Teaching f. m. alexander’s

technique in a boys’ preparatory
boarding school 1936-39
Gurney MacInnes

Part i: A year’s experience of f. m. alexander’s
technique in a boys’ preparatory boarding
school, 1937
For the past year I have been engaged in the attempt to introduce
F. M. Alexander’s technique into a boys’ preparatory school.* This is
an experiment that has not previously been tried and it is one that
should be tested over a much longer period than a year before deﬁnite
conclusions could be formed about the methods by which it should be
conducted or the results that might be expected from it. But though
my experience is thus very limited, a brief account of the work that
has been done up to the present and a discussion of some of the
difﬁculties involved may be of interest to members of the Alexander
Society.
I am making the experiment in the Junior department of a small
public school, whose headmaster† has been interested in Alexander’s
work for many years. He had long been anxious to make the attempt
to introduce the technique into the school, and at the beginning of
last year it was found possible to arrange for me to make a start in
the Junior School, without any ordinary teaching or duties, and at the
same time to take private pupils in both parts of the school and outside it.
*

This was Weymouth College (fig. 1). It was a boys’ public school from the
1860s until 1940. It was closed when Weymouth became a target for German
bombers during World War II. After the war the buildings were used for other
purposes and the school was never reestablished.1 Ed.
† See footnote p. 15.
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Individual lessons must necessarily form the basis of the teaching
and the plan adopted was that I should start with the lowest form,
consisting then of six boys of the ages 8H to 10, and that every boy in
this form and each new boy coming into it should come to me as part
of their ordinary work and continue with the lessons as they worked
their way up the school. This meant that by the fourth term, eighteen boys were having lessons – the whole of the lowest two forms.
Two other boys have been coming for special lessons so that about
two-ﬁfths of the Junior School are now my pupils. If the scheme is
continued for another two or three years, practically every boy in the
school will have passed through my hands. At ﬁrst I gave each boy
two individual lessons a week of about twenty minutes each, but as
numbers have increased I have begun to take them in pairs for one
of their lessons. This will obviously become still more necessary later,
and, apart from its convenience, I have found it of value in maintaining interest in the work through cooperation in applying it to simple
activities. Up to the present it has been possible to arrange for all
the lessons, except those of the
special pupils, to be given during
ordinary school hours.
None of the boys who have
been coming for lessons as part
of their school work could be
classed as “bad cases”, but I
should say that they are a fairly
representative group of boys of
their age, showing varying signs
of wrong use in the slumped sitting position, the pulling back of
the head in activity, the hollowed
back so often connected with the
jamming back of the knees and so
on. I have found that they seem
to have little difﬁculty in understanding that I only want them Fig. 1 Weymouth College, c. 1930
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to think, not to “do” and they seem, too, very free from the “mental”
and “physical” tensions that impede adult pupils. But at ﬁrst the cooperation I demanded was mainly negative, and I made very little
attempt to teach the application of the Technique as it seemed to me
that until the boys had had some experience in themselves of a better
use, there was every chance that anything they tried to do themselves
would be a “trying” in the wrong direction, especially as I could not
see enough of them in the other activities to prevent this happening.
Also, they could have little incentive towards putting the new use into
practice when it would feel more uncomfortable then the old. Experience made me very wary of giving any instructions about what they
were to do – the tendency seemed so strong to interpret them entirely
in the wrong way. When in class one day I asked a boy what I had told
him to think of when standing, he said, “You told me to ﬂop”. This
was his interpretation of the order “not to pull the head and shoulders
back or raise the chest”. He was a boy who tended to stiffen himself
unduly and to him “not stiffening” would probably feel like ﬂopping.
It has been interesting to see how comparatively easily the boy
of nine or ten whose use is not exceptionally bad and whose body is
naturally pliable can assimilate new sensory experiences and how the
repetition of the new use for him gradually leads to a conditioning
of his natural movements which, as he learns to inhibit and to give
orders, he can bring more and more under his own conscious control.
One day during a lesson a boy who had been having lessons for about
a term said to me, “Sometimes I ﬁnd myself sitting like this”. Now,
after another term’s work, as his power of “saying no” to the stimulus
to sit down and of giving the order for the use of the primary control
has increased, he can control his reaction in the act of sitting down
in a way that he could not have done before by himself. Another boy
who had asthma and came for private lessons had a habit of sleeping
with his head pulled right down on his chest. After a few lessons and
without being told anything about it, he ceased to do this and began
to lie in a much easier position. The sensory experience must have
taken hold of him, and he evidently found that the old way was no
longer comfortable. He showed that he had reached the next stage in
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his training when he reported that he had found that by thinking of
letting his head go forward and up while lying in bed, he had been able
to relieve an attack of asthma. “I didn’t think about it but I remembered”, another boy said to me when I asked him if he had thought
about the work while he had been away, and what he was able to do
in his lesson showed that to a large extent he had remembered. It
seems as if the ability to remember to apply the technique in activity
is perhaps more a sensory than an intellectual accomplishment and is
trained by the repetition of sensory experiences when they are linked
on to the corresponding thought or direction.
When, for the sake of experiment or demonstration, I have
occasionally asked boys to forget what I have done with them and
sit down (for example) in any way that feels comfortable, it has been
interesting to see that they have generally not gone back to anything
like their old wrong use, and on some occasions they have actually
applied the work better than usual, and it has needed a deliberate
decision on their part to bring the old use into play. They were not
trying to be right and so did not interfere with that use of themselves
which was beginning to become part of them. I have found, too, that
these boys now seem able to inhibit and to give the directions and
so help themselves consciously in a way that did not seem possible
to them at ﬁrst, and they seem more able to understand the essential
simplicity of a method which relieves them of the responsibility for
“being right” and which short-circuits their old wrong use at its source
by the refusal to react at once to a stimulus that would normally make
them do the wrong thing. Recently, a boy who had a habit of jamming
back his knees when he stood up was pleased to discover for himself,
as a concrete experience, that if he said “No” to the idea of standing up he could not then revert to his wrong habit, and that he did
not need to think of the right standing position or of what he ought
to do, speciﬁcally, with his legs. Teaching “correct standing or sitting
positions” must indeed be a hopeless task, involving many different
speciﬁc instructions about what a boy is or is not to do, which in all
probability he is incapable of carrying out, since his sensory appreciation is untrustworthy. Even if he is able to carry them out, they can
8
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only lead to ﬁxed positions which might be “right” one day but which
would probably lead to the development of new defects and which
would not allow for change and improvement. Compared with this
procedure, instruction in inhibition and in the giving of the directions
for the primary control which will lead to a progressive improvement,
is simplicity itself.
In addition to the individual lessons and the work in pairs, I have
taken each of the two classes for a short period twice a week during
which an attempt has been made to apply the technique to writing
and other activities and by means of a simple study of living things
to connect the work with other subjects and relate it to ordinary life.
In the application to writing, the difﬁculty is that the boys have to
do so much writing during their ordinary lessons that it is naturally
very difﬁcult for them to avoid relapsing into their old habits. Here,
obviously, as in other activities, co-operation from the rest of the staff
would help to solve the problem. In the periods (twice a week) formerly spent in “drill” which I took over when I started the individual
work, I tried to work out some means of combining the work with
active exercise. At ﬁrst I aimed at breaking down the boys’ old conception of drill, replacing exercises by games, running, etc. and trying to eliminate activities involving harmful posture or strain. One of
the problems was to replace the habitual drill attitude of “smartness”
involving the stiffening of the whole body, the raising of the chest,
pulling back of the head, etc. by a better use of the body at rest and
in activity, while maintaining the degree of order and smartness that
was desirable. The negative prevention of the more marked stiffening
seemed to come quite easily to them, but I have found it very difﬁcult
to get any very positive application of the work in these periods,
though in walking, running, jumping, and some other activities some
boys are ﬁnding out what it means to “let their head go forward and
up” and to realise the difference it makes. But I have now given up
these classes for the present, and I am using the periods to take the
boys in pairs or in small groups. This will, I think, prove much more
valuable than the attempt to take a class of 17 or 18 at once in work
which essentially demands individual attention.
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Apart from the work in the Junior School, I have had six boys as
private pupils. One of them, a bad stammerer, has improved to the
extent that he is now getting more and more able to resist the strong
stimulus of school life to make him go wrong. Two others have come
through the school doctor who has throughout been most friendly,
and this marks a step forward in the direction of that cooperation
which is my aim. One of them shows most clearly the harmful results
of trying to put oneself right. He came two terms ago with a bad
stoop which he had been encouraged to correct by holding his shoulders back. Before coming for lessons, he had been lying down every
day for half an hour, with his back very much arched and his head
unsupported and thus thrown right back. Thus even when supposedly
resting he was positively cultivating defects and he was tending to go
to the other extreme from stooping and to go about with his back
pulled in and his head and shoulders drawn back. It was when he
noticed that this was happening that the doctor recommended that
he should come to me.
It is difﬁcult to assess in concrete terms the results of the work
up to the present, but I think that a year has at any rate been a long
enough period in which to show me and some others, that the experiment is worth while and should be continued. The boys who come
regularly for lessons seem to be gradually acquiring a new standard use
and an increasing ability to apply it themselves. One advantage of the
method followed is that there is no necessity to try to get quick results.
The parents of the boys in the Junior School who have had lessons as
part of their ordinary work have not as yet been told about the work.
Negative results should therefore cause no disappointment while any
positive results would probably be recognised. It has seemed best to
go slowly, with no forcing of the pace, and to work gradually towards
the recognition by boys, staff and parents, of the technique as an important part of a complete education. The boys themselves seem to
accept the lessons quite naturally as part of their life. In time I hope
that a new standard of use will grow up throughout the school which
will make the application of the technique to the various activities
of school life progressively easier. I have already found with the new
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boys who have come in during the
year that it is possible to increase
the pace and bring them much more
quickly to the same standard as the
others.
The success of the experiment
must depend very largely on the
attitude of the rest of the staff to
it. Without their cooperation and
interest it is doubtful if anything
very effective could be done in the
long run. Throughout I have had Fig. 2 Gurney MacInnes. From a
staff photo taken at Weythe constant support and interest
mouth College.
of the Headmaster, without which
the experiment could not have been begun. I have been able to collaborate to some extent with the teacher most concerned with the
lowest form, and the master in charge of the Junior School who was
at ﬁrst most suspicious of the work has now said that he is entirely
in favour of its being continued. But on the whole the attitude of
the staff has been one of friendly indifference, and I think that this
attitude would probably be found in any school and is typical of the
outlook of a large number of people, in schools or outside them, who
come into contact with the work. It can be overcome not so much by
direct attack as by the slow process of showing that the work does in
fact make changes for the better in individuals and is something with
which educationalists ought to concern themselves. People can hardly
be expected to show interest in something the need for which they
do not realise. Wrong use is so common today, even among children,
that it is hardly noticed and, even if it is often not considered of any
importance, ways have to be found of making people aware of the
need and of the means of meeting it through Alexander’s technique.
Another great difﬁculty in the way of making the technique a part
of ordinary education is that there is much in ordinary school life
which seems to encourage what may be called the “endgaining” attitude, both in the staff and in the boys. The marking system, the
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system of rewards and punishments and the methods of maintaining
discipline, the competitive attitude in work and play, and the common emphasis on results, on getting work done, all seem to encourage an endgaining atmosphere which is opposed to a “means-whereby”
technique. In addition, or perhaps partly because of this, the small
boy himself seems to be naturally an endgaining animal, his interests
lying much more in the results, the end, than in the method. But the
technique is essentially a method. It is not a subject to be introduced
into the timetable like physical training for which two or three periods a week are allotted, no attempt being made to relate it to other
periods of school work or to other activities. The technique is concerned with the child’s way of using himself in anything he does. And
a method cannot be taught as a thing in itself – it will only really have
meaning in relation to some end, and in education it must be important to ﬁnd ways and means of linking up the technique with the
ordinary activities of school life. Here one of the problems is how to
transfer interest from the end to the means – a means of doing things
which, though really more adequate for the purpose, will at ﬁrst feel
more awkward and difﬁcult. A boy does not feel that it is easier to
write without slumping his body or stiffening his ﬁngers until he has
had considerable experience of doing so, and it is difﬁcult to see how
he can get the same immediate satisfaction out of using himself in a
new and better way as he can out of “getting a sum right” or ﬁnishing
a piece of writing in the old endgaining way.
Under the conditions prevailing in the ordinary school today it
seems that no very rapid progress can be made towards the general
application of the technique. A change of values and of many school
methods is needed if the technique is really to become part of normal education. But here it is essential to take a long view. All pupils
of the technique experience the difﬁculty of changing old habits and
readjusting to new ways of thought. Children have a better chance
of making the changes and of learning how to prevent wrong habits
from ever being established. Given time, there seems no reason why
the impeding factors should not be overcome. The method of gradual
penetration has often proved more successful in the long run than
12

Teaching F. M. Alexander’s technique in a boys’ preparatory boarding school

any shock tactics, as persuasion in the end proves itself a stronger
power than force. In the attempt to introduce Alexander’s technique
in ordinary school life, as in many other social endeavours, “time is
the essence of the contract”.
April 1937

Part ii: Further experiences at Weymouth, 1937
These notes are meant as a kind of supplement to my paper which
appeared in the ﬁrst Bulletin of the Alexander Society. It is obvious
that in this work anything that one writes will soon get rather out of
date, as new experiences come along, and I shall try to send out these
notes occasionally in order to keep what I write about my work here
fairly up to date. They will be quite informal, and are mainly for the
beneﬁt of Irene [Tasker] and Lulie [Westfeldt].
This term here has on the whole been a successful one, I think, and
some very interesting things have happened. Most of the best experiences came along just after I had ﬁnished the second version of my
paper. The most interesting thing during the term has been the way
in which I have found that the boys can understand and make use of
inhibition much more than I thought they could. I don’t mean by this
that they always remember to inhibit – very far from it – but I have
found that the concept deﬁnitely appeals to them and that they ﬁnd
it intriguing. I think this is largely the result of a natural progression,
as some of them are now quite aware of the difference that the work
makes, and they know what and how to inhibit. But no doubt I could
have made much more of it from the start.
I have been tackling writing very deﬁnitely this term, making use of
Marion Richardson’s Writing and Writing Patterns,* which seems to me
a sound system. The problem was to ﬁnd a method of approach which
would be quite different from ordinary writing (which brings into play
*

Marion Richardson (1892–1946) was a British pioneer of art education for
children and belonged to the new education movement of the 1920s and
1930s.2 She advocated pre-writing exercises which consisted of making cursive, rhythmic patterns on large pieces of papers while standing.3 Ed.
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all the wrong habits), and in this system the boys start by tracing, then
copying, writing patterns, bringing in the essential strokes involved in
writing, and also the letters themselves, from cards supplied with the
books. I have aimed at linking all this work onto the technique from
the very start, and so far I have not tried to inﬂuence their ordinary
writing at all. I found that they enjoy the tracing very much, and that
they can keep conditions while doing it much more easily than when
copying. This, I think, is because the act of moving the pencil itself
doesn’t require any attention, and they can think of “general conditions”. It is most interesting to see a boy suddenly revert from “good
use” to very bad, when he changes over from tracing to copying. I
have taken them individually in this, and twice a week as a class (in
Form ii). Some of them are surprisingly good at it now, and I hope
great things for next term when I shall try to link it onto their ordinary writing. The pattern making (with large chalks on plain pieces
of paper – no lines) gives great scope for originality and inventiveness,
and it is an activity which seems to have a great appeal. The art master
thoroughly approves and the master in charge of the Junior School
wants the whole school to do it – though he admits he is thinking
more of the end than of the means. The “crowning glory” so to speak
came at the demonstration I gave two days ago – of which more below
– when ﬁve boys gave a really impressive illustration of what they can
now do in this writing before a mixed audience of parents and staff.
This writing work is the best application I have done here yet. I
have done very little about games and other activities this term, but
I think that my pupils are gradually getting hold of a means whereby
that they can employ themselves. As yet I have hardly ever “pulled up”
a boy for what he is doing, apart from lessons, and I think I have been
right not to. The standard can only rise very gradually. In fact, I have
taken very few direct steps about anything here, when I came to think
about it – everything seems to have happened indirectly. But I have
taken action in one way which has pleased me. I decided that I should
give a talk and demonstration for day boys’ parents and others, and
I found that Mr Bush (head of the Junior School) was very willing to
arrange it. At ﬁrst I had hoped to do something out of doors – acting,
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or activity of some kind – but it was difﬁcult to see how this would
show much to the uninitiated, and I settled on the idea of a short talk
followed by a simple demonstration. I picked out four or ﬁve boys
who had had lessons for varying periods and also two boys who had
never had a lesson, not rehearsing them in any way beyond simply telling them what would happen. About a dozen parents and connections
came, most of the Junior School staff, and one or two others (including
Mrs. Falkner). Poggea* introduced the subject, describing how he had
become interested in the work, and then I spoke for about 20 minutes
(trying to answer the questions, what I was doing, why I was doing it,
and how, and starting from the end
of what “wrong use” means, etc.)
Then I illustrated what I had said on
the new novices – both examples of
bad use who showed the thing very
clearly. This was followed by simple
lessons with my pupils and then a
kind of massed demonstration of
writing at the end. This really impressed people, I think. Some good
questions were asked, and there has
been some good repercussion. Bill
and Poggea said they were “thrilled”
by the whole thing. One parent
Fig. 3
*

A. G. Pite in 1937

Arthur Goodhart “Poggea” Pite (1896-1938) served in the RAF during World
War I and later gained a First Class in Modern History Tripos at Cambridge.
Although Pite had no experience of teaching and had never been a headmaster before, he was elected to be headmaster of Weymouth College in 1927. He
successfully developed the College, expanded the school’s buildings, brought
in many reforms, and was universally liked for his individual and respectful
treatment of teachers and pupils. He left Weymouth in 1937 when he became
headmaster of Cheltenham College, and died suddenly the following year.4 5
Pite was an active member of the Student Christian Movement and wrote on
the Alexander Technique in their newsletter (see footnote on p. 17). He was a
co-signatory to a publicity letter in 1930 which supported F. M. Alexander in
his decision to start a training course for teachers.6 Ed.
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asked the matron if I could take a mothers’ class. Some of the senior
boys – not pupils – who came to watch said to Poggea, “Couldn’t we
have it too, Sir?”. Best of all, Bush was most impressed and afterwards
he said something to Poggea about having lessons himself. This from
a man who when I came was very suspicious of the whole thing, if
not hostile. And I have made absolutely no attempt to get his interest. He said to me afterwards that he thought the demonstration had
deﬁnitely established the work in the school, and we had a good talk
about possibilities next term.
So I feel very encouraged, and though things may be difﬁcult without Poggea, yet I think I have a good chance of going ahead. But some
day we must have the community where the thing can really be tried
out in education and in other things. I have been thinking a good deal
about this, and before long I may send round some notes on the idea,
and the ways and means to it. There’s no time for more now if I am
to get this off before the rush of the last days of term.

July 22nd, 1937

Part iii: Draft report on an experience of
F. M. Alexander’s Technique in a boys’
preparatory school 1936-1939
I Introduction
My object in this report is to give a short account of my experience
during the past three and a half years in attempting to introduce F. M.
Alexander’s technique into a boys’ school, and to sum up the conclusions to which this experience has led me. I am assuming at the start
a general familiarity with Alexander’s work and an acceptance of the
educational value of his technique, which I shall not attempt to prove
either by discussing the soundness of the principles on which it is
based or by any detailed description of the results that have followed
from its application. But, at the outset, in view of the misconceptions
about the nature of Alexander’s work which are fairly widespread,
the following general considerations should be borne in mind. His
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technique – generally known as “Alexander’s technique for the use of
the self ” – is neither a system of physical training nor a form of remedial treatment for physical or mental defects. Physical training is
concerned with the exercise of the body, its muscular development
and the acquisition of skill and efﬁciency in speciﬁc movements and
in games and athletics. In recent years more attention has also been
paid to posture and to general poise and control. But physical training (or physical education as it is now being called) is still regarded
as a subject to be introduced into the school curriculum like any ordinary school subject. But Alexander’s technique cannot properly be
introduced in this way. It is not a subject but a method, and it is concerned not with exercise, muscular development, poise or posture as
such, but with the fundamental way in which the whole self is used
in any activity. It is primarily preventive and educational in scope, not
corrective, and it is concerned with speciﬁc defects only in so far as
they are symptoms of a general wrong use of the organism as a whole.
In an article published some years ago, the late A. G. Pite described it
as a “way of life based on the idea that the human being is a unity, that
mind and body act and react on each other in inexplicable intimacy,
and that only a mode of behaviour which treats them as a solid whole
can be successful.” * In the same article he went on to express the
hope that he would “live to see the day when Mr Alexander’s method
shall begin at least to guide educational practice.” His sudden death
in 1938 was a great loss to many, and not least to those who had hoped
that it would be through his interest and enthusiasm that this ideal
might be brought nearer fulﬁlment. But the following pages contain
some account of the work begun at Weymouth under his inspiration
and guidance and carried on there for the past three and a half years.
The experience gained during this time may perhaps help to show by
what means and in what ways Alexander’s technique may “guide educational practice” in a normal boys’ school.

*

“Using yourself ”, published in The Student Movement, May 1932.
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II Original aims and methods
It was through A. G. Pite that I ﬁrst came into touch with F. M. Alexander myself, in 1927. Shortly after this, Pite became Headmaster of
Weymouth College and he told me that he was anxious to make the
attempt to introduce the technique into the school if it was possible
to do so. It was largely through his interest and encouragement that
I decided to become a student in Alexander’s ﬁrst training course
for teachers in 1931, after two terms’ ordinary teaching in the Junior
School at Weymouth. I left there on the understanding that if possible I would return later to teach Alexander’s technique, and during the following years I had many discussions with Pite about the
means of introducing the work into an ordinary school. It was always
difﬁcult to see how much could be done by an ordinary member of
the staff who had the usual amount of teaching and supervision to do,
and this was to me the great obstacle in the way of my returning to
Weymouth. However, this difﬁculty was eventually solved when the
opportunity occurred for me to return to the school at Pite’s request
as an unofﬁcial member of the staff, with no ordinary teaching or
duties. It was possible to arrange that I should make a start in the Junior School in a voluntary capacity and at the same time take private
pupils both in the school and outside it.
We agreed that as individual lessons must necessarily form the basis
of the work and as it would clearly be impossible for me to begin with
the whole school (about 45 boys), the best starting point would be the
lowest form, Form i, consisting then of six boys of the ages 8H to 10,
and that every boy in this form and every new boy who came into it
should come to me for lessons as part of their ordinary work (it was
possible to arrange for them to come twice a week during arithmetic lessons). If this scheme was continued for four or ﬁve years then
by the end of that period nearly every boy in the school would have
passed through my hands, and it seemed possible that in time what
might be called a new “standard of use” would grow up in the school,
making it progressively easier to teach the application of the technique to every side of school life. The aim from the start in the Junior
School was to avoid the impression that the teaching was meant only
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for boys with special difﬁculties and to make it part of the normal
work of the school, not an “extra” done out of school and charged
for on the school account. I had the great advantage during the ﬁrst
year and a half of the very active support and encouragement of the
Headmaster, but it was clear that much would depend on securing the
interest and eventually the cooperation of the rest of the staff. As the
whole scheme was a novel experiment (no previous attempt having
been made to introduce the technique into an ordinary school), it was
not possible to work out any deﬁnite plan of development in advance.
Only experience could be our guide.
III Work with private pupils in the school
I shall deal ﬁrst with the work with private pupils – by whom I mean
boys who have come for lessons as an “extra” to their ordinary work.
During the past three years I have had 15 such pupils – ten from the
Senior School and five from the Junior (these latter being all boys
who did not come as part of their ordinary work). Naturally, most of
them came because there was some deﬁnite disability with which they
needed help, such as stammering, bad posture, or lack of control and
poise. Two of them suffered from asthma and showed that general
wrong use of the whole body which seems common to all asthmatics.
About half of them came through Pite’s recommendation. Of the rest
two were recommended to have lessons by the school doctor and the
other by the present Headmaster in consultation with the parents. It
was arranged that I should give courses of 24 lessons, the fee to correspond to that charged for private tuition in school subjects. These
lessons have lasted from 20 to 30 minutes (except with the juniors
with whom 15 minutes has often been a more suitable period), and I
have tried to give them four or ﬁve times a week when starting with
new pupils, but this has not always been possible to arrange. When,
as in some cases, it has been possible to continue the lessons over
several terms, it has naturally not been so necessary to give the lessons
so frequently. One or two boys have had only one course of lessons,
ﬁtted into one term, but with the majority I have been able to continue over several terms. This continuity is most important, especially
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under the conditions of ordinary school life when it is only after a
fairly considerable experience of the work in individual lessons that a
boy can be expected to make a successful and continuous application
of what he learns to his way of using himself in his ordinary activities.
To give one example: a boy with a bad stammer – which was part of
a generally harmful and strained way of using himself – came for 32
twenty–minutes lessons during the ﬁrst and second terms, between
20 and 25 for the third and fourth and about 10 during the last three
terms before he left. There was a progressive improvement during
these seven terms in the way in which he used himself as a whole and
indirectly in his speaking. By the third and fourth terms he was well
on the way to complete control of his speech difﬁculties and for the
last three terms he came as a rule once a week for “supervision”. By
the time he left, he had practically complete control of his speaking and his lapses into his old habits were rare. This should not be
taken as implying that seven terms’ work would always be necessary
in a similar case – there are boys who might make much more rapid
progress – but the example is given to show the need for continuity in
the teaching. Probably two to three terms is about the minimum period necessary to show lasting results and improvement, when the individual lessons are practically the only contract between teacher and
pupil (though one or two boys who for one reason or another could
not come for longer have beneﬁted from only one term’s course).
The above has not applied in quite the same way to the work with
private pupils in the Junior School. Here, owing to my close contact
with the life of the school in various ways, it has been possible to exercise more general supervision over my pupils and in this, particularly
during the last year, I have had some assistance from the members of
the staff. On the whole more rapid progress has been possible than
in the Senior School.
It is not my object here to give anything resembling detailed “case
descriptions” but only to describe in general the methods on which
I have worked. But the following general conclusions about the work
during 3H years with individual boys may be stated, though since each
individual varies so much in the degree and nature of his difﬁculties
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and his ability and willingness to co-operate, no ﬁxed rules can be
laid down. The work has shown that a normal intelligent boy who has
a real desire to cooperate in the task of overcoming any speciﬁc or
general difﬁculties he may have in the use of himself can make considerable progress in two or three terms’ work towards learning how to
apply the Technique himself to his ordinary activities. This process is
progressive. The work is in no sense a treatment to be given and then
ﬁnished with, but a process, a method, which should be continued,
ideally, in all activities throughout life. The pupil is taught, essentially,
how to apply a principle, and there can clearly be no limit to the process of learning how to apply any fundamental principle. (This process
could naturally be considerably hastened in a school where the principles underlying Alexander’s technique were made a fundamental part
of the whole life and work of the school, as has been found at the
small school which has been maintained for some years specially for
the teaching of the technique – see no. 4, p. 38.)
This general conclusion is conﬁrmed by what parents and members of the staff have said about the individual improvements they
have noticed.
IV The work in the Junior School
For the ﬁrst two years I was able to carry out the plan outlined on
page 19 above. I gave individual lessons, and later lessons in pairs, to
all boys in Form i, the lowest form, and continued to take them as
they moved up the school. This meant, of course, a steadily increasing
number of pupils and by the seventh term some 25 boys were coming
for lessons (all the boys in the two lowest forms and nearly all in the
third). These lessons were directed towards giving the boys a practical
knowledge of the fundamentals of Alexander’s work, both directly by
giving them individually the sensory experiences without which their
manner of use of themselves could not be improved, while they learnt
to give themselves the correct corresponding directions or orders,
and indirectly through the practice of the application of the technique to such activities as writing, speaking, walking, running and the
movements of ordinary life. This application (a very necessary part
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of the teaching) was carried further in short class periods devoted to
writing and other activities. An attempt was also made to replace the
old “drill” periods by activities of different kinds, mainly games, running, jumping etc. in which the technique could be applied. (See note
i, “On physical training”, p. 41).
Before Pite left in July 1937, he explained my work and position in
the school to his successor, the present headmaster, who asked me to
stay on and continue both the private teaching and the Junior School
work if I was able to do so. Neither Pite nor I wanted to see the
continuity of the Junior School work broken at that point, and I was
able to arrange to undertake the work under the same conditions as
before. But by the end of another year, it became clear that it was
becoming increasingly impracticable for me to carry on the work in
the same way. It was difﬁcult to ﬁnd time to give adequate attention
to the growing number of boys who were coming to me. This meant
that the work had to become an out of school “extra” for all those
not in the two lowest forms, a development I had always wanted to
avoid. It meant also that if the technique was really to be made part of
the life and work of the school, I would have to increase the number
of class periods during which the application of the technique was
practised and the amount of time spent in supervising and helping in
other ways. Besides, I was doing all this work as an unofﬁcial unpaid
member of the staff and my only “job” in the economic sense was
my work with private pupils inside and outside the school. When I
started the work, Pite made it clear that he would like me to be an
ofﬁcial salaried member of the staff but as that was impossible, he
asked me to undertake the work voluntarily as an educational experiment (which, he said at the school Speech Day at the end of my second term, he hoped would prove of value “not only to Weymouth
College but to English education as a whole”) and for the sake of the
experience that could be gained during it. But clearly I could not work
indeﬁnitely under these conditions, as the school work would take up
more and more of my time.
The Headmaster made it clear that he would like me to stay on, but
suggested that since the school was unable to employ me and since
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in both his and my opinion the results of the work were shown more
conclusively in the private individual work than in the class work in
the Junior School, I should abandon this side of the work (and with it,
therefore, any serious attempt to make the technique part of the work
of the school as a whole) and devote myself to giving private lessons
to individual boys and to pupils outside the school, while maintaining
such contacts as I liked with out-of-school activities in the Senior and
Junior Schools. But I was anxious to continue the Junior School work
in a modiﬁed form if it was possible to do so, and eventually it was
arranged that while I should no longer take any classes in the Junior
School or appear on the timetable, I should continue the lessons with
the boys in Forms i and ii as part of their ordinary school work, and
only take boys above those forms who came for private lessons at the
normal private tuition fee. There have only been 12 boys in these two
forms this past year, and it has been possible to arrange their lessons
during school hours as before. I was fortunate in having the interest
and cooperation of the form mistress in charge of Form i (with which
I was mostly concerned), and I was able to arrange to go into the
classroom during some of her lessons and help with writing, speaking, etc. The periods which I had formerly spent in games and other
activities were taken over by an ex-service man who had long been
employed by the school, and I was able to exercise a general supervision over his work, cutting out all formal and speciﬁc movements as
much as possible and encouraging such activities as running, jumping,
skipping and active games.
These arrangements left me free to develop my private work as I
wished, and the amount of time that I have spent at the Junior School
has varied according to its demands. Three boys in the Junior School
above Form i have come for private lessons. I hoped also to arrange
to take boys who had already had some experience of the work in
small groups of three or four but up to the present there has not been
enough demand for this to be started.
This change of policy and status with the abandonment of what
was becoming an increasingly difﬁcult if not an impossible task, has
worked out satisfactorily during the past year. It has given me the
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necessary freedom to develop the “economic” side of my work, while
I have retained the opportunity of carrying on, in a smaller and more
effective way, the more preventive and educational work which has
always interested me and which I believe to be important.
It can never be easy to assess the results of any work that is primarily preventive in scope. Alexander’s technique is fundamentally
preventive, and its proper ﬁeld of application is in the education
of the young, so that wrong habits of use may be avoided and an
increasingly efﬁcient use of the whole self in any healthy activity
gradually learnt. But, naturally, its results have been most clearly
shown and can be more easily assessed, where there is some deﬁnite
disability needing correction. Amongst the boys who have been to
me as part of their ordinary work in the Junior School there were
none who did not need some help in their way of using themselves.
But, naturally enough, there were some who have needed help much
more than others and it is in these boys that the results of the work
are most noticeable. To give one example: a boy entered Form i four
terms ago whose use of himself was exceptionally bad. His movements were awkward and ungainly, he lacked control over his body,
and his tendency was to stiffen himself in everything he did. He
came for lessons like the rest of his form and had some extra help
as well. Four terms’ work has made a great difference to him in every
way. The member of the staff who is in charge of Form i and who
has therefore seen more of the work than anyone else, writes of this
boy:
He came to school with no structural defects but he was exceedingly
weedy and all “at odds” with himself. He is greatly improved after a
year’s work. At ﬁrst, being unable to relax, holding himself rigidly with
shoulders hunched and back curved, he could not adapt himself to free
movement of any sort. Now he can run and jump better than others in
his set, and he has learnt to walk and sit well, with consequent general
beneﬁt.

Of the work done with the classes as a whole she also writes:
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I have been in close touch with two forms in which the work has been
carried on over a period of two years. When a whole class beneﬁts gradually under a system it is difﬁcult for the observer to estimate the exact
progress. In this way, it has been something of a revelation to note immediately when a new boy has come into the class how differently and
less well he uses himself in carrying out the same activities as the others.
This I have noticed distinctly in the case of new arrivals to the school
during the past year. I am convinced that once having mastered the idea
and the “feel” of the way to use himself, a boy, though he may not at ﬁrst
be capable of making it habitual, yet being with others who have shared
the same experience and being given constant opportunities of putting it
into practice, will gradually assimilate the new and right habit. A backing
of the technique is an invaluable asset in class work, particularly among
the younger ones as it is often distressing to see the wrong and injurious
way in which the average school child distorts himself to perform quite
simple tasks such as writing or reading, and forms habits of use which
easily become ingrained to his general detriment.

The work done in writing – an activity singled out for special
attention in view of its importance and practised individually and
collectively – has certainly shown that working on the methods that
I have been able to follow, with their necessary limitations, a class of
boys can, after two or three terms’ work, collectively reach a point at
which they can know and recognise a deﬁnite standard of use and can
become sufﬁciently familiar with the technique to put it into practice unaided, at any rate in simple activities. It has also been interesting to observe how the experience of a better way of using himself
gained in his lessons seems to “take hold” of a boy, often without his
knowing it. This has been shown in many ways. Some instances of it
were observed by the school matron in the way that boys habitually
lay in their beds at night. One boy who came to me for private lessons suffered quite badly from asthma, and he usually slept with his
head pulled down on his chest, which was contracted and stiffened
– a use of himself which caused difﬁculty in his breathing and made
him more liable to an attack of asthma. The matron noticed that
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after some lessons (and without being told anything about it), he
ceased to do this and began to lie in a much easier position when in
bed and also found that he did not need so many pillows as he usually
had. In other boys who were slightly asthmatic or whose breathing
was bad, she noticed the same tendency to adopt better attitudes in
bed as their feelings about what they were doing with themselves
gradually changed. The parent of another boy reported recently that
their family doctor had said how much better he was holding himself,
and she attributed this to the lessons he had had, though he is one of
the boys who have not had any lessons for a year now. Observation
of other boys who ceased to have lessons a year ago has also shown
that many of them have retained much of what they learnt, though
there do not seem to be any precise means of assessing deﬁnitely the
permanent results that the lessons had on them.
Perhaps the best way in which I can sum up the results of the
work done in the Junior School is to say the boys who have been
regularly for 2–4 terms (and this specially applies to the boys in Form
i during the past year), with the exception of a few with more than
normally bad use of themselves, have reached the stage at which
they know how to respond satisfactorily to such an instruction as
to “sit up”, without unnecessary effort or strain. Their response can
be fairly taken as an index of their general progress in the work, as
of course they could not so respond unless the fundamental way of
using themselves basic to all their activities had been to some extent
changed or at least unless they had become sufﬁciently familiar with
a way of using themselves better than their normal standard. This
does not of course mean that they always do make the best use of
themselves but that they can. But it means that they possess a means
and a knowledge, based on experience, which they can apply to an
increasing extent when they wish to do so. A comparison might here
be made with the progress of learning an ordinary school subject. In
a term or two a boy may learn a good deal of Latin grammar and
acquire the knowledge of how to use this in his Latin lessons. But
of course this does not mean that he will always remember to use
it. He may frequently appear to forget it completely, and have to go
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back to the beginning again. But even if he has to do this, his previous experience in learning will be of value, if the original grounding
was at all sound. I would say that the boys who have had a year’s
lessons in the Alexander Technique have acquired a basic knowledge
of the “grammar” of the use of themselves – the amount and depth
of the “grammar” acquired varying of course with the individual as
does knowledge of any other subject. (See note on the response to
the order “sit up”, p. 42).
This conclusion was borne out by the behaviour of the boys in
Forms i and ii at a “demonstration” arranged for parents at the end
of the summer term, 1939. After talking for a few minutes about the
underlying principles of the Technique and giving a demonstration of
an individual lesson with two boys, one of whom had just started lessons with me, the other being the boy in Form i referred to on pages
24–25, I took those present into the classroom where they watched
the boys writing and heard them read and recite poetry. I explained
beforehand that this demonstration had not been in any way specially
prepared for the occasion – the preparation for it had been all the
work done during the year. Of course the boys were anxious to make
a good showing, and this meant that they gave special attention to the
use of themselves. But in doing so they showed that they did possess
“a means and a knowledge, based on experience, which they can apply
to an increasing extent when they wish to do so” (page 26). This was
particularly noticeable in the writing work, and it made a considerable
impression on those present. (One visitor commented on the uniform
“grace and poise” of the boys, and another said she had seldom heard
boys of their age read and recite so well.) Afterwards, they went outside and for a few minutes watched the boys taking part in one of
their ordinary activity periods (still unfortunately called “drill” on the
timetable). This also was not prepared in any way. In the walking, running, skipping, etc. the inﬂuence of the training in the Technique was
noticeable and, what was perhaps more interesting, it was also most
noticeable when any boy obviously was not thinking of the way in
which he used himself but only of the end he was trying to achieve.
Little direct attempt has been made to apply the Technique to
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athletic activities and games, but there have been some interesting
indirect results. Several boys have shown improvement in their running, jumping, etc. as a result, I am sure, of the experience gained in
their individual lessons (which have included the practice of ordinary
movements of everyday life). The boy already referred to showed this
very clearly. His form mistress said of him when he came: “In games of
football or cricket, or anything needing concerted action of the limbs,
he was all ‘at odds’ with himself and could seldom achieve a direct
kick or catch”. Now, after four terms’ work, he is able to take part in
games and other activities as well as any others in his form. In fact,
in jumping he has shown that he can do better than any of them and
with the improvement in his general co-ordination there has come an
increasing ability to control his limbs in any speciﬁc movements. (His
music teacher reported the same observation about his improvement
in controlling his arms and ﬁngers in playing the piano.)
Another “index” of general progress may be mentioned. The general way of sitting at meal times in the Junior School is certainly better
than it was two or three years ago – a fact conﬁrmed by members of
the staff. By the summer term, 1939, all but eight boys in the school
had been through my hands. It has been noticeable that these boys
can usually be easily distinguished in the dining room from those who
have had lessons.
I stated above (p. 19) that when I began my work at Weymouth,
it “was clear that much would depend on securing the interest and
eventually the cooperation of the rest of the staff.” I have already
mentioned the advantage I have had increasingly during the past two
years of the help given in this way by the form mistress of Form i in
the Junior School, particularly during this last year when she made it
possible for me to cooperate in some of her class periods by helping
with writing and other activities. She has been able to remind the
boys of their work with me during other lessons and her observations conﬁrm what I have said about their increasing ability to make
use of the “grammar of the use” they have been learning.* There is
*
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no doubt that without this interest and assistance the work in the
Junior School would have made very little progress. The matron also
has been thoroughly interested in the work all the time that it has
been going on, and she has given valuable help by reporting to me
her observations on the boys and by talking to them about the work,
showing her concern in it and encouraging them to apply themselves
to it. She has often watched lessons and has taken many opportunities of talking to parents and others about the value of the work. The
master who took charge of the Junior School a term after I started
work there (and who has now left) was, I think, originally most suspicious of the undertaking, but owing to Pite’s inﬂuence he was willing
to allow the experiment to be begun. After two terms, he said to me
that he was “entirely in favour” of it going on, and throughout his
time at the school his attitude was most friendly, and he was prepared
to make all the arrangements necessary to enable me to give my lessons and so on. He did not actually see much of the work himself
or come into contact with it in the same way that the two members
of the staff already mentioned have done. The other masters of the
Junior School staff, including the present master in charge who was
on the staff for two years after I began the work, have also been very
friendly and encouraging. The master in charge has recently recommended a boy to have lessons. As he has not taken Form i himself, he
has not seen much of the work done with them during school hours,
but he has often commented on the improvement in some of the boys
who have been for lessons. The attitude of the rest of the staff – that
is, most of the staff of the Senior School – can fairly be described
as “friendly but on the whole uninterested”. Ignorance of what the
work really is about probably lies at the bottom of this, though I have
tried to dispel this by some talks and demonstrations at which most
a mixed group of boys were sitting at their desks writing an examination, she told them all to stand up and then sit down again (which I have
often done during her lessons when I have been in the room, without
saying anything about what I want them to do). She said that it was obvious which boys in the room came to me for lessons – their manner of getting ready to write again was so much better than that of the others.
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of them have been present at one time or another. I am quite ready
to admit that these attempts might have been more successful, and
that I could have approached the subject both on these occasions and
when talking to them individually in a way that would have aroused
more interest, but I am often surprised at the lack of curiosity displayed. I think that this attitude is, however, typical of that of a large
number of people to Alexander’s work today. Indifference to it seems
to be a bigger obstacle to its progress than actual hostility or disapproval. At Weymouth at ﬁrst I made it almost a rule not to start talking about it unless the subject was raised by someone else – and the
result was that I talked about it very little. But during this past year I
have talked more about it, and I have found that nearly all of the staff
had noticed the beneﬁts in individuals through their lessons, and I am
sure that they would all accept the value of the technique even though
they would not be prepared to do anything about it themselves.* Of
course the Senior School staff have not had the same opportunities of
seeing the work in operation as in the Junior School. Two months ago
I gave a talk at a meeting† arranged by the Headmaster at which some
of the staff were present and this created more interest at the time
than anything else I had previously done. As a result some of them
came to the Junior School to see me give some lessons, but there was
no other immediate result. The present Headmaster has been most
*

There has been general agreement that two boys who originally came on
account of speech difﬁculties both improved very considerably. The Sister
in charge of the boys’ health said of one of them that “there was no doubt
the lessons had done him an enormous amount of good”. The present Head
master told me, after six weeks of his ﬁrst term, that he would not have known
that one of them had ever had a stammer if he had not been told. An amusing “testimony”came from the Rugger [Rugby] master who had never shown
much interest, when he said one day that he believed that there must be
“something in it all” because two of my pupils were playing rugger so well.
There have been other scraps of evidence, some fairly trivial and some important, all going to show that the results have been noticed. To give one more: a
master who took a gymnastic class in which I had allowed a pupil to take part
as an experiment commented to me on the comparative grace and ease of his
movements (and he was naturally a clumsy boy).
† Probably 21st May 1939 according to “A neglected factor in education”, an unpublished ms by MacInnes. Ed.
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friendly and sympathetic, and I owe a great deal to him for making it
possible for me to continue with the work. He has written:
During two years at Weymouth I have been able to observe Mr MacInnes’
work. He has been unofﬁcially attached to the staff, has taught or supervised forms in the Junior School and, with the approval of the School
Medical Ofﬁcer, has trained individual boys in the Alexander Technique.
The work with individuals has been to me the most striking. I have specially noticed the improvement in conﬁdence, bearing and speech among
Mr MacInnes’ pupils, and I am convinced that the Technique, though not
at present suited to classwork, is a valuable ally in education.

In discussions I have had with him, he has made it clear that he
would welcome it if boys came to the school because there was an opportunity of learning the Technique there, and he has himself recommended some boys for lessons and has talked to their parents about
the work. He has also said that he is very willing for me to go on with
the “routine” work in the Junior School if I like to do so, but that in
the present position of the school, at any rate, that side of the work
must be regarded as a luxury for which neither the school nor the
parents of the boys concerned could pay. He has not seen much of my
Junior School work during this last year as he has not been teaching
there himself.
During my ﬁrst year, three members of the staff came for lessons
– two from the Senior and one from the Junior School. These have all
left, and since then I have had no other pupils among the staff.
The school doctor has also been most friendly to me personally
and he has recommended two boys to have lessons. He approved of
this sentence in a statement about my position in the school issued
by the college, in October 1938:
Mr MacInnes has carried on his work in the school with the full approval
of the School Medical Ofﬁcer, who for a number of years has seen the
beneﬁts that have come to individual pupils through the practice of Mr
Alexander’s technique.
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He has seen some lessons and demonstrations, and he told me once
that he was sure that it would beneﬁt everyone in the school to have
lessons if that was possible. He often orders built up shoes for boys
with dropped arches, and one day he said that he thought that this
would not be necessary if everyone could be trained in the Technique.
When he came to see me taking a pupil whom he recommended two
years ago whose use of himself was then very bad and had been made
worse by his efforts to stand up correctly etc., he said that he considered that he was “much improved”. But he has not seen a great
deal of the work and he is, I think, rather afraid of what he may have
committed himself to by giving his approval. I have not been able to
get very far with him, or with his partner, a younger man, who has
not shown much interest and has never seen a demonstration though
I have asked him to come and do so.
I have tried to get in touch with the parents of all the boys I
have taken in the Junior School (and of course of my other pupils).
I have held three meetings for parents at the school at which I have
explained what I am doing and given demonstrations of individual
lessons and of the application of the Technique to writing, etc. (see p.
27). These have all been interesting and quite successful. During the
past year I have also asked the parents to come to the school and see
me give their sons one of their ordinary lessons and most of them
have done so. Last autumn, when I was starting work on the new
basis described on pp. 21–22, a statement about my position was sent
to the parents of all the boys whom I had been taking in the Junior
School, explaining that in future I would only take boys above Form
i and ii who came for special lessons for which there would be the
normal private tuition fee, and asking those interested to get in touch
with the Headmaster or with me direct. It was also pointed out that
the Technique was comparatively new and that there was no other
public or preparatory boys’ school where it was being taught, so that
the opportunity offered at Weymouth College was exceptional. There
were no direct replies to this circular – though one or two parents said
they were interested in it and might send their boys for lessons “some
time” – and no pupils came through it. But there has been consider32
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able interest on the part of some of the parents of the boys I have
been taking this last year.
When I met the mother of the boy referred to on pages 24 and 28
for the ﬁrst time after he had had four terms’ work with me, she said
how struck she had been by the improvement in his walking and “general control” of himself. My ﬁrst introduction to another interested
parent was when he leant across a bank counter and said, “You are
making my boy sit up very much better at home.”
Parents were not told about the work when I started doing it – it
was simply introduced into the curriculum as part of their work. They
only came to know about it gradually, after meeting me and hearing
something about it from their boys – some of whom, however, appear never to have mentioned it at home (which tends to show that
they took it quite naturally). I wondered at ﬁrst what strange garbled
versions of what the work was would get round the town, but as far
as I can ﬁnd out there has not been any difﬁculty of this sort. This
indirect method of introducing the work had the great advantage that
there was no necessity to try to get quick results. As none of the parents expected anything, negative results would not be likely to cause
disappointment, while positive results would probably be recognised.
I have always hoped that boys would come to the Junior School
because it was the only ordinary preparatory school in the country
where the Technique was taught, but though there have been one or
two enquiries from parents who had heard of the work in some way
or another, this has not happened during my 3H years at the school.
Throughout my time at Weymouth I have lived at the school or
near it, but not in the Junior School itself. This was impracticable for
various reasons. But apart from my lessons with Senior School pupils,
most of my contact with the school has been in the Junior department. Pite and I agreed that it would be better in every way if I took
part in some school activities and did not occupy simply the position
of an external teacher coming to the school for one speciﬁc purpose.
This has proved to have been so, and the contacts with the boys over
various activities – such as plays and entertainments, expeditions, the
teaching of sword dancing, etc. – have been most valuable. For two
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terms I taught three periods of history a week, with a form of which
about half the boys had been to me for lessons, but it was not possible for me to go on doing this. During the last two years I have taken
some meals at the Junior School, and this has given me good opportunities of observing the way in which the boys use themselves. All
these contacts have helped to make the work appear quite a natural
part of ordinary school life.
In this account of my work I have already touched on some of the
problems that have arisen, but in concluding this section I must add
something about two familiar objections that are often made concerning the educational application of Alexander’s technique.
1. It is often said, “Doesn’t the practice of the technique tend to make
a child self-conscious?” (in the bad sense of the word).
In a report on my ﬁrst year’s work at Weymouth I wrote:
Personally, I have seen no trace of self-consciousness as a result of the
work, and I am certain that the common objection raised against the
work on this score is quite unfounded. It does not seem as if the question
of self-consciousness need arise at all. To be interested in the working of
one’s body as a tool does not imply morbid self-consciousness, and a boy
seems to think that to give himself messages is a perfectly natural process.
He is freer from both ﬁxed positions and ﬁxed ideas than the adult pupil
and is ready to accept the work as part of “what happens at school”.

My experience since then has amply conﬁrmed this view. The
boys seem to have taken to the work entirely naturally. Only one
boy out of all those I have had in the Junior School (over 30 in all)
ever really jibbed at his lessons and showed unrest and dislike of
them – and he was a wild, uncontrolled individual who needed the
work more than a great many of the others. (His reaction was probably caused by his unconscious awareness that if he allowed himself
to be taught he would change in the process, and he did not want
to change. But, though I did not have long enough with him to get
very far, his attitude improved greatly during his lessons, and this
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last year, when he has not been coming to me, he has often asked
me to give him another lesson, and he has told me that he often
thinks about not pulling his head back, etc.)
The child seems to have no difﬁculty in understanding the
reason for saying “No” to himself to prevent himself from doing the wrong thing or giving himself the right directions for the
“primary control”. I have found it increasingly easier to teach inhibition from the start, and it is remarkable how much a boy can
help himself at once by simply saying “No”. One simple means I
have used successfully for bringing this home to them has been by
comparing the “No” to the red trafﬁc signal, “getting ready by giving the right orders” to the yellow light (which comes on while the
red is still showing) and carrying out an action to the green light.
The colours – red, yellow, green – have become quite recognised
symbols now and as such have served a useful purpose, backed as
they are by experience.
2. Another similar objection sometimes raised is that the work might
destroy a child’s natural spontaneity. In my former report I wrote:
This also seems to be quite unfounded. Admittedly there is a possible
danger of the development of self-consciousness and of the loss of spontaneity, but it is a danger in the method of teaching the work, not conceivably in the technique itself which is essentially a means for better self-expression (and for freedom from fears and worries about oneself), since it
improves the instrument of self-expression. Only too often “spontaneity”
is bad self-expression, and it cannot really be better that a child should
use himself badly than that he should learn to control and improve his
use of himself.

This opinion has also been conﬁrmed by my later experience.
One example to illustrate it might be given. The boy referred to
on pages 24 and 28 showed very clearly how spontaneity may just
as likely be bad self-expression as good. As he found that he could
not do ordinary things like running, jumping, kicking, catching,
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etc. as easily as other boys, his natural activity and desire for selfexpression found almost its only outlet in an exaggeration of what
he could do – in a cultivation of those contortions, grimaces, and
stiffenings which were in any case natural to him. He could only express himself through the medium of his badly working body, and
there could be little that was desirable about his spontaneity. He
showed an interest in and a liking for his lessons almost from the
start – because, I am sure, he appreciated the greater freedom and
ease of movement that he was acquiring. After four terms’ work, he
is now capable of expressing himself spontaneously in a perfectly
natural and normal way, and he knows that he can at once check
his lapses into his old habits if he wants to do so, whereas before
they were out of his control.
V The conditions under which Alexander’s technique could
be made part of a normal education
A. G. Pite’s chief aim in asking me to begin the work in the Junior
School was, as has been stated, to see how far Alexander’s technique
could be introduced into the life and work of an ordinary school. The
conditions under which I have carried on this work during the last 3H
years have not been such as to enable this experiment to be fully or
adequately carried out; in fact, as has been said, for the past year this
original aim has been frankly abandoned, and the Junior School work
conﬁned to the two lowest forms and to private pupils. Pite thought
that four to five years would be the minimum period in which the
work could be tested, but this was on the assumption that ways could
be found by which the practical difﬁculties which would naturally
arise as more and more boys passed though my hands could be overcome. These difﬁculties have not been overcome, and the experience
is therefore limited. This last year I have certainly gained more experience of the application of the technique to one form in the school,
but not of the application to the school as whole. But, though limited,
this experience of 3H years has been thorough enough to convince me
that there are no fundamental difﬁculties in the way of gradually incorporating the technique into ordinary education, given certain conditions.
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These conditions, applied to a boys’ preparatory school of normal
size, may be summarised as follows:
1. There should be a resident teacher of the technique, who might
do some ordinary teaching of school subjects if time allowed, and
who should certainly take part in some school activities. He would
automatically take every boy entering the school (perhaps starting
with the lowest forms and working upwards), giving lessons individually at ﬁrst and later in pairs and small groups. These lessons
should not be made extra to the ordinary school work and time
should be allowed for them in the curriculum. From the beginning
the application of the technique to the actions and movements of
ordinary life such as writing, speaking etc. should be taught, and
this could be done in pairs or small groups or classes. The teacher
of the technique might fulﬁl the position of a “liaison ofﬁcer” between the different departments of the school, with a roving commission to attend ordinary classes and give help to individuals as
they did their ordinary work. He would give special extra lessons to
boys needing them, and he might also do private teaching outside
the school, according to circumstances.
2. The technique could only be introduced into a school in its proper
function as a preventive method if all the members of the staff
understood it and were able to cooperate. Ideally they should all
have lessons themselves and at least they should be in complete
sympathy with the aims and methods of the work. They could then
help directly in the classroom and outside it in all the “application
work” and indirectly all the time by their example. Each specialist teacher could cooperate with the Alexander teacher in working
out the application to his own particular subject. This would be
particularly valuable in the more active subjects involving self-expression or movement, such as music, art, handicrafts, games and
athletics. The aim here would be to ﬁnd out how the fundamental
principles of Alexander’s technique could be applied to learning
other recognised techniques. For instance, much could be done in
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the ﬁeld of what is now generally called “physical education” in the
direction of working out the kind of exercise best suited to the
growing boy, starting from a common recognition that Alexander’s
technique provides the fundamental integrating principle that is
needed and that is lacking in modern physical education.
The cooperation of the matrons, and in fact of all concerned
in the school would also be needed, and meetings could be arranged
for parents at which the work could be explained so that they could
understand what was being done and could cooperate when their
boys were at home.
3. A sympathetic and interested school doctor would be essential.
The ordinary medical examination at entry into the school should
be supplemented by an examination of use by the teacher of the
technique in the presence of the doctor. A “committee” might be
held afterwards on each boy, consisting of the headmaster, the doctor, the matron, and the Alexander teacher, to compare opinions
and to discuss the needs and the difﬁculties of each boy. Periodical examinations should be made to check progress and systematic
records kept which could be supplemented by photographs and
possibly ﬁlms.
4. It is unlikely that it would be possible to fulﬁl these conditions all
at once, unless it was possible to found a new school or to take
over an existing one, staffed throughout by men and women with
a common practical knowledge of Alexander’s work, which could
be made fundamental from the start. (N. B. This was done in London in 1924 by Miss Irene Tasker when a class was started for boys
and girls who were having lessons from Mr Alexander. In 1934 this
school was moved out into the country in Kent where a limited
number of boys and girls are taken as boarders, most of whom
have come on account of some practical difﬁculty and who have
stayed there for periods varying from one or two years to one or
two terms.)
But it more likely that the most practicable method under
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existing circumstances in England would be the gradual introduction of the technique into an existing school. The above account
of my experiences at Weymouth will suggest ways in which this
might be done. But it would probably be better to start by selecting a few boys for special individual lessons rather than by taking
a whole form as I did – especially if it was ﬁrst of all necessary
to convince all staff of the school that the technique was of value
and importance. As I have said above the results of this individual
work are much easier to assess. Moreover, I found that it was only
through seeing the results on individuals that other people have
come to realise the value of the work as part of every boys’ normal
education. These lessons might be given by an outside teacher, but
he should have some other connections with the life of the school
from the start. With normally intelligent boys of 12 or 13 or perhaps
younger he should be able to get far enough in a term or two to
produce concrete evidence of the value of the technique. At the
same time he might give a series of talks and demonstrations to the
staff, which could be illustrated at every point by his experiences
with his pupils whom the staff could observe for themselves in the
school. These talks might lead naturally into a series of lessons for
some of them, and they would help to develop the awareness of
the need for the technique and the understanding of its fundamental principles that would be necessary if it was ultimately to
be fully introduced into the school. Later, the technique could be
introduced into a lower form as a normal thing, and the work could
be extended and developed as the boys moved up the school in
some such way as was originally planned at Weymouth, but under
conditions that would allow the work to be more thoroughly and
adequately carried out.
5. Given time, much could be done on these lines and I believe that
if these methods (which have only been described in general terms
here) were followed for four or five years in a school, the results
would be quite remarkable, not only in the general physique and
health of the boys and in their games and other activities, but also
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in their school work and in their behaviours and character generally (since, to quote A. G. Pite once more, the work is “a way of
life based on the idea that the human being is a unity”). Gradually,
a tradition could be established and the general standard of use
would be raised, making the work progressively easier as it went
on. Nothing less than the application of a fundamental principle
all through the life of the school should be the aim. But this ideal
could be approached gradually and any attempt to gain results
quickly should be avoided. A four or five year plan would be necessary, covering, when the scheme was in full working order, the normal span of a boy’s life at school. Continuity in the work would be
absolutely essential, and only continuity could ensure the ultimate
realisation of the ideal.
6. Certain considerable changes and adaptations in the life and work
of the school would have to be made – but not necessarily all at
once. For one thing, the curriculum would have to be adapted so as
to allow time both for the individual lessons and of adequate attention to the means whereby any activity was carried out. This latter
would perhaps be the most important change. There is much in
school life that seems to encourage what might be called the “endgaining” attitude, both in the staff and in the boys. The adoption of
Alexander’s technique – which, as has been stressed, is essentially
a method, a means whereby “the whole self should be used in any
healthy activity” (in Pite’s words) – would involve the recognition
that ends or results are not more important than means, that, in
fact, they are really less important and should be subordinated to
them. This would clearly effect the whole life of the school – the
methods of teaching, the marking system, the methods of rewards
and punishments, the competitive attitude in work and play, and so
on. To discuss the question further would involve a consideration
of most of the fundamental problems of modern education, which
is no part of my purpose here. I would only point out that there is
no side of school life which would not be inﬂuenced by the adop-
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tion of Alexander’s technique as one of the fundamental principles
that should “guide educational practice”.
G. M. I.
Weymouth, July 3rd 1939

Note i: On physical training
Physical training has been practised in the Senior School during all
the time I have been at Weymouth, but my pupils have been excused
it. Pite did not like the physical training that was done in his time, but
did not feel able simply to abandon it in view of the importance now
usually attached to it in schools and unless he could ﬁnd an adequate
substitute for it. Since he left it has been more thoroughly developed
– on entirely “orthodox” lines – and it is practised normally by the
whole Senior School for short periods in the morning three times a
week. One of my pupils of ﬁve terms’ standing who is going into the
army asked me this last term if he could start doing the P. T. [physical
training] again as he would have to do it at Sandhurst. It seemed best
to let him do so. I have watched him a number of times during the
P. T. periods and, as far as I could see, he has been quite successful in
applying the principles of the technique to the exercises and movements, many of which, though perhaps of no particular value, can be
done without harm by anyone with an adequate knowledge of the use
of himself as a whole. In his individual lessons with me I have tried
to show him to do this. He does not seem to have “gone back” in any
way in the general use of himself, though I have not seen much of him
lately. Another pupil asked if he could join a voluntary gymnastic class
that was being started. I let him do so as an experiment and asked
him to report to me on his experiences. I have watched him doing the
movements, and he has seemed able to apply the technique to them
quite successfully. There is clearly no [more] harm in many gymnastic
movements than there is in ordinary actions such as vaulting a gate,
jumping a wall etc. – provided they are approached with the right
“equipment” of a knowledge of Alexander’s technique, though some
of them do seem unavoidably to involve “bad use”.
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(When last year I attended a few classes at a preparatory school’s
masters’ physical education course – at which the most modern methods were used – I found no difﬁculty in carrying out the exercises
and movements through the technique, though there were a few that
seemed to encourage “bad use”. But I noticed that many of those
present did use themselves very badly in doing the same things, lacking any knowledge of the right use of themselves as a whole.)

Note ii: On the response to the order “sit up” as an index of
the standard of general use
As anyone with experience of Alexander’s technique will realise, feeling plays a predominating part in determining a person’s normal way
of using himself. Through familiarity and habit a wrong use of the
self will come to feel right, and as long as feeling remains our guide
no real improvement is possible. When a pupil, whether a child or an
adult, begins to learn by means of the technique how to correct wrong
habits of use, the new and better use will at ﬁrst feel more uncomfortable and more wrong than the old. He must therefore learn not to
depend on feeling as a guide. During the lessons, he becomes aware
of a new standard of use which he can compare with the old, and as
his power of inhibiting his wrong responses and of making the decisions which lead to a better use of himself increases, he is more and
more able to decide for himself which “use” he will employ – the old,
familiar and comfortable but wrong use, or the new, comparatively
strange and often very uncomfortable but better use. Gradually, he
acquires a knowledge and an experience that he did not possess before of the correct means whereby he can do what he decided to do.
To this ability to carry out his decisions whether the result feels right
or wrong, there is gradually added the powerful ally of an increasing
trustworthiness of feeling, and he reaches the stage at which the new
and better use comes to feel right and the old use wrong. This of
course is a continuous process to which there is no practical limit, not
a matter of learning a series of “right” positions and attitudes, which
are regarded as ﬁxed.
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Take as an example of this process the way in which a boy will
respond to the instruction to “sit up”. If this is given to a boy who
habitually sits badly and who therefore has not had the experience
of what sitting well should mean, he cannot be expected to assume a
good position just by trying to do so. He will almost certainly react
to the order by “bracing himself ” up – probably raising his chest and
pulling his shoulders up and his back in and generally stiffening himself – and will soon relapse to his habitual position which feels more
comfortable to him. He lacks knowledge and experience of the means
whereby he can correctly carry out his decision to try to “sit up”. During a course of lessons in Alexander’s technique he will gradually acquire this knowledge and experience and, as he does so, his feeling
will be inevitably changed, and he will realise the difference between
his old way of sitting and the new use of himself he is learning which,
though uncomfortable at ﬁrst, gradually comes to feel more and more
comfortable and right. He may be said to have reached a satisfactory
stage in his lessons when he is able to respond naturally to the order
to “sit up” by means of this new use of himself.
This report is dedicated to the memory of A. G. P. “Poggea”. GMI.

q

Editor’s note
These three reports have been prepared from carbon copy typescripts
in Walter Carrington’s archives. Apart from the first report which was
published in the Bulletin (No. 1, 1937) of the Alexander Society they appear to be drafts. A few handwritten changes were made, presumably by
the author. A few grammatical and typographical corrections have been
made for the present edition. MacInnes probably intended the “Draft
Report 1936-39” to supersede and replace his previous reports, but they
are all reproduced in full here. For help with the historial footnotes I am
much indebted to Maureen Attwooll, an historian of Weymouth, and to
Charles Boldero, President of the Old Weymouthians’ Club.
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