Guided Sensory Education in Group Lessons in the Alexander Technique

By Bobby Rosenberg

“Surely, I argued, if it is possible for feeling to become untrustworthy as a means of direction, 
it should also be possible to make it trustworthy again.”

  F. M. Alexander 

This article, the result of a year-long research project at the Pontifical Javeriana University in Bogotá, Colombia, introduces my ideas about developing a reliable sense register through guided sensory experiences working in group situations where there is limited use of hands-on.  It presents the methods I have developed during the past 19 years of teaching extensively in groups.  In order to facilitate the use of pronouns, I have made the arbitrary decision to refer to the student as feminine and the teacher as masculine throughout this article.

The Alexander Technique and Sensory Education

The Alexander Technique is founded upon the realization that the human sense register has become unreliable, leading to misuse and malfunctioning of the self. In order to improve his own use and functioning, F. M. Alexander reasoned that he must re-establish the reliability of his kinesthetic guidance and control, which he was able to achieve through a conscious, rational process linked to the restoration of his primary control mechanism, a process that we know today as the Alexander Technique.  

There was no teacher to guide him, so Alexander drew upon his reason to guide him as he experimented and taught himself. Doubtlessly, the evolution of his Technique was dependent upon his own psychophysical conditions, including his characteristic pragmatism and self-reliance.

The first chapter of The Use of the Self (1932) contains a detailed description of the evolution of his Technique.  This chapter concludes with what has remained the classic procedure for applying the Alexander Technique to the use of oneself: First, inhibit the immediate response to the stimulus to act., project the directions for the primary control, and continue to project the directions, while you make a fresh decision whether or not to proceed with the original intention to act. Then go ahead and act while continuing to inhibit and direct the entire time.  

Today the traditional Alexander Technique lesson involves a teacher activating the student's primary control mechanism while the student inhibits the habitual response and projects the directions. This way the student does not have to depend upon her own unreliable kinesthetic sense at first. This results in a recovery of natural, efficient use and functioning. By directing consciously and becoming kinesthetically aware of the new conditions that result from her thinking, the student eventually develops the ability to activate her own primary control mechanism. She learns to focus on and analyze the sensory information she receives from this process, effectively creating a sense register that will guide her and assure that the effort needed for any activity is integrated and efficient. 

In Constructive Conscious Control of the Individual  (1923), having stated his case that unreliable sensory appreciation is a universal problem in our age, Alexander is quite explicit about the role of the teacher’s hands.  He writes that his Technique “involves correct manipulation on the part of the teacher in the matter of giving the pupil correct experiences in sensory appreciation, in the spheres of reeducation, readjustment and coordination.”1 

Group Work in the Alexander Technique

Alexander taught his Technique through private lessons with two notable exceptions—the “Little School” and the teacher training course.  “Hands on” guidance, considered to be fundamental to the work, has led to a favoring of the private lesson--the standard by which an Alexander lesson is taught.  Frank Ottiwell described teaching in groups as “one-to-one in a group setting.”3 And, when Alexander was asked about teaching in groups during the Bedford Lecture of 1934, he had little to say, “Oh yes. You go around them all. It is only a question of time.”4 

Tradition has maintained Alexander’s practice of one-on-one hands-on guidance, but in his published works I have found nothing that explicitly precludes devising ways other than individual hands-on experience to guide the sensory experience. My particular interest is Alexander’s insistence upon the teacher guiding the student in the recovery of a reliable kinesthetic sense, with his hands assisting in the restoration of  natural and efficient use. 

The establishment of a reliable sense register is dependent upon the ability to consciously inhibit habitual impulses while directing the activation of the primary control.  Group teachers who guide this process using the “hands-on” approach are not using a group technique, but rather, working on one person at a time. I ask myself: what are the other students in the group doing?

When I began to investigate group teaching for my university classes, I looked for written resources, but could not find much information. There still is very little published on the procedures or methodology used in group classes. However, it is not uncommon for teachers to work in groups, particularly in settings that will not allow for individual work, such as university classes, although Alexander did not provide a model for how to do this. 

One teacher who chose to work in groups was Marjory Barstow, an American who graduated from Alexander’s first training course. On the occasion of her 90th birthday, a book of articles about her and her work, written by her students and teachers, was compiled and published.5 This book provided useful first hand descriptions of Barstow’s teaching methods.  Barstow often worked in very large groups (as large as 80 persons, I am told), seriously limiting the possibility of using her hands. She emphasized self-reliance and the need for ongoing research on the part of the student. 
Judith Leibowitz, another pioneer in the U.S.A., established the Technique in the Drama Division at The Julliard School in New York. In her book, The Alexander Technique6 she published a set of procedures she developed during her years of teaching at Juilliard. The Leibowitz Procedures are not presented as a group teaching tool, but rather as exercises the students may use to continue working on themselves in order to deepen their experience. For Leibowitz, it is clear that the important work of activating the primary control mechanism is done in an individual setting.  

 These two sources, together with my own experience in teacher training and taking the occasional workshops with other teachers, served as initial references and provided a starting point for the methods I propose in this project. 
Justification for Establishing a Reliable Sense Register in Group Classes in the Alexander Technique 

Shortly after I was certified as a Teacher of the Alexander Technique (ATI-SF 1989), I moved to Bogotá, Colombia, a city with no prior connection to the Technique. I was confronted with the task of working extensively in collective classes meeting once a week with at least 12 students of such varied interests as music, performing arts, physical therapy and medicine, as well as with children, housewives and executives. 


Having just dedicated three years of my life learning to give students the traditional, direct hands-on experience, I was frequently in a quandary as to how to guide the sensory experience in a group. I had some experience learning in groups during my training, where we were expected to observe or work on ourselves while the teacher had hands on someone else. This requires a great deal of autonomy on the part of the student, which is, in fact, expected as part of teacher training. But to expect a group of housewives, acting students, or even medical doctors to have developed this skill seemed to me a bit quixotic! In situations where the students have had some hands-on experience, the teacher might begin to experiment with letting the students work on themselves, but I felt that even this should be under supervision.


I explored strategies to work on one person while explaining to the group what I was doing and how to reap the benefits of observing as a path to understanding about their own patterns of use and misuse. Constantly confronted with the problem of making my collective classes faithful to Alexander’s intentions, I considered the possibility that hands-on guidance might not be the most productive way to initiate students into their own investigation of the use of themselves. I started developing simple, guided movements to use in groups to engage everyone in activity rather than working with just one person at a time. I tried to keep in mind that any activity proposed for a group class must be oriented towards the establishment of a reliable sense register.

It seemed to me that following Alexander’s process of reasoning was  the key to teaching students how to work on themselves, especially in group classes, such as I have encountered at the university, where there is little opportunity or time for one-on-one instruction. Based on a close reading of Alexander’s works, I presented to my students five distinct, but interacting elements: active participation and willingness on the part of the student, inhibition, self-direction, attention to the process, and guided sensory education. Whether the Technique is taught one-on-one or in group lessons, these elements seem to me to be basic to the process of learning and understanding the Alexander Technique. These fundamental aspects of the Technique can be easily adapted to group work.  The real problem is that the unreliable kinesthetic sense is an unconscious obstacle to the student’s compliance with the teacher’s directions, which is why the student must be physically guided by the teacher—more difficult in groups than one-on-one. 

My method of teaching involves working simultaneously with three principles related to the primary control: the hierarchy of feeling, the establishment of a reliable sense register, and the conscious direction of neutral starting conditions.

· A hierarchy of feeling is inherent in sensory education within the Alexander Technique. Considering the nature of the primary control, awareness should begin with the head/neck/back relationship; therefore, my teaching focuses on feeling what is happening there.

· The gradual establishment of a sense register enables the students to become kinesthetically aware of a range of muscular textures from over-flaccid to over-contracted, the underlying principle being that good use implies the avoidance of the two extremes represented on this sense register. 

· Neutral starting conditions are developed through a teacher-guided process leading students to experience a balanced state that has potential for movement. Once achieved, these neutral conditions serve as a sensory reference to further calibrate the sense register, allowing students to learn to avoid undue extremes of tension that create obstacles to efficient use and functioning. 

Following is an example of how I apply this methodology in teaching group classes at the university. There are certain elements that I always present in class; however, the order, details, etc., of the presentation are improvised in the moment according to the circumstances. The explorations are based on the directions for the primary control: “Neck free, head forward-and-up, back to lengthen and widen.”

“Neck free, head forward-and-up” When I ask students to misuse themselves as Alexander did while performing simple activities: stand, speak, breathe, make small movements of the head, shoulders and arms—while pulling the head back—most are capable of perceiving the negative effect on the quality of their functioning. Then asking them to free the neck tension that is pulling the head back and to observe how the face rotates forward and down with gravity, helps them to define back-and-down and forward-and-down. I generally intervene and assist them with my hands to guide them in a bit of neck exploration. This exercise develops into defining kinesthetically how the head and neck move, their relation to each other and to gravity and space. I keep the process as simple as I can at first, just exploring what the head and neck can do, without trying to get something right. This raises several questions, all of which can be converted into exploratory exercises guided by the teacher: 

What is the neck? What is the head?

What is neck free? What is neck not free?

What is head forward? What is head back?

What is head up? What is head down?

What is the whole thing together? Etc.

I guide the students with verbal instructions and give brief hands-on assistance as they work on each of these elements, reminding them that the activity is only important insofar as it teaches them to discern kinesthetically how they are using themselves while they are engaged in activity—specifically, what is the muscular texture involved in relationship between head, neck, and back. By discovering which actions interfere with efficient use and functioning, then learning not to do them, the students are introduced to inhibition from the beginning. By working on the head and neck from the start of the class, the students are being prepared for the conscious direction of the primary control, which comes later. It is my belief that if the teacher guides the students according to these principles, he is teaching the Alexander Technique (albeit in a very elementary form), whether or not he is working in a traditional hands-on way. 

“Back to lengthen and widen” can also be explored kinesthetically by creating small activities that involve the back muscles in order to show that the arm and leg movements connect with the center of the back. These superficial muscles can easily be felt by placing the hand lightly on the back: on the upper back while moving the arm, or on the lower back while bending the knee or pulling it back. I find that Frank Ottiwell’s directions of “pull to the elbow” and “pelvic crests back and up” (which I learned while taking a refresher course with him in 2003) are very useful, combined with inhibiting the habitual movement, to induce an experience of muscular texture that is freer and more elastic than normal.

For example, when trying to judge whether an arm movement is harmonious or harmful, the first thing to consider is the influence of the movement on the head/neck/back relationship. Raising the arm often involves easily perceived undue tension in the neck, shoulder and upper trunk. Once students are able to perceive and evaluate the movement as involving too much tension, they can learn to initiate the movement with a small impulse in the elbow as they move the arm away from the trunk, while gradually decreasing the amount of tension in the arm, shoulder, and upper trunk as the arm is raised.

I wish to reiterate that this methodology is used in group Alexander lessons where hands-on work is limited. At first the directions are taken separately, which may seem contrary to the principle of psychophysical integration, but when the students begin the real work of directing themselves to activate the primary control mechanism they will already have developed sensory awareness and kinesthetic understanding of the parts being referenced in the directions. Engaging in this process also instills in them the fact that change is something that they bring about themselves, guided by but not totally dependent upon the teacher.

Illustration of Methodology 

The following activities are intended to prepare students to identify certain habitual kinesthetic patterns and then neutralize them. I have developed these movement activities based on what seems achievable in the groups I teach. The essence of the method is not in the activities themselves, but in the process of guiding the students to focus on a certain hierarchy of sensory experience.

The activities are done in the standing position, but if a teacher decides to present sitting or lying-down activities, the essence of the procedure still applies—the teacher guides activities and highlights the reaction in the head/neck/back while students are performing the activities. 

“Calibrate the tension.” Neutral starting conditions may be thought of as a calibrating device for the student learning to perceive how habitual undue tension interferes with the muscles’ natural and healthy elasticity. During activities that involve complex combinations of movement and posture, the student learns to become aware of the texture of the muscles (flaccidity or excess contraction) of the head, neck and back, and to inhibit undue tensions that are brought about during or in reaction to the performance of the activity. 

“Establish a sense register.” Introduction to the concept of a sense register ranging from “contraction or maximum tension—10,” exemplified in Alexander’s Victorian Posture, to “total flaccidity or minimum tension—0.” The students’ first assignment is to define kinesthetically the extremes, then deduce neutral around the center of the scale. Anything that avoids the extremes is an improvement, and gradually building self-awareness leads to an experience that is discovered rather than imposed, akin to what Alexander did with himself, affording the students an opportunity to do less in order to improve conditions

“How Alexander stood when he started.” The teacher relates Alexander’s story as he told it in The Use of the Self while the students stand as he did: pulling the head back, raising the chest, pulling back the shoulders and pulling the knees back—with the underlying intention of noticing what this feels like. This exercise can be used to explain the origin of the directions for the primary control and also can serve as an introduction to the concept of use and functioning, since the position of the pelvis affects the legs and vice versa, the position of the thorax affects the arms, and the overall tension affects breathing, balance, movement, etc.

“Reduce the tension.” The teacher goes around the circle of students showing what is meant by the directions: neck-free-head-forward-and-up and back-to-lengthen-and-widen. Starting in the state of maximum tension referred to above, the students are guided to experiment with reducing the tension from 10 downward while feeling what is happening to the head/neck/back. It is interesting to have them count down 9, 8, 7, 6, 5, etc., and try to discern when it passes beyond 5 and begins to be too little tension. They are asked to notice that habits like raising the chest and pulling the knees back involve contraction (not lengthening) of the back muscles, while pulling the head back is contrary to neck-free-head-forward-and-up. Small movements will reveal that improved use is brought about by less muscular contraction. It is impossible to describe in this short article all the details of what happens during this exploratory exercise, including hands-on intervention, discussion, and examples improvised according to the situation, but a teacher with experience working in groups will understand how this can develop. 

 “Develop neutral starting conditions.” Students begin by standing in whatever position they consider normal for themselves, then are asked to “straighten up.” Referencing Alexander’s early experiences, I lead the students through both verbal instruction and hands-on guidance to feel and understand how they  “stand up straight:” pulling the head back, sticking up the chest, pulling back the shoulders, pulling up the tail and arching the lower back, and pulling the knees back, etc. They are always given the freedom to not be exactly right, knowing that eventually I will intervene with hands-on help to fine tune their sense registers. The practice of this process begins to establish a hierarchy to the organization of the self by reinforcing the basic Alexandrian principles of directing from the head while the back lengthens and widens. This subtle procedure is different from posture training in that it is the conditions that are neutral, not the position. 
Directions for Neutral Starting Conditions

· Start from the “straighten up” posture

· While keeping the head up, free the back of the neck so the frontal weight of the head can hang slightly forward;

· Let the frontal weight of the thorax help to release the contracted back and shoulder muscles; 

· Release the lumbar contractions and adjust the pelvis in such a way as to lengthen the lower back; 

· Release the hyper-extended legs so that the knees are free, without actually flexing them; and 

· Let the weight of the whole body be distributed evenly on the soles and heels of both feet.

· Return to considering the concept of use and functioning and compare the quality of breathing and movement with what was noticed while standing in the Victorian posture; 

 “Non-vertical positions.” Rolling down the spine to hang over from the waist and then rolling back up, returning to neutral starting conditions provides a way to focus attention on the muscular reaction in the head/neck/back/legs. Many students will have practiced this particular exercise in other classes, but placing it on the sense register is probably a new concept. I ask students to begin by nodding the head forward until it begins to tilt down (thus, identifying the atlanto-occipital joint), then letting the neck follow in a curve, and last allowing the shoulders and the back to follow the same curve until they roll all the way down the spine. I point out that this is a lengthening process if the back muscles are not contracted. To avoid undue pressure on the lower back, I guide the students to free their knees and keep their weight balanced over the feet. 


“Return to upright.” I remind the students to keep their weight balanced on their feet and their knees either bent or free, but not pulled back. As they begin to roll back up to the vertical, I encourage the students to avoid over-tensing, pulling up from the back, or pushing up from the chest. The direction “pelvic crests back and up” is a useful reminder to not contract the lumbar muscles. Then, as the chest/shoulders/neck/head reach vertical balance, a reference to neutral starting conditions and neck-free-head-and-up helps guide them kinesthetically to the upright without pushing. I then invite them to consider the means and the ends of this activity, with references to the sense register, as often as possible. They might alternate beginning the movement with first the pelvis then the head leading, and compare the two experiences.

“On the floor: constructive rest position.” By this time the students have been exposed to many basic Alexander concepts and have begun to establish a conscious sense register, while learning to relate efficiently to gravity and the upright position. Now they are introduced to floor work and reminded to practice focusing on the process of registering the tension in key parts of the body. The students begin by rolling down the spine as before, then bending the knees until the hands and then the knees reach the floor in a quadruped position. Next, beginning with the pelvis, they lower themselves from quadruped position, roll onto their backs, and permit their shoulders to widen as they rest the hands on the trunk, and bend their legs so the feet rest flat on the floor. When needed, books or other “spacers” may be placed beneath the head. In this position, which has been around for a long time, most Alexander Technique teachers will have their own strategies for teaching the students to work on themselves. 

 “Up from the Floor” The next logical move—back up to the neutral starting conditions—offers another opportunity to lead with the head and establish primary control hierarchy. Most teachers will have devised their own ways of teaching this activity; here is the sequence I use. Students start by looking around, deciding on a direction (left or right) and following by reaching a hand over the trunk and moving a knee in the same direction, leading to a quadruped position, from which they can learn to reverse the movement to get back up on the feet. 

“Crawling” In the quadruped position, students might experiment with crawling. Arching the back in either direction causes a discernible tension that affects the crawling, and can lead the students towards a kinesthetic understanding of the effect of use on functioning. The students stand up slowly to allow them time to perceive if they are lengthening or shortening while they move. Once standing, they direct the neutral starting conditions.

“Moving in place from neutral starting conditions” Students shift the weight from side-to-side, using the direction of pelvic crests back-and-up to help free the knees. This can lead to discussions about the position of the feet, the activity in the knees and hips, weight distribution, impulse, and other spontaneous concerns that are certain to arise. In my classes, they are free to continue this easy movement whenever we are standing in a circle. I often see them seesawing from side to side in what I suspect is a non-conscious movement. I may interrupt the process and invite them to notice what is happening both in the muscles involved with their primary control mechanism and in the legs, as well as whether they are consciously directing the movement.                                             

Increasing and decreasing the tension while moving provides another opportunity to notice how they are using themselves while they move, and the impetus to deduce a more neutral use.

“Direct arms to free shoulders and widen back” Students raise their arms as they usually do and notice what is happening in their shoulders in terms of the sense register as they initiate the movement, with particular reference to the neutral starting conditions. Often it can be observed that they are pulling their arms up by contracting the muscles of the shoulders and upper torso. To help them perceive this habit, I ask them to  place the right hand lightly on their own left shoulder while raising the left arm (and vice versa) or to place a hand lightly on a partner’s shoulder, since it is easier to feel the reaction in someone else’s back. In addition, I might go around and have them place their hand on my shoulder while demonstrating, adding another element to their overall experience of the use of the arms. Then I teach them to lift the arm by leading with the elbow so there is less tension in the shoulder. They inhibit the habitual contraction of the shoulders while flexing the elbow without the intention to raise the arms—this helps them feel the lengthening of the arm muscles and widening in the shoulders and upper torso. Eventually, they can learn to lift the arm without tensing the shoulder and while leading with the elbow. 

“Sedentary work” Standing upright usually involves over arching (contracting) the lower back, however, sitting often leads to slumping—a state in which the pelvic crests are actually back-and-down. Applying neutral starting conditions to sitting involves developing an awareness of the amount of   tension in the back, through explorations that place the back on the sense register. The students need to learn to direct and feel what is happening in the head/neck/back while sitting to engage in activity such as writing or practicing an instrument, keeping in mind that contracting the back and slumping both interfere with the use of the arm and hand, just as habitual misuse of the arm and hand interferes with the head/neck/back. The primary control mechanism makes it possible to move efficiently, while the neutral starting conditions improve functioning by inhibiting habitual, undue tensions. 

“…and beyond” The above descriptions give a sample of my methods applied to activities, movements, and positions in the context of group classes for beginning students. We begin with simple movements where the integration of the whole self is easily evident. The next step is applying the work to more complex activities. I have applied this process to operating machinery, playing instruments, dancing, and everyday activities. I admit that this group work may be limited to beginners, and as the students advance, I teach them in smaller groups and give private turns. 

Conclusion

Everyone is capable of feeling what he or she is doing, although this is usually limited to general kinesthetic awareness (I can feel that I’m walking, singing, playing a piano, etc.). Alexander, in contrast, develops a particularly sensitive kinesthetic awareness (a muscle contracting or lengthening within a certain model). The muscular reaction to a stimulus in the primary control—the head/neck/back (and by extension, arms and legs)—affects the quality of movement and breathing. Alexander discovered a remarkable way of reactivating the primary control mechanism and heightening sensory awareness through hands-on guidance, but I do not believe that this precludes later generations of Alexander teachers from developing new approaches to introducing students to the ongoing process of sensory education and awareness.   

In my work, I have developed a sequence of exercises for everyone to participate in at the same time, while leading the class verbally, with hands-on work serving as an adjunct procedure as needed. These practical exercises ask students to experiment, notice, compare, contrast feelings, and thereby to develop kinesthetic awareness. I use hands-on in class, not as the main teaching tool, but as an adjunct to be utilized when necessary and appropriate in the context of the class. I am not convinced that the model of working one-on-one with one student while the others observe is the most appropriate; I prefer everyone to be actively engaged in exploration at the same time while I guide verbally, occasionally with hands-on.

I have observed that students who decide to continue with the Technique beyond the introductory level are prepared for the more traditional private lesson, and that those who decide not to continue have developed some degree of conscious sensory awareness, as well as having acquired some of the tools necessary for taking better care of their use and functioning. I hope to continue to refine this methodology for beginning students while discovering how to expand the same way of working to include more advanced work of inhibition and direction—the most fundamental requirements for a student to understand the process of applying the Alexander Technique to herself. 

I am interested in making the Alexander Technique available to as many people as possible, while at the same time continuing the on-going investigative process inherent in the Technique. The methodology described above is, and probably always will be, a work in progress. I hope that my insights may shed some light on the challenge of teaching in groups and perhaps inspire others to initiate and share their own solutions to this problem. In this vein, I am always eager to hear reactions and feedback from my colleagues.
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