Developing the Whole Child

Excerpted from an article by Barbara Forbes, GCFP, originally
published in SenseAbility, Issue #38, Fall 2006

The Feldenkrais Method is being included in more programs for children with
special needs, and in some programs it is the only method. The Field Center
for Children’s Integrated Development (http://www.thefieldcenter.org) is one
such program. Founded by Sheryl Field with the mother of a child with
special needs, it is a not-for-profit organization offering the Feldenkrais
Method to families on a long-term basis.

The Field Center is doing research, overseen by an Institutional Review
Board, on the effectiveness of the Feldenkrais Method from a scientific point
of view. From the results, it is obvious that the Feldenkrais Method makes a
difference. Rather than one particular aspect of a child’s condition changing,
it is the whole child who changes. “"The quality of movement, the attention,
and the intention change; there is a big shift in self-regulation. More
profoundly, the child’s interest changes. We see maturation that is
palpable,” Sheryl reports.

“For example, one five year old boy was an engaging and intelligent child,
interested in the world around him, available to social interaction and as
active as he could be, given his situation. However, he had very little
interest in moving things, including things with wheels. Not animals, not
other children. How could a five year old boy not be interested in things that
move? As he progressed, he started to want to move things. He wanted to
set up blocks and knock them over. He’d never been able to shift his weight
from one side to the other, or lift his arm, and he began to want to throw a
ball. Ball throwing became a passion! No one invited him to start throwing a
ball. The emergence of this interest was natural to his progress - his
improved function gave birth to ‘ball.” It gave birth to things that move as
he was able to move. That was very powerful to see.”

Such evolution is not surprising to Sheryl, who elaborates: “Every time
children grow, they have to deal with their complexities all over again - and
you want this to happen. The difficulties necessarily come into the
foreground, not because the child has difficulties, but because this is the
way we all learn. Even children who develop in a typical pattern, including
toddlers, learn many skills through a ‘two steps forward and one step
backward’ process. However, it seems horrific for the family of a child who
struggles, because they don’t want the child to be confused again. Sitting,
rolling, standing, walking, are what a parent looks for because uncertainty is
uncomfortable. We would like to think that learning shouldn’t have any
troubles!” says Sheryl, smiling.



“Parents often feel very pressured by social and therapeutic constructs,”
Sheryl explains. “People are saying, ‘If she doesn’t sit herself up by age two,
she’ll never sit up. If she doesn’t sit up by two, she’ll never walk.”” Sheryl
gives parents the opportunity to share her perspective on their child’s
development and potential. “If a child isn’t doing certain things, he or she
may not yet have had the necessary experience that will lead to doing those
things.” Feldenkrais practitioners aim to provide those missing experiences,
understanding that each child is unique. As Sheryl puts it:

“The integrity of a child with special needs is not compromised. What is
compromised is the child’s ability to bring what they need to themselves.
So, there’s a mandate to everyone around them to create an environment
that allows them to express who they are. So they can define — and declare
- what they need, and how they’re going to utilize what is brought to them.
B » _ Who can know what the limit of a
child’s capacity might be? That’s the
biggest leap. That's the leap that
many people have to take in
relationship to children in general. It's
not just special children. Even in
maturity, with another human being,
it's a big leap in relation to other
human beings. The Feldenkrais
Method offers the scaffolding that
they can walk back and forth on by
themselves so they truly integrate
their learning.”

Moshe Feldenkrais believed that his
method of somatic education could
restore each and every individual to
his or her human dignity. Sheryl’s
inspiring work with youngsters offers
growing evidence that this is indeed
possible.
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