Changing The Way You Work:
The Alexander Technique

The physically demanding work of the hoof care professional presents unique
challenges. It requires awkward stances, and along with the weight of the
horse can put a tremendous strain on the spine.

If you've been a hoof care professional for a long time, you've probably de-
veloped certain ways in which you mechanically work around the horse. If
these ways aren't working for you, here are good options to reduce or elimi-
nate strain.

Changing habitual activities might not be easy at first, but it could just save
your spine - not to mention the rest of your body.

The Alexander Technique is a method that works to change habits in our
everyday activities. It is a simple and practical method for improving ease
and freedom of movement, balance, support and coordination. The technique
teaches the use of the appropriate amount of effort for a particular activity,
giving you more energy for all your activities. It is not a series of treatments
or exercises, but rather a re-education of the mind and body. The Alexander
Technique is a method which helps a person discover a new balance in the
body by releasing unnecessary tension. It can be applied to sitting, lying
down, standing, walking, lifting and other daily activities as well as the unu-
sual activity of trimming a horse.

Here's how it works: First, you need to have an awareness of what it is you
are doing with yourself that is causing tension or strain in the body. Do you
lock your knees when you stand at the anvil? Is your stance wide? Do you
stand on one leg predominantly? Are you rounding your spine over the anvil
or do you use your joints and bend in the hips, knees and ankles, keeping
your spine in balance? Do you have tension behind the neck? Do you lock
yourself into a position when working around the horse's hoof? Ask yourself
these questions. Find out. Begin to notice your own habits.

After you have some awareness of your whole body in movement, look at
what F.M. Alexander called the "Primary Control" - the relationship between
your head, neck and torso. The average head weighs between 15-20 pounds.
Most of us tend to carry it back and down on our spines, compressing the en-
tire spine and tensing the muscles throughout the body. Check out your own
head-neck-torso relationship in a mirror. See for yourself what happens when
you allow the neck muscles to ease and the head to move slightly more for-
ward up off the spine. It is a very subtle movement, but the effect can bring
a feeling of ease (Figure 2).

Once you begin to have that awareness, the next step is to work with what
the Alexander Technique calls "giving yourself directions" or mental thoughts
that release the muscles into length and width (see illustrated directives).

These are basic; however, you can give directions to virtually all parts of the
body. It isn't just about correct body positions but also about releasing the
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muscles on a neuromuscular level that allows the muscles to lengthen and
widen, and allows the skeletal frame to come into balance.

Here the hoof care professional is in a

classic locked position where he is sup-

porting the horse's near hind with his en-

tire body. Notice the toes pointed in, the

roundness of his upper back and the head

pulled back. To direct himself into a more
U balanced stance, he could become more
N flexible in his hips and in the back of his
0 neck to release tension and to allow for a
lengthening of his spine. Thus, he could
ease throughout the body, yet maintain
control.

Working with the Alexander Technique, you don't have to over-exert my

muscles, but you can let your bones and joints support you. You will feel
more in balance, less in combat position. (Figures 3D, 3E, 3F)

v Change happens gradually, and the key to change is mental and physical

0 awareness. Changing how you've habitually trimmed a horse for years (or

‘ even just months) might take a lot of conscious thought. You can begin by

just noticing how you are standing or sitting while working through this lec-

ture.

Start simple and take notice.
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back and down in a locked, braced position. Overexertion of the muscles is
required to maintain these stances

Practicing the Alexander Technique. A balanced relationship of the head,

neck and torso, combined with active use of his hip, knee and ankle joints,
provides the opportunity to exert only the appropriate amount of energy for
the job. In applying the Alexander Technique, a person will generally take a
shoulder-width stance. Taking into account the weight and movement of the
horse, a wider-than-shoulder-width stance is in order

The Alexander Directives
Simply Put

Directive 1. (right)

Before the Alexander Technique
is applied. (right) Practicing the
Alexander Technique. Allow the
neck muscles to ease (free). Al-
low the head to go forward and
up from the spine.

Directive 2. Allow the back to
lengthen and widen.
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Directive 3. Allow the knees to
go forward and away.

Directive 4. Allow the heels to be
down. The center example illus-
trates the Alexander Technique
applied. The other illustrations

show typical faults in stance.
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