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part one:

overview
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introduction

Dare to bare your legs, your super-toned tummy, or your bikini-clad bum? Well, good news! You’ll love the way the stability workouts in Balance Training coordinate your entire musculature to achieve more balance, strength, and a stronger look overall. In other words, “Wow—I want your body fast!”

 

In everyday life, you rarely use one muscle at a time. You must call on a variety of muscles to keep you steady on your feet and to help you move. Even a simple movement such as walking recruits several muscles to get your legs moving. Balance and strength provide the foundation for all movement, so it’s important to engage an array of muscles to closely duplicate your daily activities while incorporating stability and balance challenges at the same time. That’s where these workouts come in. You’ll be required to strike a pose over a dynamic, ever-changing surface to hone your balance skills and reap maximum strength and calorie-burning benefits. All of this results in a slimmer, stronger, and more stable you. Regardless of your fitness level, you can have the Wow! Body.

So what is balance? Can our bodies be balanced yet our lives out of balance? I often ask myself this question as I struggle to maintain balance in my own life. Here’s what I do know: As a Pilates instructor, I’m always looking for balance in my clients’ bodies. Inevitably, if their bodies are out of balance, then they hurt; minor aches and pains bring them down. However, if I can create balance in their bodies, then everything else seems to work itself out. It’s not because I have some kind of miracle cure. Rather, it’s because they don’t have to waste precious energy worrying about their bodies. Simply, they feel good because balance feels good! I truly believe that balance begins with a healthy body—everything else falls into place.
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balance in your body

If you train only one way, you’re training ineffectively. Of course, it’s impossible to say what the best approach to training is, but if you cross-train in a manner designed to challenge all systems of your body and movement patterns, you’ll have a healthier body overall. So, can stability workouts keep you fit and healthy? You bet!

 

The Balance Training workouts will enhance whatever fitness routine you may be doing by adding a cross-training element. Not only will you improve your balance, you’ll increase your strength, especially core strength (meaning strong torso muscles), and tone up a variety of muscles. In addition, as your strength and stability improve, your daily movements will become more efficient.

According to the American College of Sports Medicine (ACSM), one of the world’s largest exercise certifying bodies, your weekly fitness routine should include cardio, strength, and flexibility. You should be doing a combination of heart-pumping exercises, known as cardio, three days a week for 20-60 minutes a day, as well as strength exercises two to three days a week. This involves training and stretching each major muscle group at least two to three days a week. The workouts in this book go beyond the ACSM recommendations by including stability challenges and core-strength exercises, which are also vital fitness elements.




Anti-Aging Bonus 

These days you can’t turn on the television without hearing that Americans are living longer. The American Geriatrics Society reports that by 2030, the number of adults age 65 and older will nearly double to 70 million. There is little doubt that fitness functions as an anti-aging ingredient and improves quality of life. Even so, as the new sports medicine science of prevention expands to include research on baby boomers, you’ll hear more about the benefits of balance and core-strength exercises.

Typically, balance happens automatically, or at least doesn’t require you to think about it. In a healthy body, your senses  (touch, sight, and hearing) work in harmony with your brain to help you balance. As you age, you may lose one or more of your senses in addition to muscle mass. Between the two, including the added effects of degenerative diseases, medications, and accumulated injuries such as ear infections, you can slowly lose the ability to balance.

Muscle contractions make up all physical movements while stability provides the foundation for movement. You can’t get out of a chair, walk, jump, or bend over to tie your shoes without a combination of both strength and balance. If balance problems develop, you can disrupt every movement of your daily life and increase your risk of falls.

BALANCE TRAINING DEFINED

Balance training is often linked to stability training. You’ll work your body in a position or a series of positions that occur during movement, while co-contractions of the muscles on either side of the joints help maintain that specific position. In other words, muscles on both sides of your joint assist in stabilization. In real life, your body needs a variety of muscles to keep you steady on your feet and to help move you as well.



The good news is that you can train your balance, just like any other fitness element; it’s not an unavoidable consequence of aging. Regardless of your age, you can be thrown off balance by a puddle of water or uneven pavement. Falls occur any time, any place, in any situation, from getting out of a bathtub to skiing a black diamond slope. You are not immune from falling. You can, however, take simple steps to improve your balance and reduce your risk of falling. That’s where these workouts come in. These stability workouts provide both strength and balance challenges in an integrated manner. Balance is just like muscle strength—if you don’t use it, you lose it.
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Balance Benefits 

In a healthy body regardless of your age, you will turn on and tone up just about every muscle in your body and improve your overall quality of movement with these stability exercises. You or your body will never get bored because these exercises will constantly keep you on your toes, and as long as your muscles don’t get bored, your body will change.

These workouts have many other benefits, the least of which is a Wow! Body:• You’ll hone your mindful training skills, simultaneously training your balance reaction. As you train, your mind and muscles become more synchronized. As a result, you can stand on one leg or catch yourself from a disastrous fall without even thinking about it. Remember, stability and strength play critical roles in all physical movements.
• You’ll strengthen your core muscles. By focusing on your center, you’ll strengthen  the stabilizing muscles of your trunk. A strong core will reduce strain on your limbs and keep the injury-prone areas, such as your lower back, healthy.
• You’ll improve your posture. Good posture requires strength. By strengthening the deep stabilizing muscles of your torso, you’ll build a strong foundation for your spinal bones and have plenty of strength to hold your shoulders high and keep your joints in place. Good posture also translates into less injury and a healthier body—you’ll look better, too!
• You’ll enhance your neuromuscular function. By training your balance and muscles, you’ll sharpen your nervous system. Skeletal muscle will not contract unless it receives a signal from your nervous system. Since balance is the foundation for all human movement, you’ll keep your neuromuscular system functioning at an optimal level, too.
• You’ll fine-tune your sensory systems. By simultaneously working on balance and strength moves, you’ll sharpen your neuromuscular reaction, which will increase movement efficiency regardless of the activity.
• You’ll decrease your chances of an injury. When your body is strong and stable, your daily performance will improve, as will your body confidence.
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Author Karon Karter makes some adjustments.
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where’s my body?

The ability to balance is a complex process that depends on three major components: 1) Sensory systems must first figure out where your body is in space; 2) your brain processes that information, makes essential changes, and directs those changes; and 3) your muscles and joints receive that information to keep you steady on your feet.

Sensory systems are continually trying to figure out where your body’s position is in space by processing information in the brain and asking your muscles and joints to coordinate movements so you can balance. These systems include your eyes, inner ears, feet, ankles, and joints. Your eyes collect data and tell you if the environment around you is moving or still. Balance organs in your inner ears send messages as to whether you’re upright, leaning, standing still, or moving. Pressure sensors on the bottom of your feet report which way is “up” by the way you stand, and recognize whether the surface you’re standing on is uneven or moving. With all this sensory input, your brain can accurately figure out where your body is in space, which way it’s moving, and how quickly.

Let’s say you kick your leg too high for optimal balance. To make corrections, your brain adds up all sensory input and in a blaze compares it to an internal blueprint of stored sensations. It then takes action. Your brain and spinal cord make last-minute adjustments by sending nerve signals to dozens of muscles, instructing them to contract or relax as needed. Your brain compares your actual position with an image that it has learned somewhere along the way. This programmed internal blueprint, or muscle memory, is another component of sensory input and is called proprioception, meaning “own reception.”
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Proprioception is a sixth sense telling you how to react quickly in any moment in your life. You can, for example, balance on a snowboard for the first time or instinctively react within a split second to avoid a car accident. Balance exercises simultaneously train your brain, nerves, and muscles to create smart muscles in a neurological way. As you train, your central nervous system makes and stores internal blueprints of learned responses that your body will later recall when needed in your everyday life. More specifically, you’ll train your body and brain to recall balance and strength in relation to your body position and the whereabouts of each body part in space within that moment. Everyone possesses some degree of body sense, but you can hone this skill just like any other fitness element.

So how will this affect you? You’ll notice that these workouts challenge your balance and your body in a variety of positions. To help you stay steady on your feet, you’ll repeat these steps: 1) Find your focus through use of your eyes, 2) work in optimal spinal alignment (see “Bringing Balance Home,” page 8), and 3) engage your core muscles, which play a major role in stability.

You’ll first depend on your eyes to help you balance. Find a fixed spot on the wall in front of you. Then move slowly and consciously, not turning your head too quickly or else you might throw off your inner ear balance. Think about every subtle movement so you don’t wobble—this is where mind and body unite. Finally, your head will remain stable and in line with your shoulders as your shoulders line up over your hips to maintain optimal or neutral spinal alignment. Specifically, your torso muscles will act as an anchor and stable point for your entire body. Think about it. Balance control takes a combination of many bodily systems; it will help if you begin to think in terms of eyes, ears, and core.

So it’s true—your mind controls your muscles. Balance Training workouts create smart, strong muscles because your body will remember what you teach it, which is why it’s so important to incorporate balance, brain, and strength challenges that will help you move more efficiently and safely. All of these systems are interrelated and, when you train this way, you’ll create balance in your body. When it’s all over, you’ll have sexy, strong, sculpted muscles in places you’ve never imagined.
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bringing balance home

It’s time to get moving, but you’re not sure where to begin. No problem! Here you’ll learn how to align your body so you can work out safely. After that, all you’ll need is a little space, a couple of easy-to-find props, and some good music to get you into the mood.




Balance in Your Body 

Your muscles broadly fit into two categories: stabilizing, or postural, and movement. Stabilizing muscles stabilize your body while movement muscles move your body. More specifically, stabilizing muscles, such as your deep abdominal and back muscles, tend to be deep. Movement muscles, such as the quadriceps and hamstrings, are superficial, active, and often very tight from overuse.

These exercises strengthen a variety of muscles in your body while focusing on your torso muscles as a whole. Why? Because balance is linked to how strong your core muscles are. While there are many torso muscles, your deep ab and back muscles stabilize your spine (probably without you knowing it) in just about every position in your daily life—standing, kneeling, seated, side-lying, face down, and face up. If these muscles are weak, they tend to sag, making daily movements (including stability) difficult. In the end, weak postural muscles can’t support your body. As a result, you might get a pot belly or have nagging twinges that may escalate into chronic pain. By focusing on your core muscles, you’ll stabilize your spine so you can move safely and build strength within your torso muscles, specifically your deep postural muscles.


Core Competence 

Your core muscles are made up of numerous muscles that overlap and extend from the base of your neck to the muscles between your legs. Because these muscles provide support for your torso plus  stabilize your spine, it’s critical that you strengthen them. Just about every daily movement you do requires core strength and stability.

Core stability depends on the strength of your core. To understand your musculature, imagine an onion and its many layers. You have four layers of abdominals, or abs. The most superficial layer is your rectus abdominis. You can literally see this muscle contract because it sits on the surface of your abdomen, attaching near your breastbone and ending near your pubic bone. Activate this muscle and you can bend forward or do a crunch. Peel away a layer and you’ll find a network of oblique abdominals. The internal and external obliques crisscross your abdomen to assist in both stabilization and movement of your trunk. The external obliques are fairly shallow and are often visible if you have the six-pack ab look. They originate on the lower ribs and insert on the pelvis, while the internal obliques are much deeper, originating on the pelvis and inserting on the lower ribs. Between the two, they form an “X” across your center so that you can twist and bend at the waist. Peel away another layer and you’ll find your deepest postural abdominal, the transversus abdominis, or transverse. This abdominal muscle “wraps” around your trunk and lies directly against your spine; it stabilizes your spine by forming a deep girdle of support. When you strengthen this muscle, you reinforce your torso and help protect your lower back.

In every exercise, you’ll focus on a deep exhalation to engage all of these ab muscles so that they can work together to create abdominal bracing, resulting in torso stability. There is growing evidence that your diaphragm is important to spinal stabilization because of that bracing feeling, or intra-abdominal pressure. When you perform these exercises correctly, you may feel a tightening around your waist as if a belt is cinching around it. You can also get this feeling by laughing or coughing—try it! Notice that your belly shrinks while it moves toward your spine.

Core muscles include your back muscles. They, too, assist in spinal stabilization (remember, two opposing muscle groups support a joint). Just like your front muscles, your back muscles are built upon layers. Most superficial are your erector spinae. This thick group of back muscles travels the length of your spine, helping you bend your spine backward as in a back bend or a position called spinal extension. The multifidus is a lesser-known spinal stabilizing muscle that also travels the length of the spine. It spans three layers deep and is directly responsible for spinal stabilization.

A group of muscles, lying deep within the bottom of your pelvis, makes up your  pelvic floor. These layered muscles provide hammock-like support from your pubic bone to your tailbone. Think of your pelvic floor as an elevator: when you’re relaxed, your pelvic floor is at ground level; when engaged, it rises to the next floor. You can literally feel your pelvic floor lift, especially as you exhale, in the area between your belly button and pubic bone. All in all, your transverse, multifidus, diaphragm, and pelvic floor work in tandem to stabilize your spine, while the more superficial muscles support and move your spine. When fit and strong, these muscles come into action all on their own, which is why it’s so important to focus on your core in each exercise. The strongest spine calls on many muscles, not just a few.

FEET FIRST

Your foot is the foundation for standing, walking, running, and just about every balancing move you make in your daily life. You take nearly 10,000 steps each day, and your feet bear the weight of your body. Yet they seem to get the least amount of attention. When your feet are weak, so is your body. Clearly, healthy posture begins with a bare foot. In fact, poor foot alignment can contribute to needless aches and pains from the ground up—ankles, knees, hips, and back.




Total Body Stability: Neutral Spine 

With every new student, I look for what I call “total body stability.” In other words, I assess whether her hip and shoulder points are even and and still during all movement and whether she maintains a neutral spine as she exercises. This is my goal for you as well. To do this, let’s go over two areas of your body: hip/ pelvis and shoulder/scapula (shoulder blades). When aligned correctly, these complexes recruit muscles on both sides of the joint with equal force to stabilize your shoulders, hips, and core—total body stability.

Neutral spine puts the least amount of stress on your body. In neutral spine, your joints, ligaments, tendons, muscles, and bones are properly aligned and will function as intended. In a perfect world, you would sit, stand, drive, and work out in a neutral spine position, but that is hardly the case. Sitting at your desk slumped over a computer or driving for hours hunched over the wheel can trigger the downward cycle of poor posture and muscle imbalances. Can’t touch your toes? Inflexibility can also make it difficult to maintain neutral spine. If you don’t focus on a neutral spine position, then you’re reinforcing muscle imbalances in your body. Eventually, poor alignment can lead to permanently misaligned spinal bones and overwrought joints.

The good news is that body awareness is the first step, followed by strengthening your torso muscles, which both stabilize and move your spine. Because your pelvis attaches to your spine and leg bones, its position directly plays a major role in lumbar or lower back stability. In fact, the position of your pelvis is often a good indication as to what is happening in the rest of the spine, so let’s begin here.

Finding Neutral To find a neutral position, lie on your back and bend your knees. Rest the palm of your hand on your pelvis, finding the point between the pubic bone and the bony point on your pelvis. Rest your fingers on your pubic bone while the palm of your hand lies flat on your hip bone. Tip your pubic bone to the ceiling, flattening your lower back to the floor (a position sometimes called  pelvic tilt), so that your fingers lift toward the ceiling.

Yet if you tilt your pubic bone to the floor, creating a huge lower back arch (or anterior tilt position), the palm of your hand will rest high while your fingers lie low. This is an  anterior tilt. In neutral pelvis, the palm of your hand will rest flat and there’s a slight arch in your lower back. Experiment with the pictures below. Move your pelvis back and forth (which is also a nice stretch), and then try to return to a neutral position.
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Neutral pelvis.
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Pelvic tilt.
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Anterior tilt.

Shoulder Stability Now notice the network of muscles and bones on your upper back. These muscles attach your shoulder blades, or the winged bones, to your back, keep you standing upright, help support movement of your arms, and stabilize your shoulder girdle. In each exercise, you’ll keep your shoulders stable by stabilizing your shoulder blades because they directly influence the position of your shoulders.

Because your shoulders are dependent on your shoulder blades and the muscles that both move and stabilize them, you should have a basic understanding of the muscles involved. These muscles zigzag in different directions to perform many functions and to provide upper torso stability. For starters, a tiny stabilizing muscle called the serratus anterior  wraps around your rib cage and helps your shoulder blades remain flat on your back. If your shoulder blades stick up or protrude, it may be because this muscle is weak. I see this constantly in my classes: as students attempt to do a push-up, their shoulders lift to their ears while their shoulder blades stick out. Unfortunately, this misalignment can injure you, which is why it’s so important to take it slow and build deep postural strength, as opposed to powering through an exercise to get it over with.

Working in harmony with your serratus is your trapezius  muscle, which forms a big diamond on your back. The mid and lower traps help prevent your shoulders from lifting to your ears. Your rhomboids, which are located between your shoulder blades, also assist in keeping your shoulder blades flat on your back. The biggest muscle on your back, the latissimus dorsi, or lats, supports and stabilizes your shoulder blades, depending on the movement. On the opposite side of your upper spine lie your chest muscles, or pectoralis. They, too, assist in shoulder blade stabilization.

To understand how your shoulder blades move your shoulders, try moving your shoulder blades in these four positions:

Shoulder blade elevation: Lift your shoulders to your ears.

Shoulder blade depression, or  proper form: Lower your shoulders away from your ears so your shoulder blades slide down and lie flat on your back.
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Shoulder blade elevation.
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Shoulder blade depression, or proper form.
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Shoulder blade protraction.
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Shoulder blade retraction.
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Shoulder blade protraction:  Move your shoulder blades together. This position opens your chest, and you might feel a stretch across your chest as well.

Shoulder blade retraction:  Move your shoulder blades away from each other. This position closes your chest and rounds your shoulders forward.

Ideally, your goal is to work with your shoulder blades flat on your back, sliding them down into place as shown on page 11. If any of these muscles are weak, imbalances can lead to poor shoulder alignment, tension in the neck, chest, or upper back, headaches, and chronic pain. So as you move from exercise to exercise, keep your shoulders even and stable to build optimal upper back strength and good posture. However, sometimes maintaining shoulder stability isn’t always easy. If you can’t keep your shoulders in place, start the exercise over. Eventually, you’ll gain awareness and strength.

Of course, as you progress, the main goal is to focus on the torso as a whole to maintain total body stability. Keep in mind that your body is only as strong as the muscles that stabilize your frame as well as the muscles that move your body—all make up a carefully balanced system. If one set of muscles falls short, then eventually your entire body may feel the nagging aches and pains. Sadly, pain travels and has a way of haunting you. Your best defense is to exercise with proper alignment in the first place. These exercises will strengthen your muscles as an entire system, from inside and out. Sure, your abs will look good in next year’s swimsuit but it’s your body that will feel good 20 years from now.

BENEFITS OF A NEUTRAL SPINE

• Neutral spine helps you exercise safely. By exercising in a stable position, you’ll train your muscles correctly from the beginning.
• Neutral spine enhances overall posture. As you know, strong stabilizing muscles help keep your spinal bones in place. Neutral position equals good posture, and you’ll eventually learn to feel what bad posture feels like. As a result, you’ll learn how to adjust poor alignment while you sit, stand, or walk, whether you’re at work, home, or in an exercise class.
• Neutral spine decreases your risk of injury. If you continue to reinforce bad form, an occasional twinge may escalate into something worse, such as chronic pain.



 Hip and Foot Stabilization  Standing stability exercises are a necessary first step because they work all the muscles in your legs while challenging your hip stability. Hip stabilization is the ability to keep your hips stable, meaning the two hip points on your pelvis are even as if you could draw a straight line from hip point to hip point. Two primary muscles lie deep within the hip area: the gluteus medius  and gluteus minimus. Your gluteus medius connects to the outer rim of your pelvis to the upper thighbone and runs down the side of your leg, whereas the gluteus minimus lies much deeper underneath the medius. The gluteus maximus  is your butt muscle; it’s the most superficial of this group and can also help in keeping your hips stable.

Of course, to create stability within your hips, you need to look at the opposite muscle group—your inner thighs. Collectively, these muscles are adductors, and they move your legs toward your body.  Abductors, the muscles on the side of your thighs, move your legs away from your body. These muscles, in conjunction with your core muscles, help stabilize the lower half of your body: your hips and pelvis.

As for your lower leg muscles, the tibialis anterior is located on the outer front shin and the peroneus longus and  brevis are on the outer calf. These help keep you steady on your feet.
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