











OPTIMUM PERFORMANCE

Figure Three: Obliques Prep

TRAINING-CONDITIONING.COM

begins with knees off the ground and
feet hip-distance apart, but this time,
a toning ball is placed under the arch
of each foot. The spine is neutral and
arms are at the sides, with the hands
near each hip, palms down. (See Figure
Four on page 46.)

The athlete inhales without moving,
then while exhaling, they start at the
tailbone and slowly peel the spine off the
mat until the torso is in line with the fe-
murs and body weight is resting between
the shoulder blades. On the second inha-
lation, the athlete keeps tight abdominals

and holds the position. While exhaling,
the spine slowly returns to the mat from
the top down, as the athlete returns to
the start position.

This exercise provides an excellent
strength, mobility, and stability chal-
lenge by placing the toning ball under
each foot—the muscles of the foot, an-
kle, knee, and hip must work to main-
tain a neutral position. Meanwhile, the
back extensors lengthen, which trains
balance in the posterior musculature.

Side Bend Prep. To work the later-
al musculature and strengthen the del-

T&C APRIL 2009 45



OPTIMUM PERFORMANCE

FINER POINTS

When putting athletes through the exercises described in this article, and
any other Pilates exercises, remember these points of emphasis.

e Breathing. Make sure your athletes breathe through each movement.
In any exercise, holding one’s breath has detrimental effects. Breathing
consistently increases oxygen supply to the muscle, reduces strain, and
promotes fluid movement.

e Alignment. No matter what part of the body is working, the entire body
should maintain the best alignment possible. If body segments are mis-
aligned, tension increases and individual joints and muscles are more
susceptible to stress.

¢ Visual focus. Keeping eyes focused forward helps ensure that the head and
neck are properly aligned. This reduces neck and shoulder tension, improves
mental focus, and can also help alleviate neural issues in the upper body.

e Less is more. Slow, controlled movements are sometimes harder to
perform, but patience is a virtue and control is important. Performing
exercises deliberately allows greater focus and helps ensure that each

movement is executed correctly.

toids, obliques, and gluteus medius,
side bends are invaluable. For this exer-
cise, the athlete begins sitting on their
right hip, with their right hand on the
mat. The knees are bent and together,
and the top forearm rests against the
top thigh, with the hand holding a ton-
ing ball. While the spine feels out of
alignment in this position, the shoulder
blades should be held stable. (See Figure
Five at right.)

After inhaling without moving, the
athlete exhales while lifting the lower
hip off the mat, distributing their weight
evenly between the hand on the mat and
the lower knee. They contract the inner
thighs, abs, and glutes, and extend the
top arm (with the toning ball in-hand)
over the head. Then, while inhaling, the
athlete slowly lowers back to the starting
position. This movement is performed
an equal number of times on each side.

Beyond the strength benefits, this ex-
ercise improves flexibility and range of
motion. It also challenges the shoulder
girdle, stabilizers, and mobilizers.

IMPLEMENTATION

Athletes new to Pilates may be surprised
at how challenging these movements are,
and you can adjust the number of reps
in response to their feedback. A typical
session might use the five exercises de-
scribed above as a warmup routine, with
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the athlete completing five to eight repeti-
tions of each. During Obliques Prep and
Side Bend Prep, lateral symmetry is im-
portant, so be sure the athlete performs
the same number of reps on each side.

An ideal warmup prepares both the
mind and body to act succinctly to cre-
ate movement. A Pilates progression
achieves this by activating all the major
muscle groups, joint structures, and en-
ergy systems, while instilling a focus on
controlled movement, breathing, and
mental focus. It also lowers blood pres-
sure and improves blood flow, which
increases cardiac output.

These and other Pilates exercises can
be used beyond warmup as well, and
the best guide is an athlete’s perfor-
mance goals. For instance, if you've
identified weak shoulder stabilizers as
one athlete’s problem, you might pre-
scribe the Side Bend Prep and similar
variants that engage the shoulder mus-
culature. Meanwhile, an athlete who
struggles with balance and coordina-
tion might use a series of Pilates move-
ments that, like Hip Rolls, emphasize
overcoming instability.

As a prelude to strength training, Pi-
lates can target joint stabilization be-
fore loading begins. An athlete who
trains eccentric strength in this way will
have an easier time with deceleration
movements during strength training,
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Figure Five: Side Bend Prep

and enjoy better overall joint control.

When mind and body work in full
coordination, athletes achieve large
gains in strength, skill, neuromuscular
balance, and biomechanical efficiency.
In addition, the enhanced body aware-
ness and mental acuity they develop
through Pilates can provide a perfor-
mance edge they never expected. By
incorporating mat work into your ath-
letes’ training regimens, they’ll find
that even the simplest movements can
have profound effects. M

To view full references for

this article, go to:
www.Training-Conditioning.com/
references.
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