chests).

Measures 13–16 Do-si-do left Partners repeat the do-si-do in the 
opposite direction, passing by each other’s left shoulders.
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Sweet Betsy from Pike 
Dance Directions continued

REFRAIN
Singing too-ra-lee, too-ra-lee, too-ra-lee-ay

CUE (SAY or CALL): “Hand over hand in the right-and-left-grand!”

In this movement sequence, partners progress around the 
circle in opposite directions, alternating joined hands, and 
finishing the figure with a new partner (the fifth person).

1) It begins as partners join right hands and carefully 
pull past each other’s right shoulder (this is No. 1). 
They take one basic traveling step for one measure, 
left hands and arms extended toward the next person 
coming toward them. At this point in the dance, in 
order to progress, it is best to move forward with 
alternating footwork, going 1-2-3, 2-2-3 for each hand. 
To keep the figure moving well, keep an eye on spacing 
and pacing.

2) Each one then pulls by the next person with joined left 
hands, passing left shoulders, again taking two basic 
traveling steps for one measure. (This is No. 2). Right 
hands and arms are ready for the next person.

3) Continuing the figure, everyone pulls by the incoming 
person (No. 3) with joined right hands, taking two basic 
traveling steps for one measure.

4) Finishing the figure, everyone pulls by the next person (No. 4) with 
joined left hands, taking two basic traveling steps for one measure. 
Make sure everyone pulls by this 4th person.

All stop in front of the next person (No. 5). This is their new partner.  

INTERLUDES
Four measures

• First measure Pat own thighs (count 1); clap new partner’s two hands 
(count 2); repeat clap (count 3).

• Second measure Repeat first measure.

• Third measure Bow and curtsey down (counts 1-2-3) to this partner.

• Fourth measure Come up from bow and curtsey (counts 1-2-3).

Go back to the verses and progress through the pattern until all six verses 
have been danced.

Note the dramatic tempo change (slower) in the interlude leading into and 
during verse 5. The tempo returns to the original tempo in the last line of 
that verse.

Then go on to the Coda.
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Sweet Betsy from Pike 
Dance Directions continued

CODA
Two choices (or create your own)

a) Repeat the pattern of the Interlude, but do the bow and curtsey 
toward the center, acknowledging all dancers.

b) Bow and curtsey toward the final partner (2 measures), then toward 
the center (2 measures).


