Chapter One: A Canine Mission
Impossible?
It’s 6 a.m. and your dog is whining to go out. You roll your
tired, achy body out of bed, grimacing as your feet hit the
floor. The first steps are always so stiff. Your dog is circling
now, barking at you to hurry up. “All right, all right! I’m
coming as fast as I can!” you bark back. At times like this,
you think, “Ugh! Getting older stinks.”
Many people have told me a version of this story. They
assume that they are too old, too arthritic or too injured to ever
feel any better. And they assume the same is true about their
dogs. They have been led to believe that certain conditions
only get worse. Never better. But I don’t deal with “conditions.” I work with animals and their humans. And with the
right help, many of them can feel better, even against some
pretty steep odds. Here’s the story of one of them. Buttons
was a little white dog who taught me that even an old, infirm
dog can improve. Perhaps she’ll inspire you to think
differently about what is possible for you and your dog.

A Poodle On a Mission
Making the impossible possible. Apparently that was my
assignment on a rainy Sunday evening. I had just gotten a
phone call about a poodle that had suffered a stroke ten days
before while undergoing surgery. The caller, Clare, was close
to tears as she told me that her veterinarian held no hope for
the dog’s recovery, and was strongly recommending euthanasia. But Clare and her husband wanted to make sure that they
gave their girl every chance, so when a friend told them about
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my work, Clare immediately picked up her phone and
anxiously asked if I could come over that night.1
As soon as I got off the phone with Clare, I checked my
map, got into my red Celica and headed to La Jolla. It was
wintertime and the evening rain had gone from a drizzle to a
downpour. As I merged onto I-5, the wipers moved rhythmically across the windshield and I thought about how I might
help this elderly poodle. What could I do that veterinary
medicine could not? Would I be able to enhance the quality of
life of this little dog? I remembered the desperation in Clare’s
voice and felt a great weight of responsibility.
After I exited the freeway and turned onto the rain-slicked
streets of the upscale beach town, I heard waves crashing
against the shore. Even though a light rain was still falling, I
opened the windows to let in the ocean breeze. I breathed
deeply, relishing the smell of the sea. Ever since moving to
California, I associated the ocean with optimism and rebirth.
Having spent many years working in windowless offices on
the East Coast, I was still somewhat amazed that I was
actually living in Southern California. I had left a lucrative,
but unfulfilling, career in computer systems to pursue my
life’s passion – helping animals and their people. And here I
was, living my dream. The Pacific Ocean was a reminder of
how far I had come and why I was here. My life was proof
that transformation is possible, as long as you open your heart
and mind to the possibility. This recollection restored my
sense of tranquility as I looked for Clare’s house.
I found the large, oceanfront house and parked in the
circular driveway. I had hardly begun to knock when the door
was opened by a 50-something-year-old woman with short,
dark hair. Clare had the tanned, fit look of someone who
enjoyed walking on the beach. But her sad eyes and trembling
lips conveyed the ache in her heart. Clare invited me in and
introduced me to her husband Frank, a grey-haired man wear-
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This story, like the others in this book, is true. However, the names in
this chapter have been changed as I was unable to contact the individuals
involved to obtain permission to publish their names.
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ing a maroon polo shirt and khakis. Frank’s brow was
furrowed with worry as he shook my hand.
I entered the spacious living room and looked around for
the dog. My breath caught in my throat when I saw her. The
white miniature poodle was lying on a pink quilt laid over
clear plastic sheeting. Her eyes were closed and she didn’t
move a muscle when I entered the room. In fact, I had to look
very closely to see if the skinny little dog was even breathing.
Buttons was in much worse shape than I had expected.
Clare, red-eyed and morose, filled me in on the details.
Buttons, 15 years old, had barely moved since awakening
from general anesthesia ten days ago. Although the surgery to
remove her spleen had been uneventful, when Buttons awoke
she could no longer bear weight on her left legs. They
remained stick-straight, unable to bend. Her neck and back
were severely restricted in movement and radiographs
revealed extensive deterioration of the vertebrae.
As Clare and Frank took a seat on the large sofa, I made
myself comfortable on the floor next to Buttons. Frank told
me that I was their dog’s last hope. If I couldn’t help her, they
had agreed to put her to sleep. I explained that I didn’t know
how much I could help their beloved little girl, but I would do
what I could. To buy some time, I agreed to work with
Buttons only if they committed to three sessions, spaced out
every other day. After that we could evaluate the dog’s
progress. They readily agreed to my plan.
This occurred in January of 1995, almost two decades
ago. Although I had been working professionally with animals
for several years by then, I had never worked with a dog that
had suffered a stroke. In fact, as Clare and Frank waited for
me to produce a miracle, I wasn’t at all sure of what I was
going to do. I knew that I could help the poodle feel at least a
little bit better, but beyond that, I hadn’t a clue.
Taking a deep breath, I took stock of what I did know. I
knew that gentle, rhythmic movements seem to help “reset” a
traumatized nervous system. I had once been on the receiving
end of such movements and was amazed at how they helped
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me recover after an accident2. Ever since, I have been using
them successfully with animals; so that night, with Buttons,
rebooting her system is where I began.
Using my fingertips, I made a gentle, rhythmic
exploration of the little dog’s entire body. I felt how easy it
was to delicately flex Buttons’ right legs, but her left legs were
stiff and unbending, as if she was in rigor mortis. The poodle
had been unable to control her left side since her stroke.
I worked very gently, checking for the subtlest sign that
Buttons was responding to my touch. In a short while, I
noticed that her breathing became deeper. We were connecting! I hoped that she was developing more awareness of her
body and awakening areas that had been “turned off.” When I
left Buttons that night, she was resting peacefully.
Clare greeted me enthusiastically on Tuesday, saying that
Buttons had gotten up on her own after Sunday's session. This
intelligent little dog had begun to use their large circular sofa
as a crutch, allowing it to support her left side as her
functioning right legs slowly motored her around.
Buttons' responses at our second session were clearer and
I knew we were making progress. How much she would
improve, however, was still an unknown. As I brought the
session to a close, the white dog rose to her feet. Leaning
against the sofa, Buttons slowly walked around. Gradually she
moved away from the sofa's support and took three steps.
Although she remained stiff-legged and weak, it was quite an
accomplishment.
It was a sunny, blustery day when I visited Buttons for the
third time. I felt the little dog’s left legs, which were still rigid
and unyielding. Then I worked with her right legs, which bent
easily at the joints. I crossed the poodle’s front legs, so that
her left front leg was on the right side of her body and her
right front leg was on the left side. And then I imagined that
her left legs were her right legs, and vice versa.
2

I experienced the profound healing effect of gentle, intentional, rhythmic
movements during a Feldenkrais® Functional Integration® session with
Sharon Starika in the early 1990’s.
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As I held this image, I touched the joints of her left front
leg, testing if they would bend. And, lo and behold, they did!
Bending the left foreleg had been impossible until I moved it
across her midline. I crossed her hind legs too, and had the
same, fascinating result3!
As I was bringing Thursday’s session to a close, Buttons
got up. This time the poodle didn’t use the sofa as a crutch.
She simply stood up on her own. I noticed immediately that
her left legs had lost their rigidity and had healthy joint angles.
But I gasped as I caught sight of her right legs, which were
held as rigid as steel rods. Before I could put my hands on her,
the poodle relaxed her right legs and began walking across the
carpet, as if it was the most natural thing in the world. Whew!
It was at this moment that Clare entered the room and saw
her dog walking unaided. Teary-eyed, she began shouting, “I
wish we had before and after videos!” Well, yes, me too! It
was quite a dramatic moment.
While it would be amazing enough that this dog
recovered her ability to walk, what really rocked my world
was that for at least one heart-stopping moment, her right side
became the stiff, unmoving side. This clearly demonstrated
just how plastic, or malleable, the nervous system is. And
since the nervous system controls all of our functioning, this
makes our potential for improvement very great indeed.
Buttons never needed another Debono Moves session. I
checked on her a couple of months later and she was still
walking around her house and yard just fine. Although it’s
been almost two decades since she took those dramatic steps,
I’ll never forget the little white poodle who was one of my
greatest teachers. This fifteen-year-old dog demonstrated that
learning and improving are possible regardless of advanced
3

I learned about the usefulness of taking limbs across the midline from the
work of Dr. Moshe Feldenkrais, the originator of the Feldenkrais
Method®. Dr. Feldenkrais, who worked solely with humans, had great
success with helping people recover their functioning after stroke and other
trauma. Crossing the limbs may stimulate the nervous system to form new
neural connections, and I have since used this strategy with other dogs
suffering from paralysis due to stroke.
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age or weakened physical condition. And while I was
honored to be a partner in her recovery, it was the dog, not I,
who transformed impossible into possible. Mission
accomplished, Buttons!

Guidelines for Doing the Exercises
Like Buttons, you can improve your movement too. To
experience how easily your brain can be rewired for more
youthful movement, please explore the non-traditional
exercises that accompany this book, which are inspired by
Feldenkrais Method® Awareness Through Movement®
lessons.
The exercises appear in printed form, accompanied by
photos, in the last section of this book. For your convenience
in following the instructions, I also provide audio recordings
of the exercises.
Before you dive in, please note the following recommenddations which apply to all the exercises.

Find a Comfortable, Quiet Spot to Do the Exercises
You will benefit more if you are not distracted while
doing each awareness exercise. Find a time and a place where
you won’t be disturbed. Close the door and turn off your cell
phone. Wear comfortable clothes, such as yoga or sweat pants.
Take off your shoes and remove any jewelry, eyeglasses,
belts, watches and the like.
If it is a sitting exercise, make sure you have a firm, flatbottomed chair to use. If you will be lying down, make sure
the floor is carpeted or that you have a comfortable blanket or
soft mat handy. Have a couple of folded towels nearby to
place it behind your head when you are lying down. Adjust the
temperature of the room before you start.

There Is No “Correct” Way to Do the Movements
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Use the photos as a guide, but do not try to imitate the
movement exactly as it is shown. The exercises are designed
to help you feel how you move, so that you can release inefficient habits and make your movements lighter and easier.

Take a Break Before Moving on to the Next Exercise
Relax, take a walk or do some other quiet activity before
moving on to the next exercise. This gives your brain time to
integrate the movements. Mindfully doing one or two of the
exercises a day will be more beneficial than doing several
hurriedly. Take your time and don’t rush through them.

Move with Mindfulness All Day
These awareness exercises can help develop your ability
to be more attentive to yourself. You’ll progress faster if you
bring this observant nature to your everyday life too. When
you are in front of your computer or driving your car, notice
how you are sitting. When you are walking your dog, notice
how your arms swing, how your feet hit the ground and how
you are holding your dog’s leash. Discover where you can
release unnecessary tension, including your shoulders, facial
muscles, fingers and toes.
Explore how you can make all of your positions and
movements easier and more comfortable throughout the day.
Notice how the exercises that accompany this book improve
your ability to stand, walk, reach, sit and breathe.

Let Comfort Be Your Guide
Move only as much as is easy and comfortable for you.
Pain can create tension and other unhealthy movement habits.
This is the opposite of moving youthfully! If a movement is
uncomfortable, make it smaller and slower. If you feel strain
in your neck while lying down, put a folded towel or two
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under your head. If it is uncomfortable to lie on your back
with your legs long, try placing a rolled-up blanket under your
knees or bend your knees and stand your feet on the floor.
You can also modify the position of your body. For
example, if the directions call for a straight arm and that is
uncomfortable for you, bend your arm slightly. Or, if raising
your right arm causes pain, raise your left arm, reversing all of
my directions accordingly. It’s important that the movements
feel pleasant. Think “no pain, more gain”!

Small, Slow Movements Equal Big Improvements
Gentle movements done with attention allow you to feel
more than large or fast ones. The more you feel, the more your
brain can rewire itself. So please don’t stretch or strain! Let
your movements feel light and easy, and you’ll feel younger
faster.

Breathe Easily
It is very common for people to hold their breath when
they are doing something unusual or challenging. Notice if
you have a habit of holding your breath. Allow yourself to
breathe in an easy, relaxed way.

Rest Frequently
It is important to take frequent rest breaks when doing
these exercises. Even though the movements are not strenuous, you may be using muscles that you have not used in a
long time. You will also need to rest your attention, as it is
challenging to stay fully attentive for long periods. Rest breaks
allow you to “download” your new youthful movement into
your nervous system so you can carry it over into your
everyday life.
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Embrace Novelty
Moving non-habitually creates flexible bodies and minds.
Don’t simply repeat the movement as if you were doing “reps”
at the gym. Instead, change something about how you do each
movement. For example, find ways to reduce tension around
your eyes, jaws, fingers and toes. Where else can you let go of
tension? How can the movement be easier and more pleasant?
How can you make the movement lighter and easier?

Use Your Imagination
Did you know that when you imagine doing something,
you use many of the same parts of your brain as when you
actually do it? Use your senses when you imagine moving and
you’ll gain many (and sometimes more!) of the benefits that
you would if you were actually moving. This is especially
important when pain, disability or your environment prevent
you from moving. Imagine your movement as easy and
elegant.

Are You Really Comfortable?
I use the word comfort a lot in this book. I suggest, time
and again, that you use comfort as your guide in moving
yourself and your dog. But many people have lost the ability
to sense their comfort. They are so used to discomfort that it’s
become their norm. They may think they’re comfortable when
it simply feels familiar.
Unfortunately, our culture is bombarded with admonitions
to “Just do it” despite discomfort. We are told, “No pain, no
gain.” But the nervous system cannot focus on learning when
it is busy defending against pain. Conversely, comfort and
pleasure guide the nervous system to discover healthier ways
to move. If you have been conditioned to associate comfort
with laziness, I would suggest you think of comfort in a new
light. I like what Dr. Moshe Feldenkrais said, “Assertiveness
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is the ability to discern finer and finer grades of comfort.”
What a novel and healthy way to think about being assertive!
The best way to sense your comfort is with slow, small
movements done with a quiet mind. This will allow you to
notice where you are using effort unnecessarily. If you
discover that you are breathing in a shallow, restricted way,
you are probably not comfortable. Instead, move lightly and
easily. Find a way to make the movement pleasurable.
Breathe fully as you learn to recognize, and savor, comfort.

Key Points of Chapter One


Our potential to improve is not limited by age or
physical condition, but by the quality of our attention.
Improved functioning can occur at any life stage.



Novel movements produce new neural connections,
resulting in freer, more comfortable movement.



Rhythm may stimulate the healing process.



Paying attention while doing slow, easy movements
can yield improved coordination and youthful vitality.



Exploring variations helps you improve even more.



Don’t settle for familiar. Insist on comfort.
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Chapter Two: A Healing Connection
Helps an Older Dog Walk Again
Do you know a dog who can no longer jump in the car or on
the bed? Maybe the dog is not very old, but you’ve noticed
that running and jumping are not easy for him anymore. Or
maybe your dog still enjoys chasing tennis balls in the park,
but she is stiff and sore the next day. Over time, some dogs’
hindquarters get so weak that it becomes difficult for them to
even walk. Lots of people, too, have trouble going up and
down stairs, travelling over uneven ground or simply walking
a long distance.
While some may view this as an unavoidable consequence of aging, I have seen many dogs and humans regain
their ability to use their legs easily and comfortably. Whether
you or your dog have already lost some mobility or you wish
to avoid this loss, I hope the following story helps set you on
the path to moving easier and feeling younger.

Rocky Improves – And So Do I
Listening with your hands can relax a dog
and prepare him for improved mobility.
Rocky, an eleven-year-old Australian Shepherd, entered
my office on a sunny December afternoon. He was dragging
his hind legs, stumbling as he made his way toward me. This
beautiful dog was accompanied by Bob, a tall, fit gentleman
whose current occupation as a yoga instructor followed a
successful career as a high-tech entrepreneur.
After having explored his dog’s medical options, Bob
brought Rocky to me. He hoped that I could help his aging
dog regain stability in his hind legs so that he could walk with
greater ease. And if Rocky’s walking improved enough, they
could go on their annual camping trip to Montana, something
that Bob looked forward to each year.
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Bob’s blue eyes danced as he spoke about the fun that he
and Rocky had on these yearly Montana outings. Bob loved
connecting with nature as he camped in the forest with his
loyal canine companion by his side. He delighted in watching
Rocky relish the smells, sounds and sights of the wintry
woodland, every sense tingling in doggie delight. And while
Bob knew that it was unlikely that he and Rocky would go on
a long forest hike again, he hoped that Rocky’s walking would
improve enough so that he could share at least one more
Montana campsite with him.
The long and short of it is that Bob and Rocky did go on
their much-anticipated trip. But something besides improved
movement happened during our time together. And it happened to me.
The short stroll from the car to my office had been an
effort for Rocky, causing him to pant heavily. I invited the
Australian Shepherd to lie down on the comfortable mat I kept
in my office and he did so readily. I softly settled my hands on
his ribcage, letting my hands passively move up and down in
time with his breath. I made no attempt to change his
breathing. Since my contact was comforting and observant,
rather than controlling, it helped Rocky feel safe with me. He
soon began to relax.
Novel movements enhance body awareness. The more parts a dog feels, the more
he can use.
When Rocky’s breathing deepened and slowed, I began
gently exploring his body. Slowly and rhythmically, my
fingertips gently traced along the length of his spine,
delicately lifting a small section of back muscle for a second
or two before moving on. These gentle, non-habitual
movements felt very different than petting, so they captured
Rocky’s attention and helped him become aware of all the
parts of his spine.
Many animals, including humans, have an incomplete
awareness of their bodies. They are often very aware of the
parts that are overused and hurting, but they tune out other
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areas. This leads to unbalanced movement, with some parts
working harder than others. Over time, this extra wear and
tear can lead to stiff, arthritic joints and weakened muscles.
Like so many senior dogs, Rocky’s body bore the evidence of
unbalanced movement.
By drawing attention to his back with my light fingertip
movements, I was helping Rocky become aware of all the
parts of his spine and reminding him that the parts he had been
“tuning out” could move too. I wanted him to feel more, so
that he could use more. Using more parts would distribute
the effort across a greater area, thus reducing the strain on the
dog’s joints and muscles and improving his balance. After
working my way up the other side of his spine, I paused for a
moment, giving Rocky’s nervous system time to register this
key information.
Gratitude bridges the interspecies communication gap.
As I moved to sit cross-legged behind Rocky’s tail, I
appreciated that this wonderful being put himself, quite
literally, “in my hands.” As with all the individuals I
encounter, I wanted to do everything I could to help him live
the best life possible.
I supported Rocky’s lower back between my hands,
feeling gratitude for the dog and the moment. Rocky took a
wonderfully deep breath. As he did so, I felt an intense heat in
my heart, unlike anything I had experienced before. It was
exhilarating and filled me with a profound sense of well-being
and peace. It was the feeling of bliss, pure and simple.
Continuing to work with Rocky, there were times when I
would support or move a part of Rocky’s body and the warm,
delicious feeling in my heart would grow. I could, quite
literally, feel the dog’s relief. Rocky’s deepened breaths
validated this impression, and I was thrilled to realize that I
was so tuned into Rocky that my heart resonated with him.
While a dog is lying down, you can
improve his ability to stand and walk.
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With Rocky still lying comfortably on his right side, I
covered a three-foot-long foam roller (often sold as a “noodle”
pool toy) with a plushy bath towel and placed it under Rocky's
left front and hind legs. As I gently rolled the roller, it
passively moved Rocky's top-lying legs. My other hand
touched specific places on Rocky's back, pelvis and ribcage,
reminding him that if these parts moved, the movement of his
legs would be easier.
Keeping Rocky on his side allowed him to experience
many of the sensations involved in standing and walking, but
none of the effort and discomfort that working against gravity
created. It was essential that I give his nervous system an
experience of walking that involved only comfort and
confidence. But to get Rocky’s brain to associate my hands-on
movements with walking, I needed to include as many
sensations of standing and walking as I could. The roller
between his legs kept his legs about the same width they
would be if he were walking in a balanced way.
One at a time, Bob held a very small hardcover book
against each of his dog’s paws, so that Rocky’s brain could
register that he was, in effect, “standing” on a firm, flat
surface. Even though Rocky was lying on his side, this
“Artificial Floor” gave Rocky the sensory experience of
standing. This could stimulate his brain to evoke the physical
functions that would allow the Australian Shepherd to stand
more easily.
At the same time, I used my hands to passively move
parts of the dog’s body in a rhythm similar to walking. These
were all physical sensations associated with walking, but
without the strain and distress. The comfortable sensations
served as messages to the dog’s brain, indicating that easier
walking was a possibility. I hoped this would generate the
creation of new neural connections that would improve
Rocky’s ability to actually stand and walk.
Gently supporting the dog in various
places can remind him to use those body
parts more efficiently as he walks.
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After working with Rocky on both sides, I asked him to
stand up. I placed one hand on his back and the other on the
underside of his chest. Supporting Rocky with my hands, I
shifted his weight in a small circle, moving his mass from one
paw to another, with each paw bearing more weight for an
instant. We explored shifting his weight from side-to-side and
forward and back, too.
As I let my hands go, I could see that standing was easier
for Rocky. He was balanced more evenly, with all his toes in
contact with the floor. His hind legs were under his body to
better support his weight.
As Bob encouraged Rocky to walk around the office, I
put my hands on various places of the dog’s body, reminding
him that these places could participate in the motions involved
in walking.
Whereas tight turns used to cause Rocky to fall, he was
now able to maneuver around my office in a balanced way.
And since his hind legs were now doing more of the work,
Rocky no longer had to strain excessively with his front legs
and shoulders. His movement was easier and more comfortable. Smiling, Bob called it a “huge improvement.” They
were going camping after all!
A heart-centered connection enhances the
benefits to your dog.
While the movement strategies I employed were crucial to
Rocky’s improvement, it was clear that the depth of our
connection facilitated the successful result. My work, and
indeed my life, changed forever on that day. This profound
experience taught me the importance of consciously creating
an empathic heart connection at the start.
In order to teach others how to create this powerful heart
connection with their dog, I developed an exercise called
Connected Breathing.
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Connected Breathing
Listen to the audio recording of Connected Breathing by going
to www.debonomoves.com/dog-book and typing in the password free.
Connected Breathing can create a powerful connection
with your dog. It can also help center and ground you in the
present moment and generate a feeling of well-being in both
canine and human. Connected Breathing increases the effecttiveness of the other Debono Moves.
Benefits may include:


Relaxes and reduces stress in canine and human.



Creates a powerful heart-to-heart connection between
you and your dog.



Opens up a channel of communication between you
and your dog.



Enhances feelings of peace and well-being at any life
stage or condition.

Find a quiet time and place with a minimum of
distractions so that you and your dog can focus on each other
as you enjoy the exercise.4
Position: Dog lying down.
Practice with your dog. With your dog lying down
quietly on his side, sit behind him so that you are facing his
back. If your dog would rather not lie on his side at the
moment, allow him to choose another position. If sitting on
the floor is not comfortable for you, sit on a large pillow or
rolled up blanket to help relieve strain on your hips.
Alternatively, you can place your dog on a couch or bed and
you can sit on a chair before him. You can also sit next to
4

If your dog finds it difficult to lie still and relax next to you, please read
“How to Help an Anxious or Distracted Dog” in Chapter Six. Additionally,
you can do the meditation alone at first. But don’t be surprised if your dog
soon decides that lying still next to you is a very nice thing to do!
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your dog on a sofa or bed. Remember that your comfort is
important when doing Debono Moves, so please check in with
yourself as you work with your dog. If you are uncomfortable,
adjust your position to afford yourself maximum comfort and
ease of movement.
If it is impossible for you to get comfortable right next to
your dog, you can still do Connected Breathing. Simply sit on
a chair or sofa, and when you get to the part where I suggest
that you put your hands on your dog, simply imagine that your
hands are lightly resting on your dog.
Don’t touch your dog yet, but simply sit near him and
focus your attention on yourself. How are you breathing?
What parts of yourself move as you breathe? Your ribs? Your
belly? Your back? Your sides? Do you feel centered and
relaxed? If distracting thoughts enter your mind, just let them
float on by. Don’t judge them, or yourself. Instead, breathe
comfortably and take a few moments to notice your physical
sensations. Then follow the steps below:
1. Put your attention on the area of your heart, around the
center of your chest. You may put a hand on your heart if
this helps focus your attention.
2. Breathe in a relaxed way, imaging that the air is coming
into and going out of your heart area.
3. Feel the love you have for your dog. Let the feelings of
love and appreciation fill your heart.
Consider that the breath you exhale becomes part of the
air that your dog inhales. Your dog’s exhalations then are
mixed with the air you breathe in. And yet air is only a
fraction of the unseen that we share with our dogs. The energy
of our emotions, for example, affects our animals in many
ways. That is why generating positive feelings, such as love or
appreciation, matters so much to our dogs. And those positive
feelings help us to be happier and healthier as well.
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4. As you enjoy feeling grateful for your dog, remember that
your dog loves you too. Imagine that the air you inhale is
infused with love from your canine friend. Visualize that
the air enters your heart area, then lights up every cell in
your body.
5. As you exhale, imagine your breath going out through
your heart, transmuting it into beautifully-colored light
that flows down your arms and out your hands, sending
your love back to your dog. Visualize this love lighting up
every cell of your dog. You are both radiant beings, filled
with shared love and healing light.
Consider how soothing turquoise waves wash up on a
beautiful beach. A wave comes in; then it goes back out to the
ocean. The ocean would soon lose its power and majesty if
the waves never returned. Love is like that too. Your power
develops from both sending and receiving love, yet too often
we get so busy caring for our loved ones that we forget to
nourish ourselves with their love and appreciation for us. We
need those waves to be both coming onto the beach as well as
going back out, so don’t forget to take in the waves of love
from your dog! Let those waves wash over you and relax and
comfort you.
6. As you maintain this breath connection with your dog,
lightly put the palms of your hands on your dog’s ribcage,
with your hands slightly apart from one another. If your
dog is very small, you can place one hand on his ribs and
the other lightly on his hindquarters.
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My hands are lightly resting on Ruby’s ribcage.

Even though Maggie is not totally relaxed yet, I begin Connected
Breathing. If you remain patient and calm, most dogs will soon

19

relax and flop onto their side.

7. Feel the continuous rise and fall of your dog’s ribcage.
Sense how your hands are passively moved in time to your
dog’s breathing. Remember to keep your hands light.
Don’t press down or make any other attempt to influence
him with your hands.
Keep in mind that your dog knows the difference between
a listening touch and a corrective one. It is the listening touch
that we wish to develop in Debono Moves. I have found that
the more we humans listen to our dogs, the more our dogs
listen and respond to us.
Notice any changes in your dog’s – and your own –
breathing. What parts of you move as you breathe? Is your
breathing slower or faster than when you started? Be mindful
of any images or thoughts that spontaneously occur to you.
Many people become more “tuned in” to their dog through
Connected Breathing because its emphasis on listening and
“not-doing” helps open up a channel of communication
between you and your dog.
As long as both you and your dog are comfortable, you
can spend as much time as you’d like enjoying this close
connection. You can also put your hands on other parts of
your dog’s body. While we generally start Connected
Breathing with the ribcage, your canine may appreciate a
supporting hand on his hip and one on his shoulder blade. Or
two hands on his back. Or one on his back and one on his
chest. Try various places on your dog’s body and notice where
your dog seems to welcome your quiet hands. Make sure you
maintain your comfort and ease throughout. When either you
or your dog want to get up, you can simply take your hands
off your dog while you maintain the feeling of gratitude.
Even a few minutes of Connected Breathing can be
healing for you and your dog. Many people start with three to
five minutes and progress to longer sessions as they gain
experience with the exercise. The more consistently you
practice Connected Breathing, the more healing benefits you
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and your canine companion will derive from it. Just remember
to relax and enjoy the experience and don’t worry about trying
to get it “right” or keeping track of the time. Simply feeling
love and gratitude is enough.
And while Connected Breathing is an effective and
complete process on its own, it is also a good starting point for
doing other Debono Moves with your dog. The quiet, heartcentered connection you create with Connected Breathing
increases the effectiveness of subsequent Debono Moves.

Mary’s Tip:
If you are stressed, Connected
Breathing is a great way to change your
emotional state. But what if your dog isn’t
nearby? Fortunately, you can still benefit
from this exercise. As you follow the steps
of Connected Breathing, simply visualize
your dog breathing with you. Can you
imagine what your dog feels like as you
softly place your hands on her ribcage and
breathe together? You may be surprised at
how this exercise can relax and refresh you.
Connected Breathing not only deepens the
human-canine bond, but it can reduce your
stress. Try it when you are waiting in line at
the grocery store or if you are having
trouble falling asleep.
Many people experience a spiritual
connection with their animal companions
that does not diminish over time and space.
It can be comforting and healing for
grieving people to experience Connected
Breathing while visualizing their departed
dog sharing love and light with them.
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The Healing Power of Connection
Does your dog make you smile even when you’ve had a
rough day? Or especially when you’ve had a rough day?
Connecting with a canine is a soul-satisfying kind of joy.
They love us unconditionally. Dogs don’t care if we haven’t
styled our hair or organized the garage. They just want to be
with us. And we want to be with them.
The human-canine bond not only feels good, it’s good for
your health too. When you turn off the mind chatter and tune
into your dog, you can experience a profound sense of wellbeing. In the book, A General Theory of Love, the term limbic
resonance is explained as “a symphony of mutual and internal
adaptation whereby two mammals become attuned to each
other’s inner states” (emphasis mine). The authors write that
limbic resonance is “the door to communal connection.”5 It
was limbic resonance that helped me sense what Rocky was
feeling. I’ve found it to be a blissful and mutually healing
state, as profound and beneficial as deep meditation. Doing
Debono Moves with your dog can help you attain this depth of
connection.
When you are in limbic resonance with your dog, there is
no past or future to fret about. You are in present moment
awareness. You are in the now, a place that we tend to spend
far too little time in.
The present moment is the only place where you can act.
It is your place of power. Connecting with your dog in the now
allows you to tap into an energy that is greater than yourself,
creating a wellspring of healing, hope and love.
Join your dog in the now. Debono Moves can help you
get there.

5

A General Theory of Love is a book about human emotion, authored by
Thomas Lewis, Fari Amini and Richard Lannon.
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Human Exercise #1: Deeper Breath, Lighter
Hands
Benefits: This exercise can help you discover a more efficient
way to breathe, which may improve stamina and reduce stress.
This exercise also guides you to lighter, more refined use of
your hands, freeing you of unnecessary tension and improving
your ability to use Debono Moves to help your dog.
Listen to the audio recording of this exercise by going to
www.debonomoves.com/dog-book and typing in the password
free.
The exercise is printed and illustrated in Chapter Eight.

Getting to Know Your Dog in a New Way
I imagine that you stroke and pet your dog quite often, an
activity that you probably both enjoy. This exercise will be a
bit different, but should be just as pleasurable. You’ll explore
your dog in a way that helps you learn more about your dog’s
anatomy and can enhance your dog’s body awareness. But
don’t worry, you won’t need to memorize any anatomical
terms!
Pick a time when your dog is relaxed and you are not in a
rush. This process should not be hurried. Think of it like a
learning meditation. Or imagine that you are a sculptor who
wants to really know what your dog feels like so that you can
recreate her canine body as a work of art. Take your time to
feel the contours of your dog’s body and keep your touch light
and gentle. Remember, the softer your hand, the more you will
feel.
As always, be mindful of your dog’s comfort. Explore
your dog gently, safely and respectfully.
Position: Dog lying on her side.
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The Front Leg
With your dog lying on her side, put your hand gently on
her front paw. Slowly slide your hand up your dog’s leg just a
little bit until you get to the first part that bends. This is the
dog’s carpus or wrist. Slide your hand farther up and you’ll
come to your dog’s elbow.
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The index finger of my right hand is touching Maggie’s wrist area.
My left hand is holding her elbow.

The bone that connects the elbow to the shoulder blade is
called the humerus. You may notice that canine anatomy has a
lot of similarities to human anatomy. Slide your hand up the
humerus until it is close to your dog’s chest.

The Shoulder Blade
Keep sliding your soft hand up your dog’s leg. Can you
feel where your dog’s front leg attaches to her shoulder blade?
The shoulder blade is also called the scapula. Using your
fingertips, trace the outline of her shoulder blade. Do you feel
how it angles backward a bit? The shoulder blade moves
forward and back in response to movements of the forelegs.
As the front leg reaches forward, the top of the shoulder blade
moves back. And as the front leg goes backward, the top of
the shoulder blade tips forward. You can gently pick up your
dog’s front leg and do a very small movement of taking the
leg forward and backward. Can you see and feel the shoulder
blade moving?
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Look at the illustration of the skeleton to see how some of
your dog’s ribs lie under the shoulder blade. The shoulder
blade glides over these ribs. Dogs don’t have clavicles (collar
bones), so there is no bony attachment of the shoulder blade to
the rest of the body. It is held in place by soft tissue, including
ligaments and muscles.

My left hand is touching the shoulder joint. My right hand
touches the top of Maggie’s shoulder blade.

The Ribs
Place your hands on your dog’s ribcage. Dogs have 13
pairs of ribs. Can you find the last rib on each side? On some
dogs, these short ribs are quite prominent. How many ribs can
you feel on your dog?
The costal cartilages of the first nine pairs of ribs
articulate with the sternum. The costal cartilages of the next
three pairs of ribs attach to adjacent costal cartilages, forming
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the costal arch. The 13th pair of ribs are the floating ribs,
since they are not attached to sternal cartilage. They are at the
very back of the ribcage.

This is the back of Nicky’s ribcage.

The Sternum
Place your hand softly on the front of your dog’s chest.
Can you feel a bone right in the middle? This bone is called
the sternum, or breastbone. Can you find the very top of this
bone? This top piece is called the manubrium. Use your
fingertips to trace the sternum down its length. Find the end of
the sternum, which is located on your dog’s underside, near
the abdomen. This last part is called the xiphoid process.
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My hand is on Ruby’s sternum.

My index finger points to the top of the sternum.

The Spine
Your dog’s spine starts where the first neck vertebrae
joins the skull; it continues through the middle of your dog’s
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back, and it ends in the last bony part of your dog’s tail. Use
your fingers to slowly trace the entire length of your dog’s
spine. How much of your dog’s spine can you feel? Notice
the shape of the first two neck vertebrae.
The dog’s spine has 7 cervical (neck) vertebrae, 13
thoracic vertebrae, 7 lumbar, 3 sacral (fused in adults to form
the sacrum) and about 20 coccygeal (tail) vertebrae, although
this last number can vary a great deal between dogs. There are
often variations in the exact number of spinal vertebrae. For
example, some dogs have six, rather than seven, lumbar
vertebrae.

The Hind Leg
Place your hand on your dog’s hind paw. Slowly run your
hand up your dog’s leg until you come to the first angle, which
is called the hock. This is somewhat similar to our ankle joint.
Continue sliding your hand up the leg until you come to the
next angle, which is the dog’s knee, or stifle. The bone that
connects the knee to the hip is called the femur or thigh bone.
Can you feel
this bone?

The hock is similar to our ankle.
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My left hand is on Maggie’s stifle, which is similar to our knee.
My right hand is on the outside of her hip joint.

The Hip Joint
Keep one hand on the thigh bone. Look at the illustration
of the dog skeleton and estimate where your dog’s hip joint
may be. Put your second hand in that spot. With the first hand
that is lightly holding the thigh bone, very gently move the leg
forward and backward a little. Notice if you feel movement
under your second hand. Move this hand around until you can
feel a slight movement. When you do, you’ve found the hip
joint!
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As I support Maggie’s thigh bone, I slowly move her hind leg
forward and back. My right hand feels the subtle movement in
the hip joint.

The Ischium
Put your hands on the very back of your dog’s pelvis,
right below the tail. Put one hand on the right and one on the
left. Can you feel those bones that stick out? Those are the
dog’s ischia.
There is a right ischium and a left ischium.
Feel their shape and size.
We have ischia too. In
humans, they are often
referred to as “sit bones,”
“seat bones,” also known
as “sitz bones.”
My thumbs are on Nicky’s ischia.

The Head
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Make your way up to your dog’s head. Use your
fingertips to delicately trace around your dog’s skull. Feel the
contours and ridges of your dog’s head. Notice where the skull
meets the spine.

Maggie enjoys my gentle exploration of her head.

Now that you’ve explored your dog’s body, can you
imagine what your dog’s skeleton looks like under all that fur?
This exercise not only improves your knowledge of your dog’s
anatomy, but it can help enhance your dog’s body awareness
too.
When I’m doing Debono Moves, I find it useful to
visualize the skeleton of the dog I’m working with. I hope this
exercise helps you know your dog a little bit better.

Human Exercise #2: Improve Your Walking by
Lying Down
Benefits: Just as the recumbent Rocky improved his walking,
you can too! This relaxing exercise contains movements that
occur when you walk. By doing the movements while lying
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down, you can harness the power of your brain to learn how to
walk more easily and efficiently. More comfortable walking
reduces wear and tear damage and can help you feel more
youthful!
Listen to the audio recording of this exercise by going to
www.debonomoves.com/dog-book and typing in the password
free.
The exercise is printed and illustrated in Chapter Eight.

Key Points of Chapter Two


Listening with your hands can relax a dog and prepare
him for improved mobility.



Novel movements enhance body awareness. The more
parts a dog feels, the more he can use.



The softer you touch, the more you can feel.



Gratitude bridges the interspecies communication gap.



While a dog is lying down, you can improve his ability
to stand and walk.



Gently supporting the dog in various places can remind
him to use those body parts more efficiently as he
walks.



A heartfelt connection deepens the effectiveness of
hands-on work.



The human-canine bond not only feels good, it’s good
for your health too.



Connecting with your dog allows you to tap into an
energy that is greater than yourself, creating a
wellspring of healing, hope and love.
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Chapter Three: Improved Back
Flexibility Got These Dogs Moving
Again
Have you ever strained your back?

Or felt stiffness in your
spine? Whether you walk on two legs or four, back problems
are a fact of life for many of us, especially as we get older. But
limitations in the back don’t always show up as problems in
the spine. They may appear as muscle strains or other
difficulties with the legs. The following two dogs had very
different symptoms: the first dog, a shaggy white Spinone mix
named Cassie, kept collapsing on walks, and her vet diagnosed
her with severe spinal arthritis. The second dog, a brown
Boxer named Oti, had a hamstring muscle strain that was
taking a long time to heal.
Interestingly, both of these dogs improved when I helped
them use their backs more freely. And the same is often true
with humans. Stiffness and achiness often arises from overusing some parts of our spine and underusing others. Whether
you are dealing with back strain, arthritis or tight hamstrings,
or wish to avoid these problems, the following chapter may
help you and your dog move more freely into your golden
years.

Cassie Overcomes Spinal Arthritis
The following was written by Cassie’s “mom,” Michele
McDougal.
My boyfriend and I adopted this shaggy, white, 70-pound
Spinone mix 2-1/2 years ago. Among other passions, our
Cassie is a “squirrel girl.” The highlight of her existence is our
daily walk in the park; and she is in hunting mode from the
moment her paws hit the ground. In May 2001, her fixation on
squirrels almost did her in. After having pulled the leash right
34

out of my hand, she was in the heat of what a friend called a
“blind run,” a full-speed pursuit of a squirrel who was inside
the fencing of a baseball diamond. She simply didn't see the
chain link fence that separated her from her prey until it was
too late. Although I couldn't see it from my vantage point, I
heard her hit the fence full force – it was a horrible sound.
At first she seemed a little stunned, but otherwise okay.
As we made our way home, her usual, seemingly-effortless
trot slowed to a walk; her head lowered; and then she dropped
down on the pavement. It was hot and she was tired, so I
hoped that was the reason for her behavior. After a few
minutes I coaxed her up and we slowly walked home. Upon
our arrival, she plopped down on the living room floor, and
this time she didn’t get back up.
Cassie is my first dog and her “dad” was out of town, so I
did what any mother would do. I panicked and then we headed
to our veterinarian. The first thing the doctor did was gently
cup Cassie’s muzzle in his hands and lift her lips to examine
her mouth, something I never would have thought to do, and
found her gums to be shredded and bloody. He surmised that
she hit the fence head first and followed up his examination
with some X-rays.
Thankfully there were no spinal fractures or other internal
injuries. He gave her a shot of something for the pain and sent
us home with pain pills. The next day Cassie seemed fine.
A few days later, however, down she went again, and
once again, she couldn't get up. Off to the vet we went and this
time he X-rayed her back and hips. “There's our problem!” he
declared. He pointed to the X-ray where he identified large
arthritic lesions in her lumbar spine. He also informed me,
considering the advanced state of her arthritis, that our Cassie
had to be two or three years older than we had been told when
we adopted her. Our option was singular: surgery; very
expensive and very risky. My vet cautioned that her condition
would get progressively worse and it would soon be obvious
when we’d need to schedule the procedure.
Because of her “new age,” and given the empirical
evidence on film, we accepted the diagnosis; but surgery was
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the last thing we wanted for our baby. And it was indeed risky.
She could wind up incontinent and/or with paralysis. There
was no way we were going to wait for this eventuality!
Meanwhile, Cassie's episodes of falling and staying down
ramped up from an average of once per month to once a week.
We were frightened.
We began a long process of investigating and trying
alternative approaches, including massage, Reiki, acupuncture,
veterinary orthopedic manipulation, and Chinese herbal
remedies – we even consulted an interspecies communicator
to see if Cassie herself could tell us anything about her
condition! Then we found Mary Debono.
Mary saw Cassie only three times; and after the second
visit, she said that she didn't think Cassie needed her anymore.
It was I who insisted that we needed to see Mary at least one
more time! I don't know exactly what Mary does except that
Debono Moves, which Mary developed, helps the animal
choose other options for movement, retraining the body's
habits. I do know that it was a struggle for her dad and me to
stay awake during the sessions because there was something
so peaceful and relaxing, almost spiritual, about the
experience. Cassie thought so too.
We are now within days of having four full months
without a single event – the longest period since her accident.
Last week, I watched Cassie run full speed ahead, leash free,
on a Northern California beach. My heart soared at the sight!
I can't thank Mary Debono enough for the work she did to
perfect Debono Moves.

Mary Writes About Cassie
Injuries and arthritis can occur when
body parts are habitually overstressed.
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When Cassie came to my office, she was dealing with two
traumas, one acute and one chronic. The acute trauma came
when she hit the fence at full speed. The chronic trauma was
the arthritis in her lower spine.
Cassie was seemingly asymptomatic before her accident.
Her arthritis, although classified as “advanced,” had been
hidden just below the level of awareness. It took a headlong
gallop into a fence to bring it up to the surface, causing Cassie,
and those who loved her, some real problems.
Cassie, however, had been coping with her arthritis long
before she met the fence. It is likely that her nervous system
had already altered her movement patterns to compensate for
the discomfort and stiffness caused by the arthritic lesions. All
of this can go on without it being obvious to anyone. After all,
Cassie was a relatively young dog, full of life, running and
playing with abandon.
Many times arthritis develops because the individual
overuses a particular part of the body. The reason a part gets
overused is because other parts are not doing their share of the
work. Cassie had arthritis in the area where the lumbar
vertebrae meet the sacrum. This place, commonly referred to
as the “L/S joint,” is capable of much movement, so it's easy
for the body to let this part work hard while the other parts of
the spine are tuned out. And when some parts are left out of a
movement, other parts have to work harder than nature
intended. Those parts can sustain wear and tear damage.
Once arthritis develops, the nervous system inhibits
movement to minimize the pain. While it is an effective shortterm strategy, this lack of movement creates a vicious cycle,
leading to greater strain on joints and muscles. My job was to
help Cassie interrupt this vicious cycle and hopefully lessen
the chance of her arthritis causing her any more problems.
Help the dog relax first.
To start the session, Michele asked Cassie to lie on her
side. Understandably nervous about what was going to
happen, Cassie refused. She was only comfortable lying in the
“sphinx” position. Since it is important to keep the animal
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feeling safe and comfortable in a Debono Moves session, we
began with Cassie lying like a sphinx.
Cassie was in pain, and a nervous system distracted by
pain and tension is incapable of learning. Since such a nervous
system is busy defending itself against the threat of more pain,
it can't process new sensory information. Therefore, the first
step is to quiet the nervous system by eliminating the
“background noise” of chronic muscular tension and anxiety.
I used my hands to softly lift the muscles along Cassie’s
back. As I supported each small area of muscle, Cassie began
to relax. Before I knew it, Cassie flopped to her side,
obviously confident that no harm would come to her.
In addition to helping her release tense back muscles, the
delicate and evenly-paced lifting movements were giving
Cassie's nervous system a rhythmic stimulus to organize
around. Using rhythm is a wonderful way to quiet the nervous
system and increase relaxation. The gentle lifts along her back
were also increasing her awareness (and thus her use) of her
entire spine. In addition, my actions were showing Cassie that
movement was possible and comfortable throughout her whole
back.
With Cassie’s nervous system no longer engaged in
maintaining its safety or distracted by energy and attentionsapping muscular effort, it could attend to the sensory
information being conveyed by my hands.
Awakening the ribs can make it easier to
move the spine in a healthy way.
After working with her entire spine from head to tail, I
used a fingertip to gently lift the muscle in between two ribs.
This movement induced a sigh of relief from Cassie. I worked
my way through Cassie's ribcage, effectively outlining and
highlighting all her ribs.
Increasing awareness of the dog's body brings about a
greater distribution of effort, thus relieving strain throughout
the system. The more parts that participate in a movement, the
easier and more elegant the movement becomes.
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Thoroughly enjoying the work with her ribcage, Cassie
was now close to dozing off. It was my hope that Cassie
would use her ribs more effectively since they were now
clearer in her body awareness. And since the ribs are directly
connected to the mid-back, using the ribs more efficiently is a
way to improve the use of the back.
Connecting the pieces of the body promotes
healthier, coordinated movement.
After working with Cassie on both sides, I placed one
hand gently on her head and my other hand against the back
end of her pelvis. I gently pushed through her pelvis, seeing a
wave of movement travel from her hind end all the way to her
head. My intent was to have Cassie feel the relationship
between her head and her hind end. This would allow her to
notice, and thus to use, all the parts in between. I removed my
hand from her head and placed it on her sternum, or chest
bone. As I pressed through her pelvis, I was again giving
Cassie the sensation of connection between her hind end and
her front end, this time highlighting the connection between
her ribcage and pelvis.
Since the Debono Moves were pleasurable, Cassie's
nervous system would want to recreate them on her own. In
other words, she could learn to use her whole back more fully
after experiencing how easy and enjoyable the new movement
felt. From her Debono Moves sessions, Cassie's nervous
system had created a new “body map.” This new image more
accurately reflected the movements her body was capable of.
As a result, Cassie immediately began to use her back in a
fuller, more efficient way. She was now unstuck from her
habitual ways of moving. And she could once again run and
play without pain.
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Recovering from a Chronic Muscle Injury
Otis. The name alone conjures up an image of a big,
happy dog. And Otis, or Oti as he was commonly called, fit
that image. With a penchant for jumping up and
enthusiastically licking unsuspecting visitors, the brown Boxer
exuded joy from every pore.
But this cheerful dog had a problem. He was lame on his
right hind leg and moved stiffly, especially when he arose
from a nap. His veterinarian diagnosed a soft tissue injury,
most likely a hamstring strain. He advised Oti’s guardians to
keep Oti as quiet as possible during the healing process. And
then he reassured them that their dog would be back to normal
fairly quickly.
But several weeks later, Oti was still limping. He was
particularly stiff when he got up each morning. This was
worrisome, but the vet couldn’t find anything wrong beyond
the hamstring strain. Saddened to see their beloved boy still in
pain, Oti’s people enlisted my help to support their dog’s
recovery.
Upon meeting Oti, I noticed that the Boxer’s left hind leg
was significantly more developed than his right hind leg,
indicating that he had been compensating for the painful right
side for a long time. The hamstrings on both hind legs were
quite tight. Taut muscles, of course, are more likely to become
injured.
Tight hamstrings often arise from a tight
back.
While many people might expect me to focus on the
strained muscle, I didn’t do that, since focusing on the injured
area seldom resolves the underlying problem. Because I know
that tight hamstrings often arise from a tight back, I used my
hands to gently explore Oti’s spine and surrounding muscles.
The Boxer was lying on his side as I did this. Not surprisingly,
his back was quite tense.
Remember the childhood song, “Dem Bones”? It includes
phrases such as “The hip bone is connected to the leg bone.”
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That song often comes to mind when I work. And while some
of these bony connections are obvious, there are others that are
not. For instance, there is a strong connection between your
ribcage and spine. When movements of your ribcage become
freer, your spine is better able to move too.
Moving the ribcage can help relax the
back.
With this connection in mind, I put one hand on the
underside of the Boxer’s ribcage and gently moved his
sternum and ribs. My other hand rested lightly on his lower
back so that I could feel how the movements of his ribcage
created a very subtle rounding of his lower back, which helped
release the tension in his back muscles. Holding my hand on
his lower back helped the dog feel this too. Oti, relaxed by
these gentle movements, fell asleep.
Connecting different body parts through
movement can improve coordination.
I removed my hand from the Boxer’s lower back and slid
it under his pelvis. Using small, delicate movements, I brought
his pelvis and ribcage a little closer together. And then I
moved them away from each other. These easy, light
movements reminded Oti’s brain how it could better
coordinate his movement.
When the Boxer stood up at the end of our session, his
lower back looked noticeably smoother and his hamstrings felt
freer. He still had a limp, but his overall movement was more
fluid.
Nine days later, I returned to give Oti another Debono
Moves session, and I was thrilled to see that he had improved
dramatically. The Boxer showed only the slightest stiffness
upon first getting up after a rest, and he no longer favored his
right hind leg. I was confident that even this residual stiffness
would soon be a thing of the past. Indeed, it took only another
week for it to disappear completely. Improving the dog’s
coordination of movement had reduced the strain on his
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hamstrings and had been the key to his recovery. With his
hamstring no longer unduly stressed, the dog’s muscle sprain
was able to fully heal.

Human Exercise #3: Easier Sitting
Benefits: Like our canine friends Cassie and Otis, many
humans restrict the movement of their spine, which can lead to
stiffness and injury. This exercise can help you sit in a way
that not only feels better, but can improve the health of your
spine.
Sitting more comfortably will also enable you to do
Debono Moves more easily and effectively with your dog.
Listen to the audio recording of this exercise by going to
www.debonomoves.com/dog-book and typing in the password
free.
The exercise is printed and illustrated in Chapter Eight.

Make It All About You and Your Dog
Sitting on the floor with the German Shepherd lying next
to me, I molded my hands around the dog’s shoulder. Almost
immediately, her breathing deepened and she relaxed. Then
suddenly the dog, whose name was Phanta, picked up her head
and was on high alert. Speaking in a soothing tone, I helped
her unwind again. But after a couple of minutes, the black and
tan dog jerked her head up and was on guard. This cycle
repeated itself several times. Obviously, something wasn’t
right.
The dog’s human, Rhonda, had an idea. She knew that her
dog took her role as defender and guardian seriously, and she
wondered if Phanta was unable to relax because I was a
stranger. The German Shepherd wasn’t as protective of
Rhonda’s husband Chuck, so we called him into the room and
Rhonda left.
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Switching humans worked like a charm! As soon as
Chuck entered the room, Phanta relaxed. With the distraction
of being on guard duty now eliminated, the German Shepherd
was able to enjoy a beneficial session that helped her move
more comfortably despite her hip dysplasia.
As Phanta demonstrated, the environment plays a role in
our ability to help our animals. As you prepare to practice
Debono Moves with your dog, notice the environment. Does it
promote a calm, relaxed state for you and your dog?
Here are some things to consider:


Select an appropriate time of day. If you’re asking
your dog to lie still and relax when she’s usually eating
her dinner, you may be asking too much! Reschedule
your Debono Moves time for when she is satiated and
has had some time to relax after her meal. If it’s your
usual dinnertime, you may be unable to fully focus on
your dog. Plan accordingly.



Expend excess energy. Has your dog had the
opportunity to burn off steam? It’s easier for a dog to
be still and enjoy your touch when she’s recently had
the chance to run and play.



Minimize distractions. You can improve the
effectiveness of your Debono Moves by keeping other
dogs, cats, children and uninformed adults away. Find
a quiet, comfortable spot in the house or yard where
you won’t be disturbed.



Mind your mental environment. Turn off your phone
and mentally unplug yourself from any concerns. Put
your hands on your dog and feel your connection.
Breathe. Allow this time to be all about you and your
dog, right now.
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Back Lifts
View a video of Mary teaching Back Lifts by going to
www.debonomoves.com/dog-book and typing in the password
free.
Benefits may include:


Releases back tension and stiffness.



Relaxes and reduces stress in you and your dog.



Promotes healthier, more balanced movement.

Position: Back Lifts can be done while your dog is lying
flat on her side, lying on her chest (like a sphinx), sitting or
standing. It’s usually easiest to learn the feel of them while
your dog is lying down, so we’ll start there. Feel free to
explore doing Back Lifts with your dog in the other positions
too.
Practice with your dog. Find a quiet time and place with
a minimum of distractions so that you and your dog can focus
on each other as you enjoy the exercise.6
With your dog lying quietly, sit on the floor behind her
tail. If she is lying on her side, you can sit facing her back.
Find the back of your dog’s ribs. Place your hands on
either side of the spine, just behind your dog’s ribcage7. Put
your thumbs lightly on either side of her spine (the right
thumb to the right of her spine, the left thumb to the left of her
spine).
Your thumbs should not be on the spine, but about an inch
or so away from it. They shouldn’t be exerting any pressure,
6

If your dog finds it difficult to lie still and relax next to you, please read
“How to Help an Anxious or Distracted Dog,” in Chapter Six.
7

While I often start Back Lifts at the part of the dog’s back right in front of
the tail, many people find it easier to get the feel of the Back Lift when they
are on a more “meaty” area of the dog’s back, such as the area directly
behind your dog’s ribcage.
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but just lightly rest there. Note that if your dog is lying entirely
on her side, you can slide one hand underneath her back. It’s
helpful to have something soft for you dog to lie on, both for
her sake and your own.
You can also do Back Lifts with one hand. This can be
useful when your dog is lying flat on her side and it’s not easy
to slip your hand under her.
Your other fingers will be a few inches away from her
spine. Distributing the gentle pressure throughout your hand,
do a very light lifting motion so that you are gently supporting
your dog’s soft tissue towards her spine. The lifting movement
should be very small and light. Think of your hands coming a
little bit closer to each other. Remember, this is a small, light
movement. If your animal shows any discomfort, lighten your
contact, or simply stop what you are doing. Most dogs enjoy
Back Lifts.
As long as your dog is comfortable, you can hold each lift
anywhere from several seconds to about half a minute or so. I
suggest that you don’t count the time, since the mental activity
of counting will reduce your sensitivity. Instead, simply hold
the lift through several of your exhalations. This will also
remind you to breathe!
Release your lift very slowly. Remember that these are
small, virtually imperceptible motions. Repeat the lifting
motion on the same area a few times, holding it for several
seconds to about half a minute each time. After about three
lifts in one area, slowly slide your fingers a little bit forward
(towards your dog’s head) and repeat the Back Lift.
Just like you did earlier, lift for several seconds to a
minute each time. After two or three lifts in one spot, advance
your hands a little bit towards your dog’s head and repeat the
lifts. Be mindful at all times of your dog’s responses, and
notice if there are certain places on her back where your dog
especially enjoys this support.
I can’t emphasize enough that this is a very gentle, light
and small movement. Do only what is entirely comfortable for
you and your animal.
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You can continue moving up your dog’s body this way,
towards her head. Stop when you reach the back of her
shoulder blades. You may go back to her tail and repeat the
entire line of Back Lifts if you and your dog remain
comfortable and interested in these movements.

You can start Back Lifts on the dog’s lower back,
in front of the tail.
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Eighteen-year-old Nicky enjoys Back Lifts.

Back Lifts can also be done while your dog is sitting.
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Maggie, like most dogs, enjoys the support provided by Back Lifts.

Mary’s Tip:
It’s essential that you and your dog
be comfortable when doing Debono Moves.
If you are not comfortable sitting on the
floor, your dog can be on a low padd ed
table or sofa while you sit in a chair. You
can also sit beside your dog on a couch.
Another option is to safely position
your dog on a high surface, such as a wall
or picnic table, so that you can stand next
to your dog. Feel free to come up wi th
other alternatives, always ensuring that you
and your dog feel safe and comfortable.
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Ribcage Rolls
View a video of Mary teaching Ribcage Rolls by going to
www.debonomoves.com/dog-book and typing in the password
free.
Benefits include:


Releases overall tension and stiffness.



Helps dog’s shoulders move more comfortably.



Can release stress in dog’s back, ribcage and neck.

Position: Ribcage Rolls can be done while your dog is
lying flat on his side, lying on his chest (like a sphinx), sitting
or standing. A nice way to introduce Ribcage Rolls is to do
them immediately following Back Lifts.
Practice with your dog. Do Back Lifts from tail to just
behind shoulder blades. When your fingers arrive at the back
of your dog’s shoulder blades, lift the back on one side only.
Both hands will remain in contact, but only one hand produces
any pressure. Feel how your left hand can gently shift your
dog’s ribcage slightly to the right. Then feel how your right
hand can softly shift her ribcage to the left.
Go back and forth, slowly and softly, rolling your dog’s
ribcage from side to side. Repeat several times, making sure
that your pressure is light and your movements gentle and
slow. Do only what is comfortable for you and your dog.
You can move your hands back a little bit and roll your
dog’s ribcage from various places. As always, stay soft and
light and only do what is comfortable for you and your dog.
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Ribcage Rolls behind Maggie’s shoulder blades.

Mary’s Tip:
Before you do a Back Lift, Ribcage Roll
or any other move, put your hands on your
dog and simply imagine the movement.
Imagine doing the movement a couple of
times and then make the smallest movement
you can with your dog.
Do the movement so lightly that
someone watching may not see anything,
but you and your dog can feel a small,
subtle shift. A small, subtle movement is big
enough. Keep your hands light and relaxed,
and keep this in mind: small movements can
produce big changes. Big movements, on the
other hand, may not be welcomed by your
dog.
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Human Exercise #4: Lengthen Your Hamstrings
Without Stretching
Benefits: Like Otis the Boxer, many people suffer from tight
hamstrings. This exercise will help you feel the relationship
between your hamstrings and your back. By learning to move
your spine freely, you can improve your flexibility and
naturally lengthen your hamstrings.
Listen to the audio recording of this exercise by going to
www.debonomoves.com/dog-book and typing in the password
free.
The exercise is printed and illustrated in Chapter Eight.

Key Points of Chapter 3


Injuries and arthritis can occur when parts of the body
are habitually overworked.



Enhancing body awareness can reduce muscular strain
and may lessen the likelihood of injury and arthritis.



Tight hamstrings often arise from a tight, stiff back.



A flexible ribcage leads to a flexible back.



You get the biggest improvement in mobility with a
relaxed dog/human.



Connecting body parts through hands-on movement
can improve coordination and balance, leading to
healthier movement and full recovery from injury.



Imagine the movement first, then do the smallest
movement you can make.



Small movements produce big changes.



For best results, set aside quiet, uninterrupted time to
do Debono Moves with your dog.
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Chapter Eight: Human Exercises
Please

review the “Guidelines for Doing the Exercises” in
Chapter One before doing the following exercises.

Human Exercise #1: Deeper Breath, Lighter
Hands
Benefits: This exercise can help you discover a more efficient
way to breathe, which may improve stamina and reduce stress.
This exercise also guides you to lighter, more refined use of
your hands, freeing you of unnecessary tension and improving
your ability to do Debono Moves to help your dog.
This exercise is referred to in Chapter Two.
Listen to the audio recording of this exercise by going to
www.debonomoves.com/dog-book and typing in the password
free.
1. Lie on your back. For comfort, you can put a pillow or
rolled-up blanket under your knees and a folded towel
under your head. Let your arms lie comfortably at your
sides.
2. Without changing anything, simply notice your breathing.
What parts of you move as you breathe? Does your
abdomen rise when you inhale or when you exhale? When
does your chest rise? When does it fall?
3. Place one hand on your lower abdomen and the other on
your chest. Let your hands sense the movement in your
chest and abdomen as you breathe.
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Place one hand on your abdomen and the other on your chest.

4. As you inhale, gently expand your abdomen. At the same
time, flatten your chest. When you exhale, flatten your
abdomen and expand your chest. Make these movements
distinct, but also gentle and light. Do not strain. Breathe
like this for a couple of minutes, then rest. Breathe
naturally.
5. Without doing anything special, notice how you are
breathing now. Is your abdomen expanding when you
inhale or when you exhale? What is happening in your
chest?
6. Let your arms rest at your sides. Is it more comfortable to
have the palms of your hands facing up or down? Or do
you prefer to have your hands resting on the pinky sides?
Explore all three ways and notice which one feels the most
comfortable.
In the directions that follow, I direct you to start with your
right hand. But if it’s more comfortable to move your left
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hand, simply replace “right” with “left” in the following
instructions. If it’s a strain to keep your legs long, you can put
a rolled up blanket under your knees or simply bend your
knees and stand your feet on the floor.
7. With your right hand either palm up or resting on its pinky
side, begin a slow, gentle movement of bringing your right
index finger and right thumb toward each other. Make it a
slow, light movement. They don’t need to touch, but to
simply move toward each other. Do that several times,
reducing your effort each time. Where can you release
unnecessary tension? Does relaxing your eyes and jaws
help you make this movement lighter and easier? How
does your breathing affect this movement? Pause.
8. Move your right middle finger and thumb toward each
other a few times. Again, they don’t need to touch. We are
looking to improve the ease and quality of the movement,
not the size. When the quality of the movement improves,
the movement can get larger without effort or strain. After
several movements, pause.
9. Move your right ring finger and thumb toward each other
several times. As always, explore ways to make this
movement lighter and easier. Notice where in your body
you can eliminate unnecessary tension. Aim for ease and
elegance. Pause.
10. Move your right pinky and thumb toward each other
several times. Don’t forget to move your thumb toward
your pinky as well as your pinky toward your thumb.
Notice your breathing. Pause.
11. Move the four fingers of your right hand toward your right
thumb. As you do so, your hand will have an approximate
shape of a bell. Have all four fingers contact the thumb at
the same time. It may help to imagine the movement of a
jellyfish.
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Think of the movement originating in the center of your
palm, rather than from the individual fingers. How does
this change the movement? Does it become lighter and
easier? Can you create a delicate folding of your hand?
Are you breathing in a relaxed way?

As you move your four fingers toward your thumb, imagine
a jellyfish.

If it’s not completely easy for your fingers to touch your
thumb, imagine that you have rays of colored light emitting
from each fingertip. Direct your movement so that the rays
of light will reach your thumb at the same time. Imagine
your thumb has a ray of light too.
After several movements, rest.
12. Which hand has more sensation? With your hands still
palm down, bring the four fingertips of your right hand
toward your right thumb, creating a bell shape again. After
a few movements, do the bell-shaped movements with
your left hand. Does one hand move more delicately and
accurately? Do you think it would be more pleasant to be
touched with your right hand or your left hand?
13. Alternate moving your right and left hands in the bell
shape. Feel the movement originate in the center of your
palms. Imagine two jellyfish, each one taking a turn at
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closing and opening. Find a rhythm to this delicate
movement. Remember to let each hand open completely
before it starts to close again. Can your breathing support
these rhythmic movements? After a minute or two, pause
and rest.
14. Cross your arms over your lower ribs or abdomen. With
your arms hanging comfortably, begin the alternating,
rhythmic opening and closing of your hands. Does having
your left hand on the right side of your body affect the
quality of your movement? Can you imagine that your left
hand is actually your right hand and vice versa?

Imagine that your left hand is your right hand and
vice versa.

15. Rest with your arms at your sides. How do your arms and
hands feel now? In what position are they resting? How
does the right hand compare to the left now?
16. Move each individual finger of your left hand toward your
left thumb. Do a few movements of each finger and then
rest.
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17. Place one hand on your chest and the other on your
abdomen. Inhale, expanding your abdomen and flattening
your chest. Exhale, flattening your abdomen and expanding your chest. Do so gently. Reduce effort throughout
yourself. Notice how sensitive your hands feel. How much
movement are you aware of now? After a couple of
minutes, rest and breathe simply. Let your arms be down
at your sides.
18. Notice how you are breathing. How much of you moves
as you breathe? How does this compare to how you felt at
the start of this exercise? Does your abdomen expand on
inhalation now? What happens in your chest? Can you
relax more deeply now?
19. When you are ready, slowly roll to your side and sit up.
Take some time before you stand up. Slowly walk around,
noticing how you feel. If your dog is nearby, gently stroke
her. Does your touch have a different quality now?

Human Exercise #2: Improve Your Walking by
Lying Down
Benefits: Just as the recumbent Rocky improved his walking,
you can too! This relaxing exercise contains movements that
occur when you walk. By doing the movements while lying
down, you can harness the power of your brain to learn how to
walk more easily and efficiently. More comfortable walking
reduces wear and tear damage and can help you feel more
youthful!
This exercise is referred to in Chapter Two.
Listen to the audio recording of this exercise by going to
www.debonomoves.com/dog-book and typing in the password
free.
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1. Lie on your back with your legs long. If it’s not
comfortable for you to have your legs long, bend both your
knees and have your feet flat on the floor, about hip width
apart.
2. Notice your contact with the floor. Feel the parts of you

that rest against the floor, such as your head, pelvis and
heels. Then notice the places that are lifted away from the floor,
such as the curve of your neck, the small of your back and the
space behind your knees. What other places are lifted up? Does
one leg feel longer or wider than the other? Is one foot more
turned out?
3. Bend both your knees and stand your feet on the floor, about hip
width apart. Place your feet where you don’t need to expend
effort to keep them in this position. Experiment to find out
where that place is. Move your feet a bit away from your pelvis
and notice how that feels. Then move them closer to your
pelvis. Move your feet apart from each other for a moment and
then closer together. Feel how placing your feet most efficiently
can reduce your effort. Exploring how you can reduce your
effort is an important component of Debono Moves.
Unnecessary effort takes you away from your goals and can
lead to fatigue, strain and wear and tear damage.
4. Open your left knee out to the side. Drop it comfortably toward
the floor. If you feel a stretch or strain in your leg, you can prop
your knee on a pillow. Keep your right foot standing. Adjust
your position so that it is comfortable for you. Your right foot
should be close to the sole of your left foot.
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Open your left knee out to the side
and keep your right foot standing.

You can prop your knee up with
a pillow for comfort.

5. Press your right foot into the floor so that your right hip
comes off the floor a little bit. This doesn’t have to be a
big movement. Do you press more with your heel or the
ball of your foot? Can you feel movement in your spine
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when you press with your foot? How high up do you feel
movement? Press your foot lightly and then release the
pressure. Repeat that a few times, making a mental note of
how the movement feels. Rest.
6. Put the sole of your right foot on top of your left foot.
Your left foot is still turned on its side. You can adjust the
placement of your feet for comfort and efficiency. As
before, press your right foot so that your right hip lifts a
little bit. How does this non-habitual movement feel? Do
the movement a few times and rest.

Put your right foot on top of your left foot.
Press with your right foot so that your right
hip lifts a little bit.

7. Move your right foot onto your left ankle and again gently
press your right foot a few times. How does this feel?
Notice how much your right hip lifts easily.
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8. Move your right foot higher up your leg so that it rests on
your left calf. Press with your right foot a few times and
feel how your right hip lifts.
9. Move your right foot higher up your left leg so that it rests
below your left knee. Press your right foot a few times so
that your right hip lifts.
10. Place your right foot on top of your bent left knee. Press
your right foot against your knee a few times.

Place your right foot on top of your left knee.

11. Place your right foot on your left thigh and press a few
times.
12. If it’s easy for you, place your right foot on the floor
beyond your left thigh. Press here a few times. How much
power do you feel in this position?
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Place your right foot on the floor beyond your
left thigh.

13. Place your right foot on the floor next to your left foot.
This is the position from Instruction #5. Press the floor
with your right foot. How high does your right hip lift
now? How far up does the movement travel through your
body? How much of your spine moves? Can you feel your
head moving? Is the movement both larger and easier at
the same time?
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Place your right foot on the floor next to
your left foot.

14. Lengthen both of your legs and rest. Feel your contact with
the floor and compare it to the beginning of this exercise.
Does one leg feel longer or wider than the other? Is one leg
more relaxed?
15. Bend your knees and stand your feet. Open your right knee
out to the side. Press your left foot against the floor. We’ll
go through the movements again, this time using your left
foot.
16. Press your left foot into the floor so that your left hip comes
off the floor a little bit. This doesn’t have to be a big
movement. Do you press more with your heel or the ball of
your foot? Can you feel movement in your spine when you
press with your foot? How high up do you feel movement?
Press your foot lightly and then release the pressure. Repeat
that a few times, making a mental note of how the movement
feels. This side may already be easy, since your brain learned
how to do it from the other side. But let’s see if you can improve
even more!
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17. Put the sole of your left foot on top of your right foot. Your
right foot is still turned on its side. You can adjust the
placement of your feet for comfort and efficiency. As before,
press your left foot so that your left hip lifts a little bit. How
does this non-habitual movement feel? Do the movement a
few times and rest.
18. Move your left foot onto your right ankle and again gently
press your left foot a few times. How does this feel? Notice
how much your left hip lifts easily.
19. Move your left foot higher up your leg so that it rests on your
right calf. Press with your left foot a few times and feel how
your left hip lifts.
20. Move your left foot higher up your right leg so that it rests
below your right knee. Press your left foot a few times so that
your left hip lifts.
21. Place your left foot on top of your bent right knee. Press your
left foot against your knee a few times.
22. Place your left foot on your right thigh and press a few times.
23. If it’s easy for you, place your left foot on the floor beyond
your right thigh. Press here a few times. How much power do
you feel in this position?
24. Place your left foot on the floor next to your right foot. Press
the floor with your left foot. How high does your left hip lift
now? How far up does the movement travel through your
body? How much of your spine moves? Can you feel your
head moving? Is the movement larger and easier at the same
time?
25. Lengthen both of your legs and rest. Feel your contact
with the floor and compare it to the beginning of this
exercise. How do your legs compare to each other now?
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26. Slowly roll to your side and walk around. Is there a
difference in the quality and ease of your walking?

Human Exercise #3: Easier Sitting
Benefits: Like our canine friends Cassie and Otis, many
humans restrict the movement of their spine, which can lead to
stiffness and injury. This exercise can help you sit in a way
that not only feels better, but can improve the health of your
spine.
Sitting more comfortably will also enable you to do
Debono Moves more easily and effectively with your dog.
This exercise is referred to in Chapter Three.
Listen to the audio recording of this exercise by going to
www.debonomoves.com/dog-book and typing in the password
free.
For the sitting lessons, please sit on a chair that has a flat,
firm seat. If there is padding on the chair seat, it should be
minimal. You don’t want to sink into the chair, so an
armchair, sofa or bed is not recommended for these exercises.
The chair should be tall enough so that your hips are at least as
high as your knees.
1. Please sit comfortably on your chair. How are you
breathing? Notice how your weight is distributed. Do you
have more pressure on one hip compared to the other? Are you
leaning to one side? Is your back straight or rounded? Are
your feet flat on the floor or tucked underneath your chair?
How far apart are your feet? Does sitting up feel like an
effort? Look in front of you and note what you see on the
horizon.
2. Slide forward so that you are sitting towards the front of your
chair, with your feet flat on the ground. Place your feet a
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comfortable distance from each other, about hip width apart.
Let your arms rest in your lap. Look up towards the ceiling
once or twice, only moving as far as is entirely easy and
comfortable. Mentally mark the spot, either on the ceiling or
the wall in front of you that your eyes arrived at. Rest.
3. Put the palm of one hand against your lower back. If it’s not
comfortable to put your palm against the small of your back,
place the back of your hand there. Lean forward from your
hips, keeping your back straight. Your lower back should stay
fairly straight as you do this, getting neither convex nor
concave. This movement is referred to as bending at the hip
joints. Only go as far as it is comfortable and easy. Do this a
few times and then rest.

Bending at the hip joints.

4. Put the palm of one hand against your lower back again.
This time, gently round your back as if you were
slouching. Can you feel how your lower back pushes out
against your hand as your pelvis tilts backward? Do you
feel how you sit on the back of your seat bones? This
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movement is referred to as rounding, or flexing, your
spine.
Put your hands on “hip bones” so that you can feel how
your pelvis moves backward when you round your back.

The top of your pelvis moves backward when you
round your back.

Do this rounding movement a few times. Rounding your spine
is very different than bending from the hip joints. Can you
feel the difference? Round your spine a few times and then
rest. If you’d like to make sure that you can tell the difference
between rounding your back and bending from the hip joints,
repeat Instruction #3. Notice that the top of your pelvis moves
forward (not backward) when you bend from your hip joints.
And your back stays straight.
5. Place your hand on your lower back again. Gently push
out your belly so that your lower back arches, becoming
more concave. Can you feel how your pelvis tilts forward
and your weight shifts onto the front of your seat bones?
If you put a hand on each “hip bone,” you can feel your
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pelvis tilting forward. Do this arching movement a few
times, making it lighter and easier each time. Rest.

The top of your pelvis moves forward when you
arch your back.

6. Put your other hand on your lower back. Alternate
rounding and arching your back. What is your head doing?
Let your chin drop down toward your chest as you round
your back. Then let your chin lift up as you arch your
back. Think of all the vertebrae of your spine participating
in these movements. Try exhaling as you round your back
and inhaling as you arch. Then try the opposite. Which is
easier? Does exhaling when you round your back help you
soften your chest and make bending your spine easier? Do
the movements several times, then rest.
7. Let your hands hang down between your thighs. Repeat
the rounding and arching movements as in the previous
instruction. This time, though, rotate your arms inward as
you round your back and outward as you arch your back.
Let your knees move together as your arms rotate inward.
Let your knees open as your arms rotate outward. Think of
yourself as a flower closing in on itself as you round and
opening up to the sunlight as you arch your back and
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gently look up.
times. Rest.

Move slowly and pleasurably several

Rotate your arms inward as you round your
back. Your knees will come closer together.

Rotate your arms outward as you arch your
back. Your knees will open out.

8. With your hands hanging down, round and arch your back
as in the previous instruction, but this time rotate your
arms outward as you round your back and inward as you
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arch your back. Does this feel more challenging? Easier?
Move slowly and pleasurably several times. Now do the
opposite, rotating your arms inward as you round your
back and outward as you arch your back. How does that
compare? Explore this movement a couple of times and
then rest.
9. With your hands resting on your thighs, round and arch
your back. You don’t need to do anything special with
your arms this time. Instead, we’ll explore non-habitual
movements of your eyes. Please direct your eyes up
toward your eyebrows as you round your back. Your chin
will still go toward your chest, but your eyes will look up.
When you arch your back and lift your chin, direct your
eyes down, toward your cheekbones. Do these movements
slowly several times.
Make the movements easier and lighter. The size of the
movements does not matter. As always, we are looking to
improve the quality of the movements. After several
movements, return to having your eyes lead the
movement, so that you are looking down as you round
your back and up when you arch. Is the movement easier
and lighter now? What has changed? Explore the
movement once or twice more and then rest.
10. Notice how you are sitting on your chair now. Do you feel
your seat bones more clearly? Look straight ahead and
notice what you see. Are you looking at a different spot in
front of you? If so, your head is probably held in a
different position than before. Are you sitting more erect
without effort? Can you feel how your bones can support
you in sitting? Look up. Are you seeing a different spot
than when you first started this exercise?
11. Slowly stand up. Gently round and arch your back in
standing, then walk around. Notice what feels different.
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Variations
Note: Sitting on a rolled-up blanket or large pillow may make
it easier for you to sit on the floor, as it can ease strain on the
hips.


Instead of sitting in a chair, do the movements while
sitting cross-legged on the floor. After a few movements, change which leg is crossed in front. Are the
movements easier when a particular leg is in front?



Sit on the floor with your legs spread comfortably in
front of you. How do the movements feel in this
position?



Sit on the floor and put the soles of your feet together.
Can you do the movements easily in this position?

Human Exercise #4: Lengthen Your Hamstrings
Without Stretching
Benefits: Like Otis the Boxer, many people suffer from tight
hamstrings. This exercise will help you feel the relationship
between your hamstrings and your back. By learning to move
your spine freely, you can improve your flexibility and
naturally lengthen your hamstrings.
This exercise is referred to in Chapter Three.
Listen to the audio recording of this exercise by going to
www.debonomoves.com/dog-book and typing in the password
free.
1.

Stand with your feet about hip width apart. Gently bend
down, letting your hands move toward your feet. It’s
important that you do not stretch or force the movement
in any way. Simply notice how far you reach without any
stretching or straining whatsoever. Then return to
standing upright.
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Easily reach toward your toes. Do not stretch or strain!

2.

Bend your knees slightly. Put your right hand on your
thigh, just above your right knee. Put your left hand just
above your left knee. Let the weight of your upper body
rest on your hands. Pulling your belly inward, gently
round your back and look down. Then, pushing your
belly out, gently arch your back, lift your head and look
up. Stick your tail out! Do these movements several
times, alternating between rounding and arching your
back.

If it’s uncomfortable for you to lean on your bent knees, do
not continue. Instead, refer to the variation following this list
of directions.
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Round your back and look down.

Arch your back and look up.

As you alternately round and arch your back, put your
attention on your entire spine. Think of all the vertebrae of
your spine participating in these movements. Many of us get
into habits of overusing some parts of our spine and
underusing others. Let these movements be an opportunity for
you to “wake up” the parts of your spine that have been
underutilized, while you let the overworked parts do only their
fair share. Notice what it feels like when the movement is
distributed appropriately throughout your spine. Does the
movement get easier and lighter?
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3.

Return to standing and bend forward, allowing your hands
to go down toward your feet as in the first instruction. Do
you notice any change? Rest for a moment.

4.

Stand with your feet spread and your knees slightly bent.
Lean with both hands just above your left knee. Like
before, slowly and gently round and arch your back. As
you round your back, look down and gently pull your belly
in. As you arch your back, look up and let your belly come
forward. It’s important that you not hold in your abdominal
muscles. Do these alternating move-ments several times.
Then stand and rest for a moment. Notice how you are
standing.

5.

Stand with both feet spread about hip width. Lean both
your hands on your right thigh, just above the knee. Again,
gently round and arch your back as you did previously. Is it
different than when you leaned on your left leg? After a
few movements, stand and rest.

With both hands above your right knee, round
your back and look down.
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Stick your tail out as you look up!

6. Stand with your feet spread as before and bend down
toward your feet, allowing your arms to hang. Do you
bend more easily? Are your hands closer to your toes?

Can you more easily reach toward your toes now?

Did you notice that you improved your flexibility without
stretching or straining? By doing the movements with atten76

tion, your brain learned how to let go of tight leg and back
muscles and produce easier, more comfortable movement.

Variation
1. Stand with your feet about hip width apart. Gently bend
down, letting your hands move toward your feet. It’s
important that you do not stretch or force the movement in
any way. Just notice how far you reach without any
stretching or straining whatsoever. Then return to standing
upright.
2. Place your hands on a table or a solid chair. Drop your
weight into your hands. Pulling your belly inward, gently
round your back and look down. Then, pushing your belly
out, gently arch your back, lift your head and look up. Stick
your tail out! Do these movements several times, alternating between rounding and arching your back.

Let your weight drop into your hands.
As you alternately round and arch your back, put your
attention on your entire spine. Think of all the vertebrae of
your spine participating in these movements. Many of us
get into habits of overusing some parts of our spine and
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underusing others. Let these movements be an opportunity
for you to “wake up” the parts of your spine that have been
underutilized, while you let the overworked parts do only
their fair share. Notice what it feels like when the
movement is distributed appropriately throughout your
spine. Does the movement get easier and lighter?
3.

Return to standing and bend forward, allowing your hands
to go down toward your feet as in the first instruction. Do
you notice any change? Rest for a moment.

4.

Put your hands on the table or chair again. Alternately
round and arch your back, but this time reverse the habitual
movement of your eyes. When you round your back and
your chin drops toward your chest, raise your eyes so that
you are looking toward your eyebrows. Pay attention that
your face still drops downward, though.
When you arch your back and your chin lifts away from
your chest, direct your eyes to look down toward your
cheekbones. Can you still keep a feeling of ease and
lightness while making these non-habitual movements with
your eyes?

5.

Return to moving your eyes in the habitual way (i.e., look
down when you round your back and look up when you
arch your back). Do your neck and back move more freely
now? Round and arch your back two or three times.

6.

Stand with your feet spread as before and bend down
toward your feet, allowing your arms to hang. Do you bend
more easily? Are your hands closer to your toes? Did you
improve your flexibility without stretching or straining?
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