
If someone asks you "how does Alexander Technique work?" or "What is going on?" what 
do you say?  Do you use science and/or scientific terminology in your explanations?  If so 
which what kind?  How confident are you in these explanations? 
 

 
 
"I am technically a first-year trainee, so I am not at all confident of my explanations to anything 
regarding the Alexander Technique. However, I think we need to have answers that make practical 
sense to “laypeople”, explanations that avoid any kind of jargon or technical terminology. However, 
as a teacher (presently in music education) I like to be able to explain why something is important 
to know or how it works or will be useful in later life. Using science is important because science is 
reality. 
 
When people ask me about AT, they generally have never heard of it. I usually explain that it’s 
about body mechanics and teaching you to move in ways that are more efficient and less stressful 
on the body. I have used the technique to teach children breathing for singing. In that case I’ve got 
pictures of how the ribcage and diaphragm move when inhaling and exhaling. To motivate and 
demonstrate I use a Hoberman Sphere to encourage them to expand the ribcage. I have adjusted 
my way of teaching singing posture to reflect proper alignment of the feet and hips and balance of 
the head and neck. I have used the technique to show a child how to walk more smoothly in a 
timing training situation. In that case I used visualization to get the movement working better. 
 

 
 
No, I do not use scientific terminology. I talk about habits etc. I use all sorts of imagery but I never 
venture towards the scientific- I wish that I could. I wish that I could though. My father was a doctor 
and my son is getting his PhD in neuroscience and I wish that I could converse with them about 
what is going on with AT. 
 

 
 
The Alexander Technique is about 2 things. 1: it is about the best relationships between the head, 
torso, and limbs, in gravity while engaged with the environment. 2: The Technique is about being 
able change a detrimental habitual response to a stimulus.  How does the Alexander Technique 
work?  1. The teacher teaches the student how to find their best body relationships for action, 
which includes a long spine, integrated joint relationships, being in balance, and being in an 
available state for every muscle to support every other muscle, and for those muscles to be 
available to be adjusted by large patterns of coordination coming through of the nervous system. 
Part 2 works with being aware, noticing reactions, ceasing detrimental reactions, and using 
conscious intelligence to activate or allow more efficient responses.  
 

 
 
I somewhat answered this before but not really so will go again. I say something along the lines of " 
You don't move like you used to as a child and there are some very specific reasons for this. Over 
the course of your life you have developed habits that interfere with the ease and freedom that you 
experienced as a child. AT teaches you how to identify these harmful habits and how to prevent 
them from happening as a result your movement and the way that you think (yes thinking comes 



into this- there is no separation between your mind and your body- there is just you) you move and 
think with less stress, more ease and a lot more happiness. 
 

 
 
"We know that the Alexander Technique works, but we don’t know how. There are a few certified 
Alexander Technique teachers who are also scientists, and they have conducted some research, 
but there’s a lot more to be done before we will really understand how the conscious sending of 
messages by the student and/or the teacher’s hands—with or without words—elicit the changes 
that we call lengthening and widening or the improvement in the Primary Control, which is the 
relation of the head to the neck and the head & neck to the rest of the spine. 
 
If you know any researchers looking for a topic or if you know of funding sources, I would love to 
see more research. There are clinical studies that indicate the Alexander Technique has efficacy 
for pain control, musical performance, and people with Parkinson’s Disease. There is also research 
studying more basics that indicate Alexander Technique teachers perform better in experiments 
that people without our depth of training. We can assume from that that teachers learn something 
that improves their balance and coordination. But I’m not sure we know exactly what we have 
learned or how what we learn contributes. It’s a wonderful mystery." 
 

 
 
"After being a teacher for 13 years, I find the question, how the Alexander Technique works, still 
uncomfortable and often hard to answer.  
I use expressions like, “AT is a cognitive or thinking approach to the body”, which tends to cause a 
huge question mark on the face of the listener.  
I am talking about AT’s wide application and efficacy demonstrated in the 2008 ATEAM Study. I 
also talk about posture. I am aware that this is about WHAT, not about HOW. 
I am pretty comfortable explaining ‘inhibition’ as a neurological concept and can illustrate it in 
contrast to excitation.  
I talk about spatial concepts and the vestibular system, when it comes to directing. I am talking 
about the prefrontal cortex when it comes to inhibition.  
And about similarities to CBT or to mindfulness, depending on my conversation partner. 
I am a Somatic Experiencing practitioner and a speech, language and voice clinician, and feel 
comfortable talking about the autonomic nervous system and the polyvagal theory. 
Occasionally I am using the tensegrity model and 'ground reactive forces' in my teaching, and 
about fascia. I often refer to tone, as a goal and a function, not being able to explain it 
physiologically though. 
But most of my comments described occur, when I already have a student in a lesson. Your 
question, I believe, referred to a definition of the AT as a theoretic concept. Gaining a clearer 
concept is what I will learn in the next few weeks. 
" 
 

 
 
"There is an underlying mechanism that controls all vertebrate behavior, namely, that the head 
leads the spine in good coordination.  This is what FMA described as Primary Control.  Using 
Primary Control we can learn to heighten self-awareness, reduce the risk of injuries, and use our 



thought process to restore our original poise.  In a way we're doing something that deep down, our 
bodies already know. 
 
So there's the jargon: Primary Control.  No sure if ""head leads the spine"" is jargon; nor if it's 
scientifically sound at this point." 
 

 
 
"Generally, my explanations are tailored according to the (perceived) need of the pupil or the 
reason they come for lessons.  
I try to explain the so-called Alexander jargon in simple terms connecting them to the practical 
experience of the students or illustrating them through examples of my own experience. Often I 
use FM's journey of how he got there. As most people come to lessons because they want to 
resolve a problem or other, they can relate to this. I try to keep it simple and connected to the 
reality of the pupil and find that even the most skeptical get interested.  
How does it work? in my through taking the time to explore what we are up when we are doing 
something.  Through self/observation of any normal activity we may be able to become aware of 
how certain deeply held beliefs, conscious or not, both about our posture (how we should 'hold' 
ourselves) and the ease or effort necessary for performing daily, mundane and habitual tasks as 
well as highly skilled activities, can either support a free and elegant execution or interfere not only 
with the activity but the structure of our whole system and how we perceive the activity. In addition, 
how we feel about ourselves and the task at hand may also influence the quality of the 
action/activity. (psychophysical unity) By taking the time to recognize and unpick those elements 
we can begin to bring about change. (Inhibition). This requires some unlearning, acquiring a better 
understanding of how our structure works biomechanically;  of re-thinking and repeatedly giving 
new directive thoughts to ourselves before any activity. (Giving of directions and re-education) In 
my experience there seem to be some central/primary organizing directions related to our balance 
and the mechanics of our musculoskeletal structure in relation to being still and to going into 
movement,  which influence our postural states and balancing, thus movement, positively or 
negatively: They are either: too much tension in the neck region, which leads to a 
displacement/jamming of the head back and downward, accompanied often by locking in the 
ankles, or when sitting in the hip area, or the opposite a de-energized state of the postural state, a 
collapse, which actually has the same effect, both leading to a general stiffening. Once a more 
balanced tone is created by using less effort or creating a more appropriate tone by giving a 
lengthening and widening directive thought, there might be a chance to create first of all a more 
dynamic, adaptive and alert central support system,  a more optimal precondition for exploring 
what is actually required to execute a more appropriate and finely tuned activity. The challenges to 
change are: in my experience that the way we normally do things and use ourselves become part 
of how we see ourselves, how we present ourselves to the world, and respond to what the world 
throws at us; it becomes part of our identity. (body schema?) There will always be a strong desire 
to go back to what we are familiar with. So, this requires a conscious mental as well as emotional 
engagement to allow the change, the new to become acceptable.  
 
How do I feel about my explanation  I would probably be circumspect in how I use it. I work in 
higher education with performers, so the educational aspect will always be at the forefront of my 
explanation.  
 
Sorry, this has become an essay!" 



 
 

 
"I'm taking this course because I do not feel confident in using the current understanding of science 
to describe how Alexander Technique works. I'm more at ease with explaining how it is used. 
I usually begin by relating Alexander Technique to some experience the person may have already 
had while learning something new. We talk about what is helpful in learning a new skill and why a 
person's attitude is so important - in this way I am steering the conversation toward the concept of 
psycho-physical unity (or biopsychosocial unity). Then I point out how with practice we become 
more specifically skilled and can let go of extra effort as a way to explain inhibition." 
 

 
 
"How does the AT work?  AT is an educational method in that you learn how you do the things you 
do.  You are not likely not aware of the excessive effort you exert to accomplish daily tasks.  These 
repeated over-exertions become habit and in time produce pain and discomfort.  An Alexander 
Technique teacher educates you to develop and expand your awareness of how you react…to a 
thought, a goal, a task, a movement, or any other life experience.  By using their words and hands, 
a teacher guides a student into a position or movement using just enough effort.  The technique 
addresses the body as a whole by first addressing the relationship of the head, neck, and torso. 
More importantly, a student learns to deliberately use the mind to organize the body without adding 
additional tension.  A student usually notices less effort or a lighter feel when guided.  This 
experience contrasted with the habit can validate that the student can accomplish a task with less 
stress and tension.  This awareness is the first step towards reducing the occurrence of a harmful 
habit. 
 
What is going on?  By improving the alignment of the head/neck/torso, less effort is needed to 
carry the heavy head.  By discouraging shortening of stature, more space is present for the 
intervertebral disc and surrounding nerves.  With continued practice, a keener kinesthetic sense is 
developed, the appropriate muscles are recruited and the appropriate amount of effort is exerted. 
Less stress and tension in the body usually leads to the same in the mind further validating that 
unity of the whole. 
 
Terminology -  I would likely not use too much scientific terminology in my explanation until I 
determine where the other person is coming from.  Most people are probably familiar with general 
body parts to include brain and nerves.  The rest of any technical explanations would come later 
depending on the situation.  My confidence in my knowledge of the evidence to support the results 
of AT is fairly low and as such I do not want to convey inaccurate or incomplete information. 
 
How confident are you in these explanations?  Fairly confident.  I realize there is much more but 
an explanation can never be complete or the same provided by another." 
 

 
 
"I say « The AT works by inviting the student to pause before acting, so that he can prevent his 
wrong habits (with too much or not enough muscular tension). It is a long learning process, with the 
help of the teacher, thanks to hands-on and verbal instructions. It allows a new path in the nervous 
system between brain and muscles. » That’s all ! 



Most of the time, I am very ill-at-ease with those explanations and I mentally invite people not to 
ask !" 
 

 
 
I'm not a teacher yet so I don't get asked these questions very much.  I have been asked by 
various people "what is the alexander technique".  Its a challenge to answer and I can't recall 
exactly what I have said.  I suspect it would include the following ideas: conscious control, 
inhibition, pausing between stimulus and response and the importance of the head-neck-back 
relationship.  From what I currently understand of the phrase scientific terminology I would say that 
I do not use them. 
 

 
 
"Here is my definition and then my answer to your question.  
 
My definition : Alexander technique is an education that helps coordinates body and mind so you 
can learn to think and move affectively and efficiently. 
 
How does it works? It teaches you specific tools that help you to become more present so you can 
access clear information from your body and your surroundings. From there you can learn to make 
choices. 
 
These answers are how I experience the technique. This is the only way I know how to teach. I 
can't use scientific terminology unless I have experienced it. And yes I feel confident in my 
explanation." 
 

 
 
"First of all I always watch/observe who is asking - if there is real interest, I try to find out where we 
can find a common starting point (neither pontificating , nor patronizing...) 
Most important I find that the interested inquirer really has an experience, e.g. how thought can 
influence movement and patterns of muscle tension, how concepts conscious or subconscious can 
limit movement possibilities and how they can be changed. In this way e.g. simple facts of ""body 
mechanics"" can be experienced and used for constructive experiments. If I choose to use 
scientific explanations I am always aware that science is an ongoing process, today´s accepted 
insights might get modified, refined in the future, some things are still tentative, for others there is 
much more solid evidence, so if it goes well the dialogue stays open and both of us get ideas what 
to explore more carefully." 
 

 
 
AT is a teaching method that helps people with repetitive motion discomfort retrain their body to 
change the habit that caused the pain. 
 

 
 



"I don’t think anyone has ever asked me that question. They are more likely to ask what the 
Alexander Technique is, which is already a hard enough question to answer! I guess my answer 
would depend on who I was talking to and the context.  
I might start with the significance of the muscles in the head, neck and back and that people 
habitually shorten and tighten them in ways that can be harmful. I might say something about how 
this affects not just movement but all aspects of functioning and give an example or two. I think that 
could serve as an introduction to the idea that the Technique works by helping people  become 
consciously aware of these unhelpful habits and provides a systematic thought process that helps 
interrupt them and develop more natural and efficient ways of moving. I would talk about changes 
in other areas of functioning that occur, eg through enabling the autonomic nervous system to work 
better.  At a fairly general level I would be OK talking about these things but would not use a lot of 
technical language and would feel less confident if asked questions by someone with a relevant 
professional background.  
If I meet someone with pain who is interested in learning the Technique, I will make a point of 
mentioning RCT evidence that it works, rather than go into detail about how it works. The ‘how’ is 
something I have been more inclined to cover over time with students as points emerge through 
their experience, though again my explanations are not very technical on the whole. 
I know this is beyond the scope of the question but I would like to say that I see science as one 
important and useful way to think about the Technique. However, I find other types of knowledge 
and thought can provide valuable tools. I also find students who obsessively google science on 
their specific problem can be the hardest to treat, so there are times when too  much ‘science’ can 
actually interfere with practice of the Technique for some individuals. 
 
I realised as soon as I had posted my response that in the final paragraph I'd used the word 'treat', 
rather than something more suitable like 'work with' - perhaps because I had been writing today 
about the fact that our job is to teach rather than to treat! 


