The Stretch Reflex
When a muscle is stretched, the muscle spindle is also elongated. The basic function of the muscle spindle is to keep track of the changes (length, speed of the change) in the muscle, maintain its tone and protect it from injury. This gathered information is then sent to the spine, and initiates the stretch or myotatic reflex. This reflex is designed for the muscles to contract as a reaction to changes in muscle length. The intensity of this subsequent muscle contraction is based on the speed and extreme of the change.


Holding a stretch for an extended period of time allows the gogli tendon organ, located where the muscle is connected to the tendon, to send a message to the spine to initiate the lengthening reaction. This message then overrides the stretched muscle spindle (that still wants the muscle to contract) to accept the changes in length, to reduce its signalling and allow it to relax. Stretching or lengthening muscles is much easier when the muscle is not trying to contract. Stretch receptors in the muscles can be trained to permit increased lengthening of the muscles.
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What to Avoid When Stretching?

Many people have never learnt how to stretch properly. Maybe you have done this yourself: You watch other people stretching and try to imitate what you see. But who is to say that the person you are watching is doing it right? Here are some of the most common mistakes made while stretching:

· Bouncing. Many people have the mistaken impression that they should bounce to get a good stretch. Bouncing will not help you and could do more damage as you try to push too far beyond the stretch reflex. Every move you make should be smooth and gentle. Lean into the stretch gradually, push to the point of mild tension and hold for a few seconds. Each time you will be able to go a little further, but do not force it. 
· Not Holding the Stretch Long Enough. If you do not hold the stretch long enough, you may fall into the habit of bouncing or rushing through your stretch workout. Hold your stretch position for at least 15 to 20 seconds before moving back to your original position. 

· Stretching Too Hard. Stretching takes patience and finesse. Each move needs to be fluid and gentle. Do not throw your body into a stretch or try to rush through your stretching routine. Take your time and relax. 

· Forgetting Form and Function. Think about your sport or activity. Which muscles will you be using? A stretching routine for a marathon run will be very different from a routine for an hour of lifting weights. Pay attention to the muscles you will need to use in your program and make sure your form for each stretch is attained properly. Consider the range of motion you will be putting that particular muscle through. The whole point of stretching is getting your muscles accustomed to moving through a specific range of motion, so if the muscle is not used to going that far, you may end up with an injury. 

So, to avoid the stretch reflex and potential damage to your muscles and joints, avoid pain. Never push yourself beyond what is comfortable. Only stretch to the point where you can feel tension in your muscles. This way, you will avoid injury and get the maximum benefits from your stretching.

Stretching is one of the most under-utilized techniques for improving athletic performance and getting rid of those annoying sports injuries. Don't make the mistake of thinking that something as simple as stretching won't be effective.

The Stretch Reflex Questions

1. What is the basic function of the muscle spindle?

3 marks

2. Where is the gathered information sent?


2 marks
3. What is this reflex designed for?



2 marks

4. What happens when you hold a stretch for an extended period of time?










4 marks

5. When is stretching or lengthening muscles easiest?

1 mark

6. Name four common mistakes to avoid when stretching. Give one reason for each mistake.






8 marks

7. To avoid potential damage to your muscles, what should you avoid?










1 mark








Total:              / 21 marks
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