Teaching the Alexander Technique
How to help your students to improve more quickly
Over the past number of years, it has become increasingly clear to me that the greatest challenge that an AT student faces in a lesson is the ability to take a risk. Essentially, what we are asking is that they should carry out an action without some aspect of the movement (and the intention that precedes it) that they perceive to be essential for its safe and successful execution. And since the first priority in movement must, and should be, not to have an accident and the secondly to complete it with success, we are asking a great deal of our students!
Significant change in co-ordination often requires the taking of a physical risk. Sometimes, as we know, to omit something that is not necessary in a movement simply makes everything easier in every way, and that is a tremendous and immediate positive reinforcement for the value of ‘Inhibition’ and ‘Direction’. However, all too often, especially in the hands of a highly skilled teacher, the amount of change that occurs in such a moment is sufficient to overwhelm the student’s normal pattern of movement to such an extent that, without help and guidance, an accident very likely would occur without considerable and adroit support directively, and sometimes physically. This is because, although “the right thing does itself”, it can often take a few seconds or even minutes before the mind and body ‘discover’ the parameters of the new situation and adapt.
In addition, we have to accept that significant change almost always entails the taking of psychological risk. This can sometimes be because a pattern of movement has become a part of our sense of ourselves, of our identity, and sometimes it may be the physical expression of a psychological ‘problem’. However, most often, it is simply because the way in which we normally do things has come to seem to us to be the only way that will actually work, that will get the job done. 
What we need to recognise is that no rational person willingly takes what they perceive to be a genuine risk of injury for the promise of a small improvement in their freedom in movement. In fact, all of the evidence is that they cannot do so. The “startle pattern” is a reflexive stiffening in response to fear, and nothing induces fear so promptly as the threat of injury or failure. Even the smallest possibility of danger is sufficient to prevent most people from being able to take the greater risks needed for rapid change to occur.
So how are we to overcome this problem? How are we to persuade our students to take what they perceive to be a very real risk without provoking fear? I have to report, after 27 years of teaching experience, that I believe that there is no way to do this. Unless the student is completely certain that they are safe in every way, they will not allow major changes to occur. (I do not count as major change the temporary overriding of a student’s habitual direction by a teacher: such movement may feel impressive to both teacher and student at the time, but the lack of full participation by the student considerably reduces their ability to integrate the experience). 
Since rapid progress in lessons is directly dependent upon the ability of the student to take what they perceive to be big risks, to give consent to move in a way where the outcome is genuinely unknown to them, are we then in a situation of needing to accept that students will continue to require large numbers of lessons, during which only relatively small changes occur? 
Since I have written this article, you have probably guessed that I think that there is a way forward, and it is one that requires of the teacher extraordinary practical and personal skills. Simply stated, you will need to have the confidence of your students to such an extent, that what might otherwise have seemed to be a very big risk now feels, and more importantly is, completely safe.
To inspire this confidence in your student (and I do not know of any way around this) you will need to become a person who will never harm your student, nor allow them to come to harm. Presenting yourself to a student as such a person when, in reality, you are not, will very likely be taken as evidence of untrustworthiness and undermine your efforts. It is only when you genuinely are this person that students will contract to take with you the risks needed in order to make rapid changes in a lesson.
By the word “harm”, I mean two different but related things. Firstly, and most obviously, I mean that you will never allow your student to be injured physically through either action or inaction. However they move, whatever they do, you will not allow them to fall, nor will you move them in such a way that risks injuring them. (Of course, this assumes no deliberate attempt by a student to fall or to outwit the teacher. Such things theoretically could happen with a student although I have never personally experienced it). This means that a teacher must have certain practical skills and always operate within the limits of them. A very experienced teacher may be able to move a student in a way that would be reckless for a beginner to attempt. A secure sense of these skills, and the ability to communicate our possession of these to a student through words, touch and through their experience in working with us, is a “core competency” for teaching the AT. 
Secondly, I mean that you will never allow your student to be injured psychologically through either action or inaction. As Alexander teachers we understand more than most that we are psycho-physical creatures and that our physiological responses to the perception of threat are likely to be much the same whether that threat is of a principally physical or principally psychological nature. There is much research in physiology, psychology and education to support this statement, but it is also “common sense”. A student who feels that they may be psychologically attacked or exploited by a teacher, either overtly or covertly, through word, action or intent, will be unable to consent to taking the very significant risks needed to allow rapid change to occur. 
I have included the word “inaction” in the leading statement for these principles because people generally need much more from one-another in order to feel safe than the mere absence of danger. People know intuitively that it is only a person who is able genuinely to care about them and to commit to their educational advance who is certain to have their best interests at heart should difficulties arise. This requires of us as teachers much more than simply “being professional” whilst still, at all times, being completely clear about what it is to be professional. 
If we wish our students to be able to change rapidly over a course of lessons, then we need to set our sights on developing as a person who is safe in all these ways. In essence, we need to become a person who a student is able to recognise as someone who has the technical skills to ensure their safety in all eventualities, as well as someone who has their best interests at heart; someone who they can be confident will, without exception, treat them kindly, gently and with care, dignity and respect.
Becoming such a teacher to all of our students should be a central goal in our development as teachers. This is because, it is only when a student is confident that we are such a teacher that they will be able to consent to taking, with our guidance and support, the very considerable risks needed for rapid change to occur.
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