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Ten years ago Darcy McGehee was sure she was a dancer/choreographer, not a therapist, and was
content to approach somatics in that way. six years ago that changed. she now enjoys

a richer tiew of the world.

I have an eight-year-old son. At the age
of eighteen rnonrhs I could no longer
ignore his lack of ability to pick up ver-
bal or kinesrheric cues.Jack glanced at
people out of the corner of his eye,
unable to share another's gaze. He slept
in short spurts and had the climbing
skil ls of a mounrain goat. He was in
constanr motion. Try as I might to
schedule him,Jacks impulse was rhe
only dock he could follow.

By age two, Jack could memorize
the entire texs of documentary videos
and identify by topography all the
moons of Jupiter, but he had no con-
versational language. His strengths
were eerie. His deficits were heart-
breaking and exhausring. I felt my
child was being sucked away from me.

When Jack was almost three and
his world seemed more chaotic than
ever, I sought help l was told that, while
early intervention was crucial, lve
might be on a waiting l ist for a year
and a half before Jack q'ould receive
treatment, I then began a long process

to have my son admitted to the spe-
cialists who might help him, I gave
long telephone inrerviews; I f i l led out
forms. When I was rold the evaluation
process alone would take a year, I got
busy. I found the necessary people ro
grant the necessary diagnosis to admit

Jack to a preschool for high-function-
ing autistic children. We began speech
and occupational therapies. I read and
learned and researched.

For many years I have danced and
worked with dancers, elite athletes who
pursue mov€ment for creative expres-
sion- Interested in both thearre and
dance, my MFA studies focused on rhe
connection between voice and move-
ment. I have studied traditional
anatomy and kinesiology as well as
somatic therapies, which investigate
the connection of mind and body.

Autisrn is now classified as a neuro-
developrnental disorder; neurodevel-
opmental problerns are basic
deficiencies or perceived lack o[ con-
nection between areas of the brain that

pres€nt with increasing insistence as
the infant is developing. When my son
was diagnosed with pDD, or High
Functioning Aurism, I began looking
where I was mosr familiar: I began
exploring how movement affects neu-
rological development, and how neu-
rological development could be
facilitated through movemenL

Jack has a developmental disorder
that involves a lack of synchrony and
maturation in his sensory and motor
development- It made sense to
approach this disorder from a devel-
opmental movemenr perspective. This
approach resp€cts the incremental
sequence of early learning thar sup-
ports relarional behaviors. It also sees
these sequences rhrough the lens of
multiple inreracting body systems.

U.rd".-rt".J-irre,
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the U nJe.pinnins of -Nfolr.-"rlq

Most of us have a sens€ of self and of
the world. We perceive our place in our
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envir r r, nt arld we act, and the syn-

chr r,f those sensing and motor-

inf, !{:i ., allows us to relate to the

wol ar:,1 to survive We reach a place

in c . ' , lopment where we stand on

ouJ )\1/n two feet. We under-stand.

Star : ijn our own two feet allows
' . [rr, llgo[ movement choices

I ,  r '  , , , , i re  o {  ac t ions :  we move

tr I  . ,c rr)ove away, we change

ti ,ur hange pace, all in rela-

trL l , ,ough reading the move-

mi' , I others we are able to
' '.r . ,11. to some degree, their lives

a ,i i'erceptions. we have under-

si :','. ". lrich dynamically weaves

, , ,r  ' i l  and other. This is what I

t  ,  ,  1,rr my son.

rr,.t' 1r Dd SOmatiCs agree that the

wi  n r r  ,  in  re la t ion  to  our  in te r -

r r r l  I  r x t e r n z l  e n v i r o n m e n t s

ir . ,r  r  l rr  dcvelopment of the nerv-

\ l  :  . , , ,end  thedeve lopmento f  the
';ystci l1 greatly inf luences

, , I A ( (rnscious sense of self, or
'  i )  ;eui i i i  the world, depends on

' {rnt r tiorr of physical states of

i ,lti, I 
' rr'r. :icd, often unconsciously,

r  : ; r l ,  ,  , , , ,  e l  b ra in  a reas  (Damas io ,

ooi In typical development, matu-

: : ,r r;f the cerebral cortex follows

s; :  i r i ,  .r i  maturation. Where this

d.-vt: l  r [ , , i rrntal choreography is inter-

rupte(: ort ical lunction is unsup-

p, .rted I dyrramic systems perspecrive

lr lar ir ' ;  i l rr :  neural consensus that

r,ielinc:, consciousness as a social phe-

n , ,  i ,q  . r ,  r , lepend ingon bo th  re f lex ive

, r i i  , , i )  and vo lun tary  (cor t i ca l )

: : .  ; ' : iv st imuli  change al l  previ-

. ,r r.,ting patterns o[ neura] con-

,r:nsi i . ;  and contr ibute to neural

piasticity (Freeman, 2000).

Aur i .  rn has tradit ional ly been

. tL  . ,  . , r . ' ,  , l  as  a  cond i t ion  where in  a

r:hi l , i  is "r his own world.Jack's corn-

:r ' : t  ;  ,11 learning were interrupted

l,,rr,  ;rr1'  l rc , l rd rtot have a rel iable, bal-

Al i ' , .  n' .r '  of his own internal world.

1-;,er I  r ' : , : ; i rrg and communication of

iacl r  r tcrnal state o[ comfort through

early 0ower) neurological centers was

compromised and did not supPort his

higher cortical abilities. His neural

growth did not have a strong founda-

tion. It was as if his cerebril cortex was

forced to make up for this lack of foun-

dational support by maturing out o[

sequence, processing more information

than it could handle and making exec-

utive decisions without Pertinent
information. This compromised Jack's
ability to relate in the world.

Assessments and therapies com-

monly used with autistic children aim

at age-appropriate task completion and

controlled behavior. without address-

ing the foundational developmental

sequences that suPport these tasks and

behaviors. They do not effectively

address what a child is experiencing

or how a child completes a task;

i ns tead ,  t hey  a t t emp t  t o . co r rec t  l he

problem from the topdown.Jean Ayres

pioneered research in developmental

movement repatterning in the field of

sensory integration, She states, "As long

as subcortical structures remain poorly

integrated, resolution of the impair-

ment through a cognitive aPProach

will be limited" (Ayres, 1991, 52-53)

Developmentally based somatic tech-

niques that use relational touch and

movement address early, subcortical

development from a dynamic systems

perspective, honoring a childs

moment-to-moment experience. Em-

bodied movement offers a child a tem-

plate for expressive and receptive

communication. When a child under-

stands how to move in a way that is

connected to his needs and desires,

skills are then transferable and can be

adapted to many learning situations.

There is no simple formulaic, ther-

apeutic approach to neurodevelop-

mental delays, but there is a universal

sequence to the emergence of basic

neurological  movement pat terns in

typical development. I support a theo-

retical model that connects the emer-

gence o[ these basic neurological

patterns with the development of spe-

cific areas of the brain; future inter-

disciplinary research is needed to

clarify this connection. Movement

repatterning offers movement and

behavior choices to stimulate neuro-

logical development. Basic neurologi-

cal patterns, inherent in the nervous

system, that emerge in a well-orches-

trated sequence in typical development

may be elicited where development is

atypical.

Neural plasticity-the flexibility

and potential of the nervous system to

devdop and change throughout lile-

allows us to call forth the expression

of early patterns that support emer-

gence into the world-

Somatic Piorr..r".-

To.r.lr, Mo'r.ement, anJ

M""1;n, ^ Cl';lJ 
-Wlr"'. 

FI. I"

Jack lived in a body very restricted in

its movement choices and its abilities

to make transitions or engage in rela-

tionships. A developmental, somatic-

movement model addresses the many

incremental, early movement Patterns
commonly observed in PDD and autis-

tic children: toe-walking, side-to-side

gait, restricted gaze shift, an inability

to cross the midline of the body, a

propensity for holding the arms uP,

and late or absent language devdop-

ment.
In exploring the best ways to sup-

portJack's development I have had the

unique opportunity to be mentored by

and to observe the work of three of the

top researchers in somatic and devel-

opmental therapy in North America:

Bette Lamont, Martha Eddy, and Bon-

nie Bainbridge Cohen. These therapists

and somatic pioneers look at my son

for who he is, not for who he isn't. This

is rare in the world of disabilities.Jack

has a disorder that affected his early

ability to be in relationship. These ther-

apists placed themselves in relation-

ship with Jack, moving with him and

( j trre nt '  FALL2oo3



touching him. With their guidance I
too learned to work with Jack. Soon I
held him and he held me.

I remember clearly the first time

Jack placed his hands around my neck
and held on to me. I cried with joy
when he finally looked deep into my
eyes. My husband looked to me with
tears rolling down his cheeks when

Jack was asked to call his brothers to
dinner and, for the first time, he did.

Bonnie Bainbridge Cohen, occupa-
tional and neurodevelopmental thera-
pist, is the founder of Body-Mind
Centering an esrablished and evolving
somatic-practice taught at the School
for Body-Mind Centering. Martha Eddy,
Ed.D., is an educatoE researcher, and
somatic practitioner certified in Body-
Mind Centering. In responding to neu-
rodevelopmental drsorders Edd y delves
into the somatic work, and compares
this work to the more traditional sci-
entif ic inquiry- Berre Lamont is the
therapy director at the Developmental
Movement and Education Center in
Seattle. All three of these pracrit ioners
are certified in l-aban Movement
Analysis, a qualita tive, comprehensive
systern of movement observation. F-ach
of these women stresses the individu-
ality of any child's presenrarions in
developmental delays.

Jackb difficulties with navigating
environmental and social relation-
ships, and responding with appropri-
ate actions, reflected his inability to
come to a place of comfortable foctu
and to make and sequence decisions-
Bonnie Bain brid ge Cohenb book, 5e ns-
ing Feeling and Action, explains how
the basic neurological parterns of
movement give us the basis for atten-
tion intention. and action. I[ we have
the comfort to attend, we can follow our
curiosity and desire with intention and
action. Underlying the basic neurolog-
ical patterns is rvhat Bainbridge Cohen
refers to as the "alphaber of movement':
the primitive reflexes, righting reac-
tions, and equilibrium responses.

Reflexes provide a developing infant
with a subcortical template for move-
ment. Bainbridge Cohen was rhe firsr
researchef to point out that all rhe tra-
ditional reflexes have a modulating
reflex. Even in the earliest phases of life
we see a precursor to choice in move-
ment, which evolves inro an ability to
make conscious, modulated transitions
based on new information.

Many of Jacks early reflexes had
failed to emerge or had been poorly
integrated,  l imi t ing h is  movement
choices. Incoming or sensory informa-
tion from both his body and the envi-
ronment could not be efficiently
processed and screened. He could not
come to a comfortable, grounded place
of midline orientation, a milestone typ-
ically achieved around three months,
at the same point an infant develops a
social smile. Without reliable sensory
information and proprioceptive infor-
mation (about position, movement,
equil ibrium, and resisrance), Jack is
unable to discern the temporal and
spatial coordinates that underlie the
ability to have intention in time and
space. His actions are not supported by
an integrated sensory-motor loop-
where moving, sensing and perceiv-
ing, and moving again are in constant
relationship-

TL. Ah[* T" B" I',"iJ.-
Y;"lt'g, O^'ity, C"llr,
and Jupport

The reflexes that underlie movemenr
are expressions o[ a primary relation-
ship with gravity, In a sense, a highly
skilled mover takes movemenr ro a
more reflexive place, relaxing con-
scious control and trusting the bodyls
innate wisdom and subcortical pro-
prioception. My work with Bainblidgc
Cohen and Eddy has rnade this t. lc;rr
to  me.  This is  par t  o l '  my lorr rncy : r .s : r
dancer and dance educator, lc:rrrr irrg to
be present and rcslxrnsivi ' in t lrr '
moment tO Supl)Or- t  r lur r l i l : r t iv t '  r r rdvt '

ment range and creative decisions.
Without the proprioception of gravity
acting on the body in space, we lack
the support to venture into space and
cannot transition between experiences.

In the fall of 1998, while I negori-
ated the bureaucracy of diagnosis, I
searched on-line for Martha Eddy
Martha taught a Body-Mind Centering
workshop I attended in 1996.

WhenJack and I first meet Martha,
he is running rhrough life at the age of
3t/2. At this point Jack does not read
simple emotional or social cues
through gesture or facial expression.
He does nor understand danger and is
terribly confused by social morivarors.

Jack cannot shifr his gaze and can
barely turn his head. He does nor bond
to people, places, and rhings through
his senses. He is hypersensitive and
vigilant and yet somerimes appears ro
be unaware. He does not use the pro,
noun l, cannot express need, and can-
not attend ro others.

The first thing Martha asks me is
what I want forJack from the sessions.
I timidly reply that I would like him
to be able to express his experiences
and his needs. (l had not been encour-
aged by the liteiature or specialists to
o(pect these gains.) I want to know

Jack. Martha nods-
Many auristic kids are great

climbers; where they ger inro trouble
is their inability to descend. Synchro-
nizing weighr shifts and behavior
shifts challenge Jack. His abil ir ies ro
change level and direction are
unglounded. His extended little frame

.iust cannot curl into flexion. He can-
not s{'n.s(' nridline or descend through
t hc r n icl I inc Hc cannot rotate his spine.
Mtivinu orr f he transverse (rotational)

grl;rrrr ' rctltr ircs the support o[ weight-
st'rrsiru; rrntl the abil ity to flex toward
( ( 'nl( 'r. l i( 's(' lrrch indicates that autistic
l i;rbits Prcscnt in an unusual roll ing

l):rtt( 'r 'r l  ol hyJxrextension, or they fail
to lr l l  ovt'r (l] lakeslee, 1999).

M:rr.t lr:r, fack, and I go to the park

rArf-2oor Currents . t7



l
a lot-many different parks with an

assortment of apparatus to evoke los-

ing one's balance in supported ways

while ascending, descending, running,

and jumping. Martha teachesJack and

me about the time and space of rela-

tionship-the phrasing of the pause at

the bottom end of each delightful

descent, whether it be in the micro-

cosm o[ breath or the release intosome-

one's perceptions and finally their

arms. ln our first session Martha makes

interesting sounds through a simple

game of hide and seek- The enPyment

of discovering the source of these

sounds allows Jack to direct his gaze,

share his gaze, and experience being

seen and heard in a pleasurable way.

Jack begins a journey from defending

to bonding.

Marin County, January 29,1999

Jack and I meeL MarIha in Lhe park.

Jack and Marlha form an immediate

connecLion, which is unusual for Jack.

Martha works with modulating temVo

and rhyl'hm in speech and movement'.

l'hey enqage in a qame t'haL requires

Jack to track MarLha'E locaLion in

space, under the climbin7 equiVmenl'.

MarLha obeewes Jack's t'ipt'oe walk,

the lack of rot'aI'ion in hio spine; and

his cerebellar problems with side-to'

side balance- 1he offers cellular Iouch

tobnngoutt'onein Jack's arms and

hands and invitea sofl'eninq in Jack's

thoracic region, allowinq the heart t'o

?ou( to the back. Marlha comments

on the need for vesLibvlar Etimula'

tion, prior to etimulation of t'he other

6enbeo, f or adequ at'e b on din g.

Op".,i'g ^t J Clo.ittg

Respiration occurs in every living cell

of an organism. ln the Body-Mind Cen-

tering model, cellular breathing is a

[undamental developmental move-

ment pattern, and it supports a dis-

criminate pattern of the autonomic

nervous system. Bainbridge Cohen

t8 . CUrrentS FALL 2ooj

speaks of the rhythm of the autonomic

nervous system that is reflected in a

simultaneous condensing and expand-

ing yield, expressed in a starfish-like

pattern from the center through the

head, tail, armq and legs that describes

a cyde of going out and coming in. This

autonomic rhythm supports the initial

reilexes of bonding and defending.

The very basic choice of opening

and closing defines primitive relation-

ship in the choice of moving toward or

away from stimulus. We establish the

vial link of the extremities to the cen-

ter by movingaway from center and

recovering stability, both physiologi-

cally through homeostasis and in our

movement. The simple action-recu-

peration cycle of expanding and con-

densing is interrupted in Jack. His

sympathetic nervous system is very

high toned. He moves up and out in an

extensor pattern without a sense o[

himself or the ability to transition back

to a restful, parasympathetic state,

We have all experienced a
'f ighr/f l ighr" reacrion in response to

adrenaline, where the sympathetic

nervous system (the actioning part of

the nervous system) takes us into

motion; it takes a while to recover into

the'rest and digest" phase of a more

parasympathetic state- Yielding and

sensing his body weight are difficult

for Jack. He has had digestive prob-

lems since birttr, and his sucking reflex

was less connectd than I remember

with my first two sons. The enteric

nervous system (the nerves to and from

the visceral organs) is the third divi-

sion of the autonomic nervous system,

and it is intricately linked to transi-

tions between sympathetic and

parasym pathetic states.

Martha engagesJack3 curiosity to

help him find stillness. She helps us

both find the blood-full presence of

the organs and a sense of weight,

through cellular touch that acknowl-

edges both container and contents, and

through touch that acknowledges both

support and movement in cellular

breathing- Martha very quickly notices

the absence in Jack of primitive

reflexes, such as physiological flex-

ion/extension (a whole-body move-

ment toward and away from the navel

center) and flexor withdrawal and

extensor thrust (folding and extending

the limbs), that are the reflexive sup

port for moving toward and away from

stimulus- The enteric nervous system

piece of this is profound in initial ses-

sions as I witness Jack begin to con-

nect to the core of his central nervous

system. Martha picks up onJack's need

to come into flexion and his system's

inability to yield into that more

parasympathetic place o[ nurture and

comfort- She is able to provide the stim-

ulus to cue flexion reflexively as weil

as the container to support yielding

into that f lexion.

ln one of our sessionsJack is able

to come to midline, clear his gaze,and

express the discomfort of his past expe-

riences. He then can yield into my arms

and my body. This is my first experi-

ence of Jack's tonic lab ref lex, a reflex

signaling a cellular, vestibular, and pro-

prioceptive relationship with gravity.

Until this time I have not feltJack'scells

connected with mine. He has been

unable to knit to gravity or to me I

learn that I can helpJack to integrate

his vestibular and proprioceptive

reflexes by improving my own rela-

tionship with gravity, my cellular

awareness, so thatJack no longer needs

to respond to transition and change

with hysteria.Jack starts to come in for

a landing. So do l.

When yielding is present, a sense

of self begins to emerge with the early

push patterns.

lerkeley, January 3},1ggg 
i

Jackie upoel; about the traneition of

leavinq the park. He is sLru4qling in

the stroller and crying out,"l can'L

stnpi MarLha works throuqh I;ouch

and voice t'o meet him where he is and



to help him modulate to stillnees. He

hae a definite breakthrough; he Ehud-

ders and releaeeE intp her eupport,

after which he iE calmer than I have

ever oeen him while awake.-fhe change

ie profound. I feel Lhat,the part of

Jackthatwasbeing sucked away io

at.tem?tinqto emerqe.

Oakland, J anu ary 31, 1999
\Ne meetMartha atthe studio.

MarLha encoura4eeJacktx> roll in

bot h direct ione. !/y'Lren the "| 
can't

stop" Lheme reemerqeo, MarEha rein-

forces Jack'E ability and giveehim

permiseion to stop. Jack plays piano

and Martha drums oulthe rhythm of

what he is playinq on his body.When

he begins to climb, she encourages

him t<t push wtLh hi5 leqs bef ore

reachin4 wil;h his arms by qivinq

reeisLance Lo hio pelvis.

Oakl an d, O ct ober 17, 1999

Martha works on ref erencingbody

parLs and on developinq an awareneoo

of Lhe body in space. Jack enjoye

marching abouL sayinq"My feet are on

the ground! 5he works on a sofkninq

Lhrouqh the shouldere and on Jack'e
forebrain to hindbrain connection.

Later in lhe day Jack sayo he wante

ta qo to Jack's house, to Mom's house.

We are in 1an Francisco for Ihege

a??ointment s.'fhis is the frrsL Lim e

J ack has expreooed anyLhinq like

homesicknees or acknowledqed a

sense of home. Jackwantstn cuddle

ana Ut"ell me Lhinqe. His tnreo haE eoft-

ened since Martha first wo*ed wtth

him in January. His increaoed abiliLy

to yield and {lexthe spinehae made

hugqinq a lovely part of his repertoire.

His qaze is qtite clear.

Y;"lJ.trJ P,-,.1'
B"for" Yo,, R"..L ^"J P"ll
"In spinal movements -.. we develop
rolling, establish the horizontal plane,
differentiate the front of our bodies

from the back of our bodieq and gain
the ability to arrend (Bainbridge

Cohen, 1998, 4). Through embodiment
and observation, Bainbridge Cohen has
associated movement patterns witi
specific regions of brain development.
Nerve tracts in the spinal cord and
brain stem contrd rhe spinal push par-
terns- The basic neurological patterns
of push of the head and push o[ the
tail freely move and inregrate the head,
neck, jaw, spine, and pelvis. The push
patterns utili ze graviry to make weight
shifts and develop the nervous sysrem
to record and communicate these
changes of weight. Yielding and push-
ing into gravity provide a strong spring
from which a child will unfurl, encour-
aging the spinal curves to develop in a
balanced way. Pushing develops tone
to support reaching. Specific, sparially
directed vertebral patterns of the spine
and limbs emerge from and echo the
round, more whole-body exlxrience of
earlier, prevertebral, patterns, Infant
movement development follows an
evolutionary progression.

Jack had a very prolonged delivery
he finally emerged with the cord
wrapped three times around his neck.
His head, neck, jaw spine, and pelvis
are tightly held. Martha offersJack gen-
tle resistance to establish a rocking
from head to tail. Motivated by insrincq
I have been working with passive
manipulation whileJack is sleeping to
free his cervical region. I see how
Martha uses informed touch to stimu-
late the expression of a movement pat-
tern thatJack is able to inregrare more
deeply. She offers a cushy end point to
his nudging rhat allows him to find a
movement s€quence and connection
from head to tail and back again.Jack
begins to be able to move his head more
comfortably up and down and righr
and left. He enjoys the sensarion of
Martha's resisrance. Jack is nor jusr
moving;Jack is doing rhe moving. lle
is present, engaged and active. This
change is remarkable,

I,o"k B"fo." Yo' L^p

In Bainbridge Cohen's model, connec-
tions through to the colliculi in the
midbrain are established with the
reach patterns o[ the head and tail In
infancy the reach of head and tail are
reflexively connected to rhe senses for
the purposes of mking in food and
eliminaring. Activities, such as nursing,
that occur in a parasympathetic pos-
ture of increased flexion and lying in
prone while experiencing gravity act-
ing on the body (tonic lab reflex) tone
the lront of rhe body, supporting the
further reach of the head and tail so
that the senses can be directed in space.

Jack's perceptions and movement
seem to be suspended in space. Martha
supportsJack so that he can experience
weight falling through his cenrer of
gravity and stimulates the sense of
connection between his l imbs and his
center. He slo.,vly begins to -sens€ that
he can use his center of gravity as a
launching pad, and supporr his senses
by reaching his tail to make level
changes. l-le becornes more aware of
himself as an entity, moving and
changing position in space. Martha is
adept at helpingJack follow his curios-
ity and take in informatior-r without
losing touch with who he is

I see the importance of the place
where a child developmentally links
yielding and pushing to reaching and
pulling, even ar this basic spinal level.
In the space between these actionsJack
begins to l ink the abil ity to attend ro
self and the abil ity to attend to the
world. Rather rhan expeiience the
world as a barrage o[ stimuli thar he
must defend himself from, he gradu-
ally begins to have the experience of
himself acting on the world in a pleas-
urable way. l{e is linking sensory and
motor acts in a new way. The cycle of
yield and push, then reach and pull, is
repeated in.the progression through
homologous mov€ment (of two arms or
two legs), homolateral movemenr (of
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the arm and leg on the same side), and
contralateral movement (of the arm
and leg on opposite sides).

O akla n d. O ctob er 1 b, 19 99
Martha holdE'Jack and helpe him to
reach wiiilh hie head and eyes, t akinq
cloLhes pins otf a clotheeline. )he
puLe him down and encourageo him to
puoh with hie lego while maintraininq

the reach of the qazt and the arm.

B"Ly P,rrk-.'pr-
Upp"' L"for.L*",
(A-^J H"* "Lo,rt Tlros"
i.lb"*.?;
"ln homologous movements we develop
symmetrical movements . . [we] dif-
ferentiate the upper part of our bodies
frorn the lower part of our bodies and
gain the abil ity to act" (Bainbridge

Cohen, 1998, 4). As a toddler Jack
iooked like a little linebacker-he held
hrs arms up and close to the body. His
arrns seemed passive, like they didn't
belong ro him. His l irt le baby fisrs
couldn't open and take weight. His
iine-motor skills seemed to develop
without gross-motor support. Pushing
with the arms connects the arms to the
back and feeds pushing with the legs.

Bainbridge Cohen's experiential
research indicates that the medulla
(part of the spinal cord) activates the
upper extremity push and the inferior
peduncles (part of the cerebellum) acti-
vate the homologous push from the
It)wer eXtr€rrrities that straightens the
elbows and takes the vision to the hori-
zon. Bainbridge Cohen says that all of
the autistic children she has worked
with skip the pattern of pushing with
two legs. When they change levels from
the belly to creeping, they flex at the
hips before fully straightening rhe
elbows, leaving them collapsed in the
thoracic region and with the gaze still
inward.

Martha has helpedJack to find his
comfort lying on his belly and he now
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has some sense that his arms and legs
belong to him- She reminds him
through touch and movement to feel
the weight o[ his arms, pelvis, and legs
to accomplish whatever he is artempt-
ing. She reminds him playfully of the
early reflexes o[ flexor withdrawal and
extensor thrust that support his voli-
tional movement in the homologous
push patterns. She reminds him of a
centered place of rest and flexion to
push out from.

O akland, Octob er 19, 1999
Aqain we work on the conneclion from
the qround through the epine to the
arms. Martha brinqs eofLness to
Jack's belly and diaVhragm.1he works
on maint aininq flexion or qeLting up
without ov erarchinq the spin e. They

play witlh brachiation patterns, hanq-
ingfrom the arms, maintaining elon-
gation throu4h the cewical spine.
They find yieldinq and recuperation.

Oaklan d, O ctob er 29, 199 9

Jack ie playinq on the floor. He soft -

ens and allows- almost invites-
Martha's touch now. He worke
throuqh ahead-puoh pattern (a birth
pattern) while Marlha off ers support,
and qentle resistance. A common
theme of JacVs when upeetie"l 'm
stuck! MarLhahelpe Jackto findrhe
proprioception in the hip joinLe t o
push himoelt through with hie legs.
They work through the push patterne
tn connecLtheheadlothe epine and
Lhe limbe Eo the epine.

TL" CIorr".l"J f"t Beqi.r'i.,.s
Drit".., Ho*ol^t"tJ
Movement

In Bainbridge Cohenb model, as a baby
begins to push with one arm and then
another he has moved from the cere-
bellum to the pons and is scanning
across the pons. This weight shift
allows a lovely lateral flexion in the
spine, and enough support through one

side of the body to reach the gaze and
the opposite arm toward a desired per-
son or object. Sequencing the push o[
one arm and then the other rakes the
baby in cirdes or backward in space-

As weight shift and lateral flexion
increase the child is able to push with
one leg at a time to move forward
toward his desire Bainbridge Cohen's
research indicates this homolateral
push of the lower extremity tracks from
the cerebellum forward ro rhe pons of
the same side, sweeps across the pons
away from the midline, and loops back
through the center of the cloverleaf, to
the cerebellum on the opposite side. (lf

I draw this pattern srarring in the cen-
ter o[ the cloverleaf, the pattern renders
diagonally intersecring figure eights.)
With this movement we begin tomatch
our desire to what is available, and we
"gain the ability to intend" (Bainbridge

Cohen,1998,4)
The homolarera l  patrern is  sup-

ported by AfNR (Asymmerrical Tonic
Neck Reflex), and hand-to-mouth
reflex- In this reflex parrern, when an
infant turns her head to one side rhe
Iimbs on that side will extend (ATNR)

or flex (hand-to-mouth reflex). Bette
Lamont advises the stimulation and
integration of these ref lexes when chil-
dren present with developmental
delays and learning disabilities.

M^p, of Perceptio., ".,J Mor,"-
^"r,, froro N"'roJ"u"lolimentJ
T1'o"py
When Jack is 4tfz. we meer wirh B€rre
Lamont in Seattle for three appoint-
ments about a month apart, Lamont
typically performs a thorough assess-
ment of motor and sensory develop-
ment, which includes mobil ity,
language,and manual compe tencg and
visual, auditory, and tactile comperence.
Her testing ofJack reveals poor eye con-
vergence, poor visual and auditory fil-
ter ing sk i l ls ,  and hypersensi t iv i ty  ro
touch. She observes poor midline



awareness and a distortion of informa-
tion across the corpus callosum (the

membrane that separates the two
halves of the brain). which she feels also
leads to excessive impulsivity and
learning difficulties. We discuss Jack's
under- and oversensitivity ro pain, heat,
and cold. Bette feels that if these vital
sensations are mute we cannot bridge
to th€ world. Motor indicators observed
are wide basg toddlerlike walking toes
turned in with some pronation of the
right foot" impaired cortical opposition,
and limited supination/pronarion of
the forearm.

9 eat tle, Febru ary 21, 2OO O
gelte clearly explains to me the sen-
sorylmotor baeis for Lhe specific
delays in Jack and develops a ?ro4ram
to follow routsnely tn treatthese cen-
tral newous syeteryt probleme at Ihe
lanel of the neryouo byotem. The acLivi-
tiee of crawling on the belly, creepin7
on all fours, ATNR. veetibular eLimula-
tson followed Vy bondinq and cuddlinq,
and oral stimulation are all desiqned
In ?romote pons, cerebellum, and mid-
brain maturity.

Homolateral belly crawling is hard
for Jack He is beginning to find the
ability to soften inro a C-curve o[ f lex-
ion, but the full emergence of his lum-
bar curve and hip exrension will take
time. The sacrum and coccyx at the
back of the pelvis are key to mobiliz-
ing weight transference through the
legs.Jack is rigid and held in this area.
It is important to followJack's motiva-
tional cues and support his comfort
while encouraging this patrern. Any-
thing forced makes him feel out o[ con-
trol and brings up more resistance.
Martha has shown me the importance
o[ relationship in repatterning.

My kitchen at supperrime becomes
the scene of Jack crawling over Mom
and Dad and his two brothers. Jacks
brothers egg him on in belly races and
lure him with toys while I interrupt his

preferred pattern of lifting his butt and
only pushing with one leg. Pons and
cerebellum stimulation bring out a
more emotional and demandingJack.
His anxiety is expressed in rantrums
but his autistic meltdowns are [ew. I feel
this is a necessary stage in his devel-
oping an emorional self and rhe poren-
tial to be in relationship. I am willing
to open up those parts of Jack that are
taxing to deal with.Jack is responding
verbally to sensarions o[ too hot, too
cold, and hunger, and he is sharing his
gazein bonding and cuddling.Jack has
alsogained more tolerance for vestibu-
lar stimulation, such as rocking, swing-
ing, and playing on his rummy on a
gym ball.

Seattle, Aptll 21,2OOO
When Jack becomee anxiouE, OetLe
noticee his voice is very like a birbh cry
in maLuriLy. His common expreoeion
when anxious is "l'm el,uck, help.^
Dette Leaches me her verEion of the
birLh reflex paLterns. Jack's crawlinq
has improved, buL he still haE dffi-
culty puehinq with hio ri4ht le4 and
fooL. He Etill does not o?en his handE
on Lhe floor. Oette feelE this inabiliLy
to releaee io apparenLin childrenwilh
bondin4 difficultiee

Jacks dad, the actor, supporrs his
language development. Jack's brothers
take on his T-ball and baskerball train-
ing and help Jack to be a kid, ro joke
and be sneaky. For an autistic child,
learning to be devious is a celebrated
milestone. My hands are learning to
support and tone Jack's tissues. It
becomes routine to work hands-on
withJack after cuddling him to sleep.

I study BMC, Laban, craniosacral
therapy, and massage therapy. ln June
of 2000Jack and I have the opportu-
nity to venture to Massachusetts, to
complete my somatic movement ther-
apy training. Martha Eddy recom-
mends that Jack and I see Bonnie
Bainbridge Cohen

We meet with Bonnie for a series
of seven sessions.Jackb dad flies down
tojoin us. Bonnie takes us deeper into
the relationship berween the body sys-
tems and developmental movement.

Mrrlt it"rk.,g a'J Patienc.

With the underlying push patterns in
place and the head-tail reach active, a
typically developing baby can reach
the upper limbs in a given direction
and push off For rhis movement the
baby returns to the cerebellum, specif -

ically to the mid-cerebellar peduncles.
If a baby has masrered the push of the
arms, he can also use the reach pattern
of the legs to locomote backward or to
change levels by employing the supe,
rior cerebellar peduncles. This baby is
already multitasking better than any
Macintosh compurer. There is a sophis-
ticated level of sensory.motor integra-
tion and a concepr of self and other
present, as well as rhe beginnings of
integrating social and emorional
growth with sensory-motor sysrems

Jack's nervous system is making
connections, too, but his development
is still scatrered. Now almost five, he
can read at a third-grade level but has
only recently mastered toilet training.
His vocabulary is immense but social
interaction is still overwhelming. New
environments and making transitions
taxJack. Fortunately he is a bundle of
energy and curiosity and, despite his
limitations, is highly morivared ro
explore.

Jack was introduced ro gravity later
than most children His righting reac-
tions and equilibrium responses rhar
support reaching into space are still
emerging. These are rellexive respons€s
to moving off balance. As these
responses emerge, Jack begins to feel
Inore secure and confident moving
through space. The playground offers
opportunities to climb, slide, yield,
push, reach, pull ln the Canadian win-
ter months my house becomes the
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playground, with gym balls in several

rooms. Jumping, wrestling, ball throw-

irrg, and being on the floor are encour-

aged.
Working outside the window of

opportunity afforded by the time frame

of rypical development, movement pat-

terns inregrate more slowly and neu-

rological success is more incremental-

Bonnie isexpert at "followingthe child"

and senses where Jack needs more

foundational support to emerge. Jack
is very comfortable with Bonnie. They

play with various toys, the only rule

being that he has to put one away

before he gets another out, She works

through touch to balance his auto-

nomic nervous system. She invites him

to open his grasp, and to carry his cen-

ter over his legs. Bonnie also works

hands-on with me to balance my auto-

nomic system so that I can model this

state o[ being forJack.

Amherst,, June 6,2OOO

Oonnie'e noLeo;" Jackis clearly an

exceVlionally briqhL child who neede

help discoverinq himeelf and how to

relateto others and movethrouqh

the wot1d. He and his moLher related

in an emoLionally bonded and lovinq

manner. fhie requireo an unusual

amounl of truet f or Jack, due t'o his

disodenT'ation in relalion to himEelf

and others.He alsotnedvery hardto

cooperale and Lruot me, even when he

was experiencinq great anxieLy and

emotional dietreoEl'

After the session I observeJack is softer

and more comfortable He offers hugs

and his gaze is clear.

Bonnie shows us how to helpJack

by meeting him where he is without

escalating his anxiety, so that he can

experience working through things-

Between sessions I notice more facial

expression and eye contact to get my

attention- Jack shows more ease with

new situations. He responds emotion-

ally and with an awareness of danger
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when I get upset with him about run-

ning ahead of us through the woods-

Until this time he had not been able to

understand this kind of cue.

Jack is more relaxed. A rhythm of

play and rest starts to emerge. I notice

more weight-sensing in his body. His

back-and-forth conversation is clearer

and more sustained. ln a restawant at

lunch after one session he sponta-

neously displays his feelings with lots

of hugs and kisses. When we go to the

beach for the weekendJack is very cau-

tious and afraid for his dad when

Trevor goes for a swim.

Amherst, June9,2OAO

J ack is leEe eeLtled and focuEed. W e

are transitioninqlo qo away for Lhe

weekend. Jack tanT'rums about puI''

ting toys away at' 9onnie's.9he

meeLs him where he is, without esca-

laLinq his t.ant'rum. He is able lo work

throu4h ana own his feelinqe wit 'houL

fall inq aparL.

Amherst, June'12,ZOOO
Trior Lo the seseion Jack's dad leavee

to reburn to Canada. Jack expreeeeo

tn me,"My heartis sad and I am

madi "Dad is lostl "Dad ie disap'

pearedl' and he lries Lo hide and "wait

to be f oundl' 9onnie'o report'

deEcribes her workwith him.
" J ack's ey mp al'h et'i c t one w a 6

heiqht ened. After playing with a train

he refuEed f'o ?ut' it away and went to

get anoLher toy. As previouely, I then

heldhim gently buLfirmly aohe otruq'

qled and, hyel'erical, ecreamed'l' m

stuck. Help me. Let me qo, please)

over and over. I, in turtl, continued t o

reopond by eaying that' he had a

choice-he could cry,he could

ocream,he could be anqry, he could be

af raid, he could be et'uck-buT', when

he wantnd, he could put Lhe I'rain

away and be unsf'uck and qeI' down

for another toy.tNhile I still held him

he picked up pieces of the t'rain and

ecatLered and threw t'hem. Att'he

heiqht of hie raqe he puehed up from

the tloor with ex't'ended elbows wit'h'

oul flexing hie hipo firet: a major neu-

rologicalbreakt'hrough. As the end of

the seesion came I t'old him that it'

waE Lime t o qo, that hie mom and I

would help him puLthe train away and

he could borrow a bat, a ball, and T'

ball etand t o Lake home thatr niqht.

When everyt'hinqwae Vvt awayhe

took the ball and bat' and quietlY

walked ouL, calmly eayinq, 'Thank you,

bonniel anA'Good-byel 
"

AfLer Lhe Eeseion I eenee the Pro-
fundity of whatr Jackhas iustworked
through.We are both t'ired and more

af, eage wiLh one anot'her.

ContrJaterJ Mo't eme.,t

Running joyfully down a mountainside

at full tilt in June of 2000, I see Jack
reflexively move into a contralateral

pattern, arms swinging, legs pumping,

and I know a door has opened to the

future possibility o[ mastering this pat-

tern on level terrain. Creeping forward

is initiated by reaching with one arm,

and the ease o[ this pattern includes

and depends on all previous patterns"

We yield, we push off, and we reach

and pull. Bainbridge Cohen Postulates
that the upper contralateral reach

comes from the hypothalamus, while

the lower contralateral reach comes

from the thalamus. ln creeping the

child brings the limbs underneath

midline.
ln changing levels to standingat.yq�

ical infant tues a brachiation pattern,

reaching and pulling with the arm

while yielding and pushing with the leg-

Bainbridge Cohen postulates that the

tracks that support this pattern radiate

from the thalamus through the basal

ganglia. The infant practices a homo-

Iateral cruising pattern, usually side-

stepping while holding on to furniture,

taking neural development from the

internal capsules o[ the ancient fore-

brain to the limits of the ancient [ore-



brain. When a contralateral walk

emerges, neurological connections are

supported through the corona radiata

to the cortex. In contralateral move-

ments we "gain the ability to integrate

our attention, intention and actions"
(Bainbridge Cohen, 1998, 4)

Amherst, June13,2OOO
bonnie and Jack play on cars. Jackie

pushinq well with his lege in a chase

qame. Oonnie followe, puohinqher car,

varyinq timing and op alial direct'ion.

Jack begins to play wiLh the surpriee

of contronLation and craohinq and

chasinqher. He haE no problem atop-

pinq, st artinq, anlicipalinq, and

chan7inq direction. He later t'antrumo

abouI, putLinq a W away. Oonnie

holdshim andhe st ruqqleo and

t hrows toys, but he doeen'L eay "l' m

stuck." lnsLead he says "No, no way."

Oonnie writ'es about' whaL lran-

spiree: "Jack Lhen went throuqh my

arms ab in a birthinq movemenl' out'

of my arms, extendinq his arms over

hiE head and releasinq his low

brain I neck and at'lanLo- occipital joint',

cerebellum, and pons."
WiLnessin7 lhis ie very profound. I

aqain undersLand the import"ance of

not, torcing or brin4inq up resistance,

but, meeLinq Jackwhere he iE.

I hold a question: What supports

relationship? I ask this queslion to

determine where relationship is inter-

rupted in autism,

Jack and I return to Amherst in the

summer of 2001, 2002, and 2003 for

my classes at the School for Body-Mind

Centering and for his sessions with

Bonnie, Lenore Grubinger, and Saliq

Francis Savage. Between visits I work

withJack as both mom and therapist,

finding the subtleties of the work that

are shared with me. I bring the work

into my teachir.rg and choreography.

We lure Martha Eddy to Canada to

teach and do sessions.

The thernes of development are

overlapping, and they attest to an

agenda that emphasizes relationship. I

begin to see that the emergence of

autonomy is necessary for relationship,

and that relationship is necessary for

the emergence of autonomy.

An understanding of the basic neuro-

logical patterns of movement endemic

to the developmental process is valu-

able to anyone working with special

needs children. Jack has taught me a

lot. This knowledge is even more valu-

able to those who daily see and work

with young infants. Traditional mile-

stones of movement are constellations

of many incremental patterns. When

we see the stars in the constellations

and each nova of development, we are

closer to helping children like Jack
with more timely interventions.

With the support of an aide, Jack
artends third grade at a school for gifted

children. His abil it ies to tolerate

change and to make t ransi t ions are

greatly improved. He is beginning to

negotiate the split between fantasy and

reality, ar.rd he doesn't always like that

he can't just invent reality- I watchJack

play with his dinosaurs. He crawls

across the floor in a lovely contralat-

eral pattern. He is linking the ency-

clopedia of dinosaur facts he has stored

in his cortex to his remarkable creative

abilities and, more importantly, to his

own vitality and experience.

l have (exponentially) what I

prayed for in those initial sessions with

Martha. Jack can talk incessantly he

loves to argue and with probing he will

relate the complexities of third grade

social dyr.ramics as he sees them. He has

a lew lricnds and an archrival, who is

teachingJack about competition. Laura

is very kind-not a very good speller,

but that's okay.Jenni has three pet tur-

tles, two tadpoles, and a leopard frog.

Her mom works at the zoo. Tornmy is

always doing everything rvrong. (He

always beatsJack in foot races.)

Jack is bccorning ever more aware

of the people whoconstellate his world,

as his interests shift from the ether to

more earthly matters. Four years ago,

when we first met with Martha, my

one wish for Jack was that he could

express his experience. I now encour-

age him to trust and empathize with

others.
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