Certification and True Competence in Thai Massage

     Keep in mind that the certification requirements are rather arbitrary, and vary among Thai Massage schools and instructors.  Terms such as Level One and Level Two, or Beginning and Advanced need to be taken with a grain of salt, as there are no standardized levels or requirements in Thai Massage.  The Thai Healing Alliance International (THAI) is the only professional association for Thai Massage which is not a one-man show.  THAI suggests four levels of proficiency, based on hours of study and documented practice, but the process of becoming truly competent is an entirely different matter, and depends on each individual student or practitioner.  

     A common starting point for a basic course is 60 hours, which corresponds to a two-week course in several schools in Thailand.  The determining factor, however, is practice, practice, and more practice.  It is like learning another language.  We need to keep practicing until we no longer have to think about the techniques and sequence, and it becomes part of us, and feels like second nature.  Generally speaking, most students take four to six months, and 30 or 40 practice sessions, to feel ready to charge for their Thai Massage sessions.  

     In order to charge money for a Thai Massage session, competent practitioners will be able to 1) give at least a 50-minute session using all the positions without looking at notes, stopping and starting, or swearing out loud when they forget something; 2) warm up the client’s legs and feet before doing big stretches or deep muscle work on their upper body; 3) work from their center and use sustainable body mechanics; 4)  have enough of a flow in their sequence that they can concentrate on addressing the specific needs of their client, such as varying levels of pressure, stretches, and attention to problem areas; and 5) communicate through their hands to their client that they are listening to their body, being sensitive and tuning in to their individual needs, and able to move energy.

     Ultimately, the only certification that really counts is in our hands, and in the effects on our clients’ bodies, minds and spirits, and not on a piece of paper.  I have seen many students in Thailand who study a lot of Thai Massage, and rarely practice it at home.  It generally takes a lot of practice, patience and persistence to become a competent practitioner of Thai Massage.  Those who are more committed will stick with it until Thai Massage becomes second nature, before they charge for their sessions.  And there are others who will become frustrated with trying to develop a private practice, and either quit or incorporate a few techniques into their table massage.  And, if they have integrity and respect for our Thai instructors and the Thai people and culture, these people will not use the word “Thai” to describe anything that they do on a table.  There are also some who decide they can make more money by teaching Thai Massage, even before they have studied or practiced enough to be truly competent.   I have had students who took my certification course and not practiced much, and they lose it.  I have had other students who only took my one-day 8-hour Thai Sampler, but they kept practicing on friends and family and became quite competent.  Fortunately, since they have a natural talent for Thai Massage, they later took my 64-hour Certification series of classes, and became even more competent and proficient.  Some of my students have practiced for two or three years and came back to study the full 64-hour Certification Course again, to feel stronger and more competent in their Thai Massage practice.  

