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	Core exercises build abs and other core muscles

The core, or trunk, of your body is your center of gravity. Strong core muscles — abdominal, back and pelvis — provide support to your spine for everything from walking, lifting and standing to sitting. Weak core muscles may lead to poor posture, lower back pain and injury.

You can strengthen your core muscles, including your abs, by doing core exercises at home on a cushioned floor surface or at the gym on a mat. Perform each of the following core exercises five times. Gradually advance to 10 to 15 repetitions as you get stronger. Master the basic exercises before attempting the advanced ones.
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	Focus on your core

· Before you start to exercise your body's core, locate your deepest abdominal muscle — the transversus abdominis — by coughing once. The muscle you feel contracting is your transversus abdominis. 

· Focus on keeping this muscle contracted while doing each of these exercises, and the rest of your core muscles get a workout, too. Once you know how to contract your abdominal muscles, begin the core muscle exercises. 

· With each exercise, breathe freely and deeply and avoid holding your breath. Coordinate your breathing with the activation of your transversus abdominis to get the maximum benefit. 
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	Bridge

This exercise works many of your core muscles in combination.

· Lie on your back with your knees bent (A). Keep your back in a neutral position — not overly arched and not pressed into the floor. Avoid tilting your hips up. 

· Cough to activate your transversus abdominis. Holding the contraction in your abdominal muscles, raise your hips off the floor (B). 

· Align your hips with your knees and shoulders. Hold this position and take three deep breaths — or for about five to eight seconds. 

· Return to the start position and repeat. For a challenge, try alternately extending one knee while maintaining the bridge position. 
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	Single-leg abdominal press

· Lie on your back with your knees bent and your back in a neutral position (A). Cough and hold to activate your transversus abdominis. 

· Raise your right leg off the floor — so that your knee and hip are bent at 90-degree angles — and rest your right hand on top of your right knee (B). 

· Push your hand forward while using your abdominal muscles to pull your knee toward your hand. Hold for three deep breaths and return to the start position. 

· Repeat this exercise using your left hand and left knee. Keep your arm straight and avoid bending more than 90 degrees at your hip. 
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	Single-leg abdominal press variations

To work your core muscles more completely, vary your routine:

· Opposite hand on opposite knee. Push your right hand against your left knee while pulling your knee toward your hand (A). You'll be pushing and pulling across the center of your body. Repeat this exercise using your other hand and leg. 

· Hand on outside of knee. Place your left hand along the side of your left knee (B). Use your hand to push your leg inward. At the same time, create resistance by pushing your knee away from the center. Repeat using your other hand and leg. 
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	Double-leg abdominal press

This is an advanced version of the single-leg abdominal press.

· Lie on your back with your knees bent and your back in a neutral position (A). Cough and hold to activate your transversus abdominis. 

· Raise your legs off the floor one at a time and rest your hands on top of your knees (B). Push your hands against your knees while using your abdominal muscles to pull your knees into your hands. 

· Keep your arms straight and don't let your hips bend more than 90 degrees. Hold for three deep breaths. Then return to the start position. 
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	Double-leg abdominal press variations

To work your muscles more completely, try these variations:

· Opposite hands on opposite knees. Place each hand on the opposite knee, toward the inside of your knee (A). Your arms will cross over each other. Push your hands against your knees and create resistance by pulling your knees in toward your hands. 

· Hands on outside of knees. Place your hands along the sides of your knees (B). Use your hands to push your legs in toward the center of your body. At the same time, create resistance by pushing your knees out. 
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	Segmental rotation

· Lie on your back on the floor with your knees bent and your back in a neutral position. Cough and hold to activate your transversus abdominis. 

· Keeping your shoulders on the floor, let your knees fall slowly to the left (A). Go only as far as is comfortable — you should feel no pain, only a stretch. 

· Use your trunk muscles to pull your legs back up to the start position. Repeat the exercise to the right (B
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	Proper crunch

· Lie on your back and place your feet on a wall with a 90-degree bend at your knees and hips. Cough and hold to activate your transversus abdominis. 

· Imagine two dots in a vertical line on your abdomen — one above and below your bellybutton. Imagine pulling those dots together. 

· Use your trunk muscles to raise your head and shoulders off the floor. To avoid straining your neck, cross your arms on your chest, rather than locking them behind your head, and don't raise your head more than shown. Hold for three deep breaths, then return to the start position and repeat. 
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	Quadruped

· Start on your hands and knees with your hands directly below your shoulders and your head and neck aligned with your back (A). 

· Cough and hold your core muscles tight. Raise one arm off the floor and reach ahead (B). Hold for three deep breaths, return your arm and raise your other arm. 

· Repeat the exercise by raising each leg (C). 

· Challenge yourself by raising one arm and the opposite leg together (D). When raising your leg, avoid rolling your pelvis. Center your hips and tighten your trunk muscles for balance. Do this on both sides. 
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	Modified plank

· Lie on your stomach. Raise yourself up so you're resting on your forearms and your knees. 

· Keep your head and back in line and imagine your back as a tabletop. Align your shoulders directly above your elbows. 

· Squeeze your core muscles. Create resistance by pressing your elbows and your knees toward one another. Neither should move from their positions on the floor. 

· Hold for three deep breaths, then return to the start position and repeat. 
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	Modified plank variations

· Starting from the modified plank position, concentrate on contracting your core muscles. Raise your right arm off the floor and hold for three deep breaths (A). Repeat with your left arm. 

· Next lift each leg, in turn, from the modified plank start position (B). Hold for three breaths before returning to the start position. 

· When you've mastered the single-arm and single-leg lifts, lift both an arm and the opposite leg at the same time for an extra challenge. 


	[image: image13.jpg]



	Superman

· Lie facedown on the floor with a rolled towel or a small pillow under your hips to support your back. You might also use a folded towel to support your head. 

· Tighten your core muscles. Raise one arm a few inches off the floor (A). Hold for three deep breaths, and return your arm to its starting position. Repeat with your other arm. 

· Now try the exercise lifting first one leg then the other (B). You need only raise your arms and legs a few inches to begin strengthening your lower back. 
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	Side plank

Side planks challenge your stability and work the muscles along the side of your body.

· Starting on your left side, raise yourself onto your left forearm. Tighten your core muscles to keep your shoulders, hips and knees in alignment (A). Align your left shoulder directly above your left elbow. Rest your right arm along the side of your body. 

· Hold this position for three deep breaths before relaxing. Repeat this exercise on your right side. 

· For an added challenge, balance on your left hand, raise your hips off the floor and extend your right hand toward the ceiling (B). Hold for three deep breaths, relax and switch sides. 


excerpted from: http://www.mayoclinic.com/health/core-strength/SM00046
Core Exercises with a Ball
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	Core exercises strengthen abs and other core muscles

One way to strengthen your core muscles is to do core exercises with a fitness ball. You can begin a core exercise routine with a fitness ball, or use one to liven up your current exercise routine.

It's best to use a fitness ball that's the right size for you. Balls are sized according to their diameter, with the correct size based on your height. The ball fits properly if your hip, knee and ankle line up at a 90-degree angle or slightly greater when you're sitting on the ball. Most people do best with a slightly deflated 55-centimeter (cm) or 65-cm ball.

The softer the ball, the less difficult the exercise will be. If you're just starting out, consider using a larger, softer ball.

Perform each of the following core exercises five times. As you get stronger, gradually increase to 10 to 15 repetitions.
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	Squat and reach

· Hold the fitness ball in front of you so that your arms are parallel to the floor. Bend your knees and reach out (A). Keep your back straight, and don't let your knees extend beyond your feet. You should see your shoelaces if you look down. 

· From the starting position (A), cough and hold to activate your transversus abdominis. Rotate your trunk and reach with the ball toward your left (B). Hold for three deep breaths — about five to eight seconds. Use your core muscles to pull yourself back to the starting position. Rotate to your right. 

· Vary this exercise by holding the ball in a downward position (C) or an upward position (D). 
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	Plank

· Starting out behind the ball, position yourself with your stomach resting on the ball and your feet touching the floor just behind the ball. Lean forward until you touch the floor with your hands. 

· Keep leaning forward while walking your hands farther away from the ball. 

· Stop when you feel the ball reach your upper thighs. Your feet will be suspended above the floor, and you'll be balancing on your hands and the ball. Keep your shoulders directly above your hands. Contract your abdominal muscles and hold the position for as long as you can maintain your balance and form. 

· Challenge yourself by working the ball farther down your legs, to your shins and then to your feet. 
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	Advanced plank exercise: Forward lean

Attempt this exercise only after you've mastered the plank exercise.

· Start in the plank position (A). Cough and hold to activate your transversus abdominis. Make sure your hips are square and your shoulders are in alignment with your hands. 

· Push your body weight forward until your shoulders are in front of your hands (B). 

· Hold this position for three deep breaths before returning to the start position
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	Advanced exercise: Reverse crunch

Attempt this exercise only after you've mastered the plank exercise.

· Start in the plank position (A). Cough and hold to activate your transversus abdominis. 

· Press your knees into the ball (B).Then use your abdominal muscles to bring your knees into your chest. 

· Hold this position for three deep breaths before returning to the start position
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	Abdominal sit-back

· Sit up tall on the ball with your feet resting on the floor, about hip-width apart. Keep your back straight and your head in alignment. Fold your arms across your chest so that your hands rest on the front of your opposite shoulders. 

· Cough and hold to activate your transversus abdominis, then slowly lean backward until you feel your abdominal muscles kick in. Remember to keep breathing through the exercise. 

· Hold this position for three deep breaths before returning to the start position. 
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	Bridge

· Lie on your back on the floor with your legs resting on top of the ball. Cough and hold to activate your transversus abdominis. Raise your hips and buttocks off the floor into a bridge (A). 

· Hold this position for three deep breaths before returning to the start position. Besides your core muscles, you'll feel the muscles along your backside — the gluteals and hamstrings — contract to keep you in place. 

· After you've mastered the bridge, challenge yourself and test your balance by raising first one leg and then the other a few inches off the ball (B). 


	[image: image22.jpg]



	Bridge with heel dig

· Begin in the bridge position (A). Keep your core muscles contracted and breathe deeply throughout the exercise. 

· Keep your hips off the floor while you pull the ball closer to your buttocks with your feet (B). 

· Dig your heels into the ball for traction and to engage the muscles along the back of your thighs (hamstrings). 

· Hold for three deep breaths before returning to the bridge position.
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	Abdominal ball raise

· Lie on your back on the floor and rest your legs on top of the ball. Your legs should be about hip-distance apart. Cough and hold to activate your transversus abdominis muscle. 

· To help protect your lower back, focus on pulling your bellybutton in toward your spine and keeping your abdominal muscles contracted. 

· Squeeze your legs together — the ball will create resistance for your inner thigh muscles (A). 

· Next, use your core muscles to raise the ball off the floor (B). Hold for three deep breaths and return to the start position. 
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	Abdominal ball rotation

· Lie on your back on the floor, your legs draped about hip-distance apart over the ball. Activate your transversus abdominis and focus on pulling your bellybutton in toward your spine. Grasp the ball firmly with your legs and use your core muscles to lift the ball off the floor (A). 

· Keep your core muscles engaged and continue to grasp the ball between your legs while slowly letting your legs fall to your right (B). 

· Before you reach the floor, use your core muscles to pull your legs back to the start position. Keep your shoulders on the floor throughout this exercise. Repeat on your left side. 
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	Side exercise

· Lie on your right side, with the ball between your legs (A). 

· Tighten your core muscles and raise your legs, with the ball, a few inches off the floor (B). Hold for three deep breaths before returning to the start position. 

· Protect your neck by resting your head on your hand. If this places too much strain on your neck, straighten your arm along the floor and rest your head directly on it. This removes any pressure on the side of your neck.
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	Advanced exercise: Kneel on ball

This is an advanced exercise, so try it only after you've gotten the feel of working with the fitness ball.

· To challenge your balance, kneel on top of the ball. Kneeling on the ball forces your body's stabilizing muscles to work extra hard to keep your balance in check. 

· Focus on maintaining your balance, and remember to keep breathing throughout the exercise. Hold the position for as long as you can maintain your balance and form. 


from: http://www.mayoclinic.com/health/core-exercises/SM00071
Core exercises: Beyond your average abs routine

A well-balanced core exercise routine focuses on more than your abs. Gain a better understanding of the role your body's core muscles play and how to strengthen them. 

Did you know that your core is where all movement in your body originates? Core exercises are an important part of overall fitness training that, except for the occasional sit-up or crunch, are often neglected. To get your core muscles in better shape, it's important to understand what your body's core is and how you can strengthen it.

Understanding your core
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	Core muscles 
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Your body's core — the area around your trunk and pelvis — is where your center of gravity is located. A strong core gives you:
· Increased protection and "bracing" for your back 

· Controlled movement 

· A more stable center of gravity 

· A more stable platform for sports movements 

When you have good core stability, the muscles in your pelvis, lower back, hips and abdomen work in harmony. They provide support to your spine for just about any activity.

A weak core can make you susceptible to poor posture, lower back pain and muscle injuries. Strong core muscles provide the brace of support needed to help prevent such pain and injury.

Strengthening your core

Core strengthening requires the regular and proper exercise of your body's 29 core muscles. Basic exercises that will enhance your core fitness include the:

· Bridge 

· Abdominal crunch or sit-up 

· Plank 

· Quadruped 

A fun alternative to your basic core strengthening regimen is to learn exercises that use a fitness ball. Balancing on these oversized, inflated balls requires that you focus on using your core muscles for support.

Getting the most from your workout

It's important to do your core exercises at least three times a week. For optimal results, remember to:

· Choose exercises that work your core muscles simultaneously. Rather than isolate each muscle group in your trunk, the best exercises for your core are those that get muscles working together at the same time. 

· Focus on quality of movement rather than quantity. You'll gradually build up to a greater number of repetitions. When starting out, take it slow and learn how to properly perform each exercise with optimal technique. 

· Breathe steadily and slowly. Breathe freely while doing each of the exercises in your core strengthening workout. Your instinct may be to hold your breath during an exercise, but it's better to continue breathing. 

· Take a break when you need one. When your muscles get tired, stop and change exercises. And, if you work your core muscles to fatigue during an exercise session, wait at least a day between workouts to allow the muscles to recover. 

· Get help from a trained professional. Body position and alignment are crucial when performing core strengthening exercises. When you begin, it's a good idea to have a fitness trainer or physical therapist help you perfect your technique. 

Keep in mind that strengthening workouts — even core strengthening — are just one part of a complete fitness program. Include aerobic exercise and flexibility training to round out your regimen.
