
Some Basic Information for Stretching 

 

Tension- Contraction of muscle fibers which shortens the length of a muscle. 

Relaxation- When contraction is released, muscles are free to lengthen. 

Muscle is capable of being stretched up to 150% of its resting length.  Sometimes the body does not allow us to do this; based on 

skeletal design (some joints will not let us bend that far). 

Most common cause of postural tension= isometric contraction or “static muscle use”. 

 

How Static Pain Develops 

Isometric contraction is when opposing muscles both contract, which causes gr idlock; neither  muscle group lengthens or  

shortens: this is known as static movement. 

Over time, isometric contraction is interpreted as a waste of energy according the brain.  The brain will “shut down” a muscle 

from firing as a means of conserving energy.   

Eventually, other muscles are contracted to do a job that is too challenging.  Or, a single muscle group is now responsible for  

doing all of the work without help.   

Those other muscles are not equipped for this extra task or load.  They too may be shut down by the brain to prevent injury.   

When a muscle shuts down, other muscles need to pick up the slack in order for the same movement to happen. 

The body will then send signals to alert you in the form of pain, fatigue, soreness, etc.  as a way to let you know SOMETHING IS 

WRONG! 

 

Sitting 

We spend much of our time seated in a chair.  Rehearsals, classes, and practice time all require, to some extent, sitting in a chair.  

Chairs are not designed well enough to enable human beings to sit for long periods of time.  Additionally, the human body by 

definition is a dynamic machine and static postures can slowly deteriorate our flexibility.  Remaining in a single posture will have 

an adverse effect on our ability to breathe, focus, improve as performers, and operate optimally (especially under high-stress   

situations). 

 

Holding an Instrument 

Any time we manipulate an object that bears weight, we activate a vastly complex reaction of compensation through our muscles.  

Piccolos, tubas, and even batons can require static muscle use for extended periods of time.  Similar to the challenges provided by 

sitting, the manipulation of an instrument can be damaging to our muscular system.  Over time, muscles lose flexibility and    

elasticity.  This process can have detrimental effects on posture, breathing, blood flow, concentration, etc.  All of these side     

effects could eventually contribute to the difference between a musician with successful auditions and a consistent runner-up. 

 

Imbalanced Body 

Our bodies are designed with balance in mind (homeostasis).  Whenever this balance is disrupted, problems arise.  If one side of 

our body is weak, tight, ignored, or overworked, then effects can be seen on the other side.  For example, lack of basic core 

strength can lead to overwork and pain in the back.  Sitting can lead to short, tight hamstrings and overstretched quads.  Poor  

posture can cause compensation in the strangest of places.  This all has repercussions on our body. 



Stretching 

Based on the above challenges, an obvious case can be made for the importance of stretching.  Stretching is a way to counterbalance 

the negative effects of prolonged practice time.  By keeping optimal elasticity in our muscular system, we can avoid posture prob-

lems, tension, and performance-debilitating (though probably not life threatening) injuries currently not covered under most health 

insurance plans.  

Helpful Hints for Stretching 

Be Warm.  Make sure your  body is warmed up before any athletic activity.  Stretching is not the warm-up for activity.  

Cold muscles are less flexible, and stretching them can cause tearing or injury.  Even 5 minutes of light jogging or walking 

can increase blood flow and warm up the body.   

 

Dress for success.  By wear ing layers, sweats, proper  athletic outfits etc. you can keep the body warm which will allow 

for greater range of motion while stretching and less possibility of injury. 

 

Stretch a muscle for at least 2-4 seconds.  Any time you are stretching a muscle, engage in an active stretch for  at least 2-

4 seconds.  The optimal time to stretch a muscle is widely debated.  Muscles are made up of myofibers that vary in length 

and flexibility.  Each “layer” of release will introduce another layer of unrealized tension within the body.  Most sources 

suggest holding a stretch anywhere from 2-60 seconds.  The longer one relaxes into a position, the more “layers” of relaxa-

tion one will gain.  In general, larger muscle groups can be stretched for longer duration (example, quads=45-60 sec., fin-

gers= 2-4 seconds).  This is just a general guideline.   

 

Relax into a stretch.  It is easy to force cer tain positions.  If you’ve ever tried to touch your toes and it is a struggle, you may 

notice your quads getting a workout.  The opposite side of the body will try to contract if you try hard enough to stretch.  

Our body is our instrument.  We need to eventually let these muscles relax and develop an awareness of tension anywhere 

in the body.  Try to use rope and leverage as your ally and let gravity do most of the work.  You can use opposite muscles 

to stretch (e.g. flex quads while you stretch your hamstrings) but make sure you are aware of tension developing every-

where in your body. 

 

Keep moving.  Even when I stretch, I try to keep moving, even a tiny amount.  I try to never  “hold” a posture.  When 

touching my toes, I may take deep breaths and move my neck slightly.  I often find the slightest change creates new sensa-

tions.  I discover tension I wasn’t even aware of!  Don’t forget- Keep Breathing! 

 

Problems may stem from interesting places.  Finger  pain may be caused by pinched nerves in the neck and shoulder .  

Back pain could be caused by tight thighs or hamstrings that have shut down.  Most musicians (especially those who hold 

an instrument) experience back pain and the problem did not start in the back.  Make sure you stretch the muscles connect-

ed to your hips as well as spine (hamstrings, quads, abductors, adductors, hip flexors, extensors, etc.).  Many musicians 

focus on the back but if the problem stems from the hips, then stretching the back will not solve the problem long term.  

Wind instrumentalists (including singers)- we need to let our bodies resonate.  Excess tension prohibits this resonance.  

Some argue that any tight muscles will affect your resonance.  Stretch the entire body. 

 

Please visit my websites for helpful information! 
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