


‘A few minutes of “stretches and shakeouts” at the
start of lessons or practice sessions can ensure students
are starting with low levels of tension and help avoid any
postural tension caused by holding or playing instruments,’
he says, adding that warming down at the end of a session
is also vital. ‘It’s so important to leave playing posture
in the practice room. Because many instruments require
a certain posture, such as violin, trombone and double
bass, students can end up with a posture which they carry
around with them, such as a habitually high left shoulder.

This can then put stress on the back.’

Encouraging students to devise safe, achievable practice
routines is also important. Watson explains: ‘If you are
building up for a performance, you don’t go from the
equivalent of not running at all to doing two miles a day.

Students should be encouraged to build it up gradually.’

Haddon agrees: ‘| talk to my students about the

importance of sleep, rest and taking breaks when practising.

The average concentration span is around 45 minutes; some

students can end up practising beyond their concentration

SPAN WHICH CAN BE COUNTER PRODUCTIVE

But awareness of posture and ergonomics (the study of
equipment and devices and their interaction with the human
body) is not just about preventing strain or injury, she says. It
can also help with stress and tackling performance anxiety.

‘Ifyou know how to anchor yourselfin a grounded way you
are more stable when you are playing and in a performance
situation that is pretty valuable.’

"UT AS 7ATSON POINTS OUT THERE IS NO @ONE SIZE ITS ALL
APPROACH (ELPING STUDENTS PLAY OR SING SAFELY IS ABOUT INDING
an approach that works for them, which might include
SUGGESTING DIFFERENT WAYS TO APPROACH A DIFICULT STRETCH ON
the piano or achieve a particular aspect of technique.

He argues that awareness of health and wellbeing
should start from the moment a child expresses an interest
in learning an instrument. ‘You can’t give them something
THAT IS DIFICULT OR IMPOSSIBLE FOR THEIR BODY STRENGTH
or size. That said, there are many instrument supports
available now, which means it is possible to try and get the
instrument set for optimal playing rather than setitin a
way which is the only way they can hold it. It’s something
all teachers should have an awareness of’

TEACHING TIPS

» Gentle stretches at the beginning and end
of each playing session can reduce tension
and the risk of injury

» Place mirrors in teaching and practice
rooms to give students a greater awareness
of their body

» Encourage students to devise safe, sensible
practice routines

» Talk to students about the importance of
diet and exercise, particularly in the run up
to key performances
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BAPAM —
WHO ARE THEY AGAIN?

BAPAM is the British Association of
Performing Arts Medicine. As well

as delivering bespoke workshops for

music teachers on promoting healthy
lifestyles, BAPAM has devised a teachers’
pack which includes a CD-ROM and

covers performance-related injuries;
musculoskeletal issues; the role of nutrition
and exercise; looking after the hearing;

the impact of drugs and other substances;
and mental health. In addition the BAPAM
website has factsheets and ideas for warm-
up exercises. For more information visit
bapam.org.uk
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Could Alexander Technique

improve my singinge

Singing has always been a big part of my life.
I've sung in numerous choirs, ensembles, bands
and amateur productions, often taking solo
parts, but until recently I never thought my
voice had much potential. Then I started an
evening class in jazz singing and everything
changed. As I became more familiar with jazz
and Latin styles, I began to relax and wonder if
my voice did have potential.

But after a consultation lesson with a new
singing teacher, I was left feeling despondent.
She concluded that while my voice was good,

I had some problems with my posture and
the way I held myself generally that were
interfering with my breathing and voice
production. Unless I addressed this, it would
be difficult to progress much further. She
suggested I try Alexander Technique.

Back to basics

At my first lesson, my teacher Brita Forsstrom
said that we all develop habitual tension
patterns in our bodies that influence the way
we go about our daily activities. These often
become the underlying causes of back pain,
neck and shoulder tension, repetitive strain
injury (RSI), breathing disorders and other
stress-related illnesses.

Alexander teachers, she explained, help
their pupils learn to recognise and release
harmful tension habits. As a full-time writer
who spends a lot of time sitting in front of a
computer screen, I am certainly no stranger
to tension and regularly suffer from lower
backache, hip and neck pain.

At my first lesson, Brita took me through
a series of everyday activities, such as walking,
going from standing to sitting, bending and
lying down. The first thing she noticed about
me - as had my singing teacher - was that I
held my left shoulder higher than my right. She
also noticed how I took big gasps of air before
speaking, pushed my head back and didn’t
open my mouth very wide when speaking - all
habits that can interfere with voice production.

Brita explained that Alexander Technique is
not simply about ‘correcting’ each irregularity
in isolation. Rather it is about the relationship

between the head, neck and back, which in the
Alexander Technique is known as the ‘primary
control.’ It is this relationship which controls
or organises upright posture, movement and
coordination throughout the whole body and
determines the way we use ourselves overall.
When these mechanisms are allowed to work
in harmony, breathing becomes easier and
movement freer, lighter and more enjoyable.

Brita gently made adjustments to my
body with the aim of encouraging a better
relationship between my head, neck and back.
At first I felt as if T wasn’t sitting or standing
straight at all, but she explained that this was
because my habits were so ingrained.

A growing awareness

In my second lesson, as Brita made gentle
adjustments to my body through both touch
and verbal instruction, I tried some singing.
Having released some of the muscular tension
in my body, my neck felt freer and my body
more balanced, which allowed me to breathe
more easily. My voice instantly sounded clearer
and warmer.

Since starting the lessons, I am much
more aware of how I am sitting, standing or
going about my daily activities. I frequently
stop and reflect on how I am using my body
and how I can release tension. I also find
myself fascinated by how other people hold
themselves and move, which Brita says is one of
the best ways to learn.

It’s early days, but I can definitely see how
the Alexander Technique could help me - and
not just with my singing. One of the things
that has surprised me most is how calming it
can be to just be ‘aware’, to concentrate simply
on the sensations in my body. In the long term,
I think this could have benefits for all aspects
of my life.

Brita Forsstrom, member of the Society Teachers of the
Alexander Technique, can be contacted on 07739 796514
or brita.forsstrom@me.com

To find your nearest Alexander Technique teacher visit
stat.org.uk or call 020 7482 5135
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