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Modified Pilates  
 
To understand the concept of Modified Pilates, it is helpful to understand its origin.  
Pilates’ exercise was created by a man called Joseph Pilates, but he did not name 
his exercise system after himself.  He called it Contrology.  The name Pilates only 
came about after his death in 1967 and the name Pilates has continued since then to 
this present day.   
 
When Joseph immigrated to America, he set up a fitness gym in New York where he 
taught his exercise system using the various machines that he invented and built.  
The dance community learnt about his exercise system and found it to be extremely 
beneficial as an alternative form of exercise that sat nicely alongside their dance 
training.  Joseph also developed a good reputation when it came to rehabilitation and 
the dance community would seek Joseph’s help to overcome injury sustained 
through dance.   
 
Joseph Pilates had always believed that only he could teach his exercise system but 
upon his death in 1967, the dance community realised that unless they started to 
teach Pilates, Joseph’s exercise system would die out.  It was at this stage that they 
started to pass on their knowledge to others which they had gained from being 
taught by Joseph.  These first teachers were called first generation and they took it 
upon themselves to seek out students whom they felt could take on the mantle of 
teaching Pilates and as the first-generation teachers gradually stopped teaching, a 
second generation was borne.  And so, Pilates’ exercise continued to be passed on 
from one teacher to another.  The first-generation teachers each had their own 
interpretation of the exercises since their experience was based on what they had 
been taught individually by Joseph.  There was further interpretation as the exercises 
were passed on by word of mouth.   
 
By the 1990s, it was not only dancers that were teaching and participating in Pilates.  
To provide alternative forms of exercise, gyms had started to introduce Pilates to 
their timetable of classes.  What was interesting was that as Pilates started to be 
taught by gym instructors with no prior dance training, there was a prevalence of 
injury amongst both teachers and class members.  Since Pilates’ exercise had 
gained an impressive reputation amongst the dance community as being a highly 
effective form of exercise, the prevalence of injury was disconcerting, but the 
benefits of Pilates claimed at that stage mainly by the dance community were only 
anecdotal with no actual proof.   
 
As a result of all this, Australian physiotherapists started to research Pilates to find 
out why there might be a prevalence of injury and to see if they could validate the 
claims that Pilates did indeed provide many health benefits.  After much research, 



they concluded that those performing Pilates without any prior dance training do not 
possess the same physical attributes as dancers, nor do they train in the same way.  
Dancers have immense core strength and ideal spine alignment.  They work on joint 
stability as well as developing long muscles that provide vast flexibility.  Their 
flexibility develops colossal strength.  The principles of Pilates were much the same 
as the principles of dance: slow, controlled movements; grace; precision; repetition 
and routine, all of which requires mindfulness and concentration.  In comparison, the 
fitness community focuses more on cardiovascular fitness working harder and faster 
and developing bulging muscles by lifting heavy weights, overlooking the 
development of core strength and smaller muscle groups responsible for posture and 
joint stability.   
 
The Australian physiotherapists concluded that those participating in Pilates’ 
exercise who lacked the physical attributes of dancers would risk injury when 
performing the movements.  They suggested that the original movements would 
need to be modified if those lacking sufficient strength, flexibility, and suppleness 
were to participate in Pilates’ classes safely.  They also discovered that the 
engagement of deep postural back muscles was reliant on the position of the pelvis 
when exercising, that the engagement of specific abdominal muscles was crucial in 
supporting the spine, that an alternative to engaging abdominal muscles was the 
engagement of pelvic floor muscles, and that to engage either set of muscles 
required a specific breathing technique.  During research tests, they found that at 
least 80% of those who exercised keeping the pelvis in a specific alignment whilst 
they engaged either deep abdominal or pelvic floor muscles and applied the specific 
breathing technique experienced reduction and even elimination of low back pain, 
whilst those who exercised without applying any of the above did not experience the 
same result.  If anything, back pain increased within this second group.   
 
This discovery provided evidence that Pilates’ exercise could claim medical benefits 
if modifications were made to the way Pilates movements were performed and the 
movements themselves were modified.  In fact, the physiotherapists concluded that 
modifying Pilates exercise would make it the most inclusive form of exercise allowing 
anyone to participate, irrespective of age, gender, posture type, fitness, injury, or 
health condition including pregnancy.   
 

The Pilates Institute Method (PIM) 
Until the late 1990s there were no standardized teaching qualifications for Pilates.  
There were a few training providers all with their own curriculum and examination 
process.  A new training company called The Pilates Institute changed all this by 
developing the first UK OCR mat Pilates teaching certificate.  By doing this, they 
standardized the curriculum and exam process throughout the UK.  The other 
training companies were forced to join forces with The Pilates Institute as the fitness 
industry only recognized the new OCR Pilates mat certificate.  Teachers without this 
certification could either continue teaching without it, but not in gyms, or they could 
opt to take the new certificate.   
 
When creating the new teaching certificate, The Pilates Institute incorporated all the 
findings of the research by the Australian physiotherapists.  They incorporated what 
the physiotherapists referred to as the Pilates Technique: the alignment of the pelvis 
referred to as a neutral alignment, engagement of deep abdominal or pelvic floor 



muscles, and the breathing technique referred to as lateral thoracic breathing.  This 
caused a great divide with the established teachers being sceptical of this new 
technique that the new teachers were being taught.  The old guard wanted to keep 
strictly to the way Joseph taught which included having the head lifted in certain 
exercises with the low back imprinted, whereas the new technique insisted that the 
head remain on the floor with the spine in what is referred to as a neutral lumber 
alignment.   
 
The Pilates Institute went one step further and in collaboration with physiotherapists 
from St Thomas’ Hospital segregated the 34 original movements into 3 distinct 
levels: Beginner, Intermediate, Advanced. 
 
Beginner Level 
At this level, only 15 of the original 34 movements are performed because all these 
movements can be modified into a most basic intensity level suitable for 
rehabilitation.  These movements develop core strength, strengthen the deep 
postural back and abdominal muscles that support the spine, and improve spine and 
joint stability and mobility.  Therefore, anyone without any Pilates’ experience, 
irrespective of gender, age, or fitness, start at this level.  The aim of this level is for 
participants to develop the ability to perform all 15 movements as they would have 
been performed originally.  Once they can do this, they may move onto the next 
level.  Whilst this level is deemed a Beginner level, it should not be overlooked by 
those who are fitter, and no-one should under-estimate the movements at this level 
because when performed proficiently they provide ample challenge.  Progressing to 
higher levels too soon before mastering the fundamental level often results in injury 
due to the challenging nature of the higher-level movements when muscle balance 
and flexibility is lacking.   
 
Intermediate & Advanced Levels 
At this level, the movements are performed as they would have been performed 
originally.  Along with the 15 movements learnt at Beginner level, participants learn 
more of the original movement repertoire.  Eventually, once participants are 
accomplished at this level they move onto the even more challenging movements at 
Advanced level.   
 
Because of the demands placed on the spine in these higher levels, The Pilates 
Institute deemed both these levels to be inappropriate for anyone with a history of 
back or joint injury, anyone with a health condition including pregnancy, and anyone 
who does not possess sufficient strength and flexibility in equal measure.  Whilst The 
Pilates Institute was concerned with the safety and welfare of participants, 
participants accomplished at Beginner level but precluded from these higher levels 
were at risk of becoming bored with the limited repertoire open to them.  This 
eventually led to the introduction of an intermediary level called Mixed Level.   
 
Mixed Level 
At this level, movements from the Beginner level are performed as they would have 
been performed originally and movements from the Intermediate level are introduced 
but only those that can be modified.  This is an ideal level for those proficient at 
Beginner level who for whatever reason may be precluded from the Intermediate 



level.  For those with sufficient strength and flexibility, this level can be considered as 
a starter level even for those without previous Pilates’ experience.   
 

At Pilates Heaven 
Having trained with The Pilates Institute, we are all fully certified Modified Pilates 
teachers.  We were amongst the first to gain the new UK OCR mat teaching 
certificate.  We teach The Pilates Institute Method (PIM) and using this method for 
almost 20 years we have witnessed amazing transformations amongst our clients.   
 
Many clients start attending classes with poor posture due to sedentariness, often 
because of their work or hobbies, but find their posture improving within just a few 
weeks of attending classes, because The Pilates Institute Method focuses on 
addressing posture issues which means that each participant exercises in a slightly 
different way depending upon their individual issues.  The Beginner level is an ideal 
starter level and many of our clients have overcome chronic pain and injury 
participating at this level.   
 
For those who are proficient at Beginner level, we offer Mixed level classes: low and 
medium intensity.  This allows us to provide progression for those who become 
proficient at Beginner level.  The low intensity level provides a starter level for those 
who are fitter with either little or no previous Pilates’ experience.   
 
Although we teach Modified Pilates, we fully embrace the principles, values, and 
philosophy of Joseph Pilates, the founder of Contrology and the originator of Pilates.  
We believe in his holistic and common-sense approach to fitness and encourage 
members to seek ways to incorporate simple changes to their lifestyle in their pursuit 
of health, well-being, and fitness.  We believe this can only be done by changing the 
way we think and adopting a philosophy of mindfulness whereby the mind controls 
the body.   
 

“Pilates is gaining the mastery of your mind  
over the complete control over your body.” 

Joseph Pilates 


