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Sit up straight with Alexander’s technique for perfect posture

Niamh Hooper Health Writer

If you’re sitting as you read this, how is your posture? Are your feet flat on the ground or wrapped around the legs of the chair?


Are your shoulders tense and scrunched up? Is the phone crooked between your shoulder and ear? Is your head falling forward? And are you wondering why I’m asking all these questions?


Well, now you know how I feel as I sit at a desk typing up this week’s column.

After an Alexander Technique session, there’s no hiding.


It’s not a checklist I would have consulted before but now, every few minutes, I involuntarily scan exactly what I’m doing with my body.


Armed with the knowledge that my head weighs as much as a portable television, I’m much more conscious of what I suddenly do with it. 


That, combined with the fact that the average person leads such a sedentary life that they sit at a desk for about 90,000 hours in their lifetime, puts a lot of things into perspective. No wonder I have neck pain. 


Frank Kennedy, who first introduces the Alexander Technique into Ireland in 1973, explains further: “The Alexander Technique is neither a therapy nor an exercise regime – it comes under the umbrella of education”.


“It is and educational process you bring with you into everyday life. It looks at how we use our body in normal daily activity – how we sit, stand, walk and cope with pressure and sets out to free the body of tension and restore poise and co-ordination.”

We could all do with a bit of that, I think.


My session begins with looking at photos of the perfect posture of a toddler plonked on the floor, to a teenager sitting an exam draped over a desk, her performance undermined by the reduction of air to her lungs and the compression of her internal organs.


There’s no escaping just how a lifetime of round shoulders, slouched backs, overly tensed muscles and general poor posture will inevitably wreak havoc on your well-being.


The effect of what’s possible with the Alexander Technique is a picture of a guy balancing perfectly on a surf board, effortlessly riding the waves.


And awareness, it appears, is the key. Procedures carried out numerous times every day, such as standing and sitting, are first to be observed.


With my hand placed at the back of my neck, I can feel the pressure exerted on it. The redistribution of the weight of my torso before I move changes that completely.


And then we focus on how I move. With Frank holding my head up so the neck is free, I walk around the room feeling like a malteser – that is, full of air – and one that’s carrying a lot less weight.


The catch is trying to repeat this feeling without having Frank walking beside me, holding my head.


But he tells me what I need to do: keep my neck free which allows the head to move up and this in turn lengthens the spine. I also need to keep my muscles tension-free.


“Most people use their bodies in an unthinking way,” he says. “The Alexander Technique is not a quick fix, it is teaching people a degree of conscious control over how to act and react daily and in difficult situations.” “It’s about how to achieve a lot more with a lot less effort,” Frank adds.


When we move on to how I sit at a desk, I’m doing everything wrong except my back is straight and supporting itself.


What else is there, you may think?

Well, my legs are crossed (squashing the internal organs apparently), my shoulders are hunched tight and I’m jutting my chin forward to view the computer screen. Very common mistakes, I might add.


If nothing else, after this session, instead of habitually tilting my head forward I now give my eyes a workout. And talk about a difference in poise.

Alexander Technique

How does it work?

THE FACTS

The Alexander Technique is taught on a one-to-one basis in half-hour lessons. Most people opt for between 10 and 30 sessions, during which the teachers will observe the pupil’s posture as they go about daily activities such as walking, sitting or working at a desk. Through gentle adjustment and verbal instruction, excess muscular tension is released from the body, and poise and co-ordination are restored. It is particularly effective for alleviating back, neck and shoulder pain, Repetitive Strain Injury (RSI), stress, vocal or breathing disorders, irritable bowel syndrome and fatigue. It teaches us how to use our bodies with tension –free poise and it is also said to be an effective tool in coping with stress.

It is names after Australian actor FM Alexander who developed chronic laryngitis. In a bid to restore the full use of his voice, he carefully monitored himself and discovered his problems were caused by muscular tension. He then observed that when neck tension is reduced, the head no longer compresses the spine and it free to lengthen – a process that he believed profoundly affects well-being.

THE EVIDENCE

Scientists and highly regarded medical professionals including Nobel Prize winners for Physiology and Medicine, Prof Nikolaas Tinbergen and Sir Charles Sherrington, advocate the technique for a variety of ailments from bad backs through to digestive disorders, depression and stress.

It is especially popular with performers and is taught at the DIT Conservatory of Music and Drama in Dublin and the Royal College of Music and the Royal Academy of Dramatic art in London.

Studies carried out into the effectiveness of the Alexander Technique have found that it has led to a sustained benefit for people suffering with Parkinson’s disease. It reduces lower back pain and improves motor control, and it has been found to improve muscular function in adults.

Verdict:

I had no idea to what extent little habits I have developed accumulate to create pockets of pain or weak areas.

· 
It’s rare to undergo a treatment that haunts you afterwards – even in the midst of rushing around town, every now and then I consciously check to see if I’m carrying my body in the best way possible.

· A session with Frank Kennedy costs €45,

· To make an appointment, call 01 2882446







