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      Welcome to The Little Strength Training Book


      A NEW LOOK AT STRENGTH TRAINING


      Strength training is a lot like eating more vegetables: it’s good for you, but perhaps you haven’t quite gotten into the habit

         yet. Maybe you think it’ll take too much time, or you don’t want to join a gym, or you’re afraid that you’ll end up looking

         like the Incredible Hulk.

      


      On the other hand, wouldn’t it be nice to be able to lift those economy-size bottles of laundry detergent without hurting

         yourself? And have more energy—not to mention, lose a few pounds, firm up the flab under your upper arms, and lower your blood

         pressure, all while increasing your stamina?

      


      If you like the idea of having a stronger, healthier body, don’t let a few misconceptions stand in your way. Strength training

         doesn’t require a big time commitment; it can be done safely at home by people of all ages and abilities, and it will give

         you a stronger, firmer body without bulking you up. Fitness professionals recommend it as an essential component of a balanced

         fitness plan, along with aerobic and flexibility exercises.

      


      HOW TO USE THIS BOOK


      Before practicing any of the exercises in this book, please read the preceding chapters to become more familiar with basic

         anatomy and physiology, body mechanics, strength training guidelines, and training techniques and tips. You will learn the

         importance of progressing gradually, mastering basic moves before taking on more challenging exercises. Learning the “how

         tos” and “whys” of strength training before practicing any of the exercises will help you get the most out of your workouts.

      


      Whether you’re a beginner or a frequent exerciser, you’ll find this book easy to use. All of the exercises are described in

         step-by-step, easy-to-follow instructions, with no confusing sports jargon or hype.

      


      I hope that in reading The Little Strength Training Book you not only learn how to master the exercises but also enjoy practicing them. With a small time commitment and consistent

         training, you will soon benefit from more energy and a stronger, leaner body.

      


      ERIKA DILLMAN
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      135-Pound Weakling


      WATER WEIGHT



      I haven’t exactly had sand kicked in my face, but I have experienced the independent woman’s equivalent: having to ask my boyfriend

         to replace the five-gallon water jugs on my water dispenser.

      


      For years, we had a perfect system. I wanted a drink; he did the heavy lifting. But when things got shaky between us, I was

         forced to take responsibility for my bottled water habit. First, I tried three-gallon jugs, but they were still too heavy

         for me to carry up to my second-floor apartment. Then, for a while, I bought liter-size bottles of water. That didn’t work

         either (too many trips to the store). Finally, faced with the prospect of having to drink tap water for the rest of my life,

         I decided to do something about my matchstick arms and rubbery torso.

      


      CHANGING PERCEPTIONS



      It’s not like strength training was a mystery to me. I’d lifted weights in high school to prepare for the track season, although

         I rarely stuck with it once the season ended. Knowing I was in excellent cardiovascular shape from all the miles I logged,

         I had occasionally wondered whether lifting weights did anything for me but fatigue my already overworked muscles.

      


      Even in my mid-twenties, when illness and injury prevented me from running, I still didn’t consider lifting weights as a necessary

         part of my fitness routine. I wasn’t “in training” for competition, my heart and lungs were in good shape, and I burned a

         lot of calories from swimming, walking, and biking. There were strong people and weak people, and I accepted that I was skinny

         and weak and always would be. I liked being thin. It worked for me. That is, until I hit my thirties and realized that I no

         longer had the body of an active sixteen-year-old.

      


      Ten pounds overweight and lumpy in places I wanted to be firm, it wasn’t only my struggles with oversize water jugs that caused

         me to take a fresh look at getting stronger. It had begun to seem like everyone was in shape but me. Sure, I wanted to lift

         my own bottles and carry my own suitcase. But I also wanted to look great in a little black dress.

      


      STRENGTH, ENERGY, AND GRACE



      I started working with a personal trainer at my health club who designed a few different strength training routines for me,

         each consisting of six or seven exercises to train all of the major muscle groups in my body. I started off with twice-a-week,

         twenty-to-thirty-minute workouts that I could do at home with no equipment or with handheld weights.

      


      Initially, I worked with very light weights—only three- and five- pounders. Approaching each exercise like a yoga pose, I

         concentrated on using correct form, maintaining my posture, and coordinating my movement with my breath. Before each lift

         I inhaled slowly, focusing my mind on the task ahead, and as I lifted the weight, I exhaled slowly, controlling the pace with

         my breath. Then, inhaling slowly, I returned the weight to the starting position. I was surprised by how much I enjoyed the

         discipline and control required in strength training. It felt good to develop a rhythm that made me feel graceful and strong

         at the same time. My workouts left me feeling solid and energized, like I’d accomplished something important. Over time, I

         was able to gradually increase the amount of weight I lifted.

      


      INDEPENDENCE RESTORED



      Within a few months, my arms and legs felt firmer and had more muscle definition. Even my abs felt harder when I pressed on

         them. My trainer had assured me that I wouldn’t bulk up from strength training, but rather firm up. She was right. I felt

         better, I looked better, and I started to notice other changes in my body. My coordination and balance improved. And I could

         walk farther before becoming fatigued.

      


      It was still a bit challenging hauling those water jugs up two flights of stairs to my apartment, but I didn’t throw out my

         back in the process and was strong enough to lift them to the top of the dispenser all by myself! And the boyfriend? He remained

         in the picture, happy to be relieved of at least some of my chores.

      


      FIT FOR LIFE



      Learning more about strength training has been an inspiring experience. Once I let go of my outdated ideas of what strength

         training was all about and gave it a try, I quickly realized that I’d found a fitness tool for life.

      


      It’s easy to fit into my schedule, there are so many exercises from which to choose, and most important, it makes me feel

         great!
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      What Is Strength Training?


      BUILDING A BETTER BODY



      Once considered an obscure sport practiced mainly by competitive athletes and vain bodybuilders, strength training has become

         one of the most popular fitness activities in the country, with more than twenty million participants.

      


      Why are so many people including strength training in their fitness routines? Because it works. Improving muscle strength

         is the best way to build balanced strength throughout the body, giving you the power, stamina, energy, and balance you need

         to go for long walks, lift a child out of a car seat, carry around a heavy briefcase, or serve a tennis ball with speed and

         accuracy.

      


      PROGRESSIVE OVERLOAD



      Muscles get stronger through a process called progressive overload. In your daily life, you lift objects all the time without even thinking about them—the morning newspaper, a pen, a glass

         of water. You also make movements that require basic strength, such as sitting down and getting up from a chair. If you want

         to improve muscle strength and functionality, you need to challenge your muscles against resistance, or, an amount of weight heavier than they are used to handling.

      


      Strength training exercises are based on such common movements as lifting, pulling, pushing, and squatting. By adding resistance—in

         the form of weights or in some exercises, your own body weight—to these simple movements and repeating them a specific number

         of times, you overload your muscles. With regular practice, and by progressively increasing the resistance, muscles gradually

         adapt to each new load and become stronger.

      


      HOW STRENGTH TRAINING AFFECTS MUSCLES



      Skeletal muscles are composed of bundles of muscle fibers, blood vessels, nerves, and connective tissue. Because the term

         building muscle is commonly used in the fitness world, people often mistakenly believe that strength training literally builds muscles. Though

         strength training will not cause new muscles to grow, it does enlarge individual muscle fibers, thereby improving muscle size,

         shape, endurance, and strength.

      


      Improving Communication and Coordination


      As muscle fibers expand, accommodating greater workloads, the blood vessels and nerves serving muscles become more efficient

         at their jobs. Blood flow increases, bringing more oxygen to muscles, and the nervous system becomes more adept at telling

         muscles how to work.

      


      For example, when you want to lift a weight or perform a lunge, first your brain has to send a message to your muscles, via

         nerves, telling them what to do. If these movements are new to you (or if you’re adding resistance to them by holding weights),

         you might feel awkward and have trouble maintaining your balance. With regular practice, the connection between brain and

         muscles, called a neuromuscular pathway, becomes more established, helping you develop coordination as you develop stronger muscles. In other words, as you train

         your muscles to take on new challenges, you’re also training the nerves that connect muscles and brain to carry messages more

         effectively.

      


      In fact, the initial phase of strength training is really about helping the body adapt to new stresses. During the first four

         to six weeks of training, people often feel stronger—a powerful motivator for continuing their fitness programs. In reality,

         they haven’t increased the size of their muscles or significantly improved strength, but they’ve trained the neuromuscular

         system (i.e., the muscle and nerves) to work more effectively. As the nervous system gets better at recruiting the right muscles

         for each task and reactivating underused or weak muscles, coordination and balance also improve. With a more stable body and

         improved skill in performing the exercises, strength training begins to impact muscle size and strength.

      


      Strength Without Bulk


      How big your muscles get depends on genetics, gender, and the type of training you do. For example, a very thin person is

         unlikely to develop hulking muscles from a basic strength training program. Likewise, someone with a heavyset build might

         increase muscle strength but will need to lose weight before he sees muscle definition. Even people with the same build won’t

         respond to training the same way. The important thing to remember is that all body types can benefit from strength training.

      


      Many women avoid strength training, particularly lifting weights, for fear of developing bulky muscles. The truth is, women

         don’t have the genetic makeup, or the testosterone, to bulk up. Most men won’t develop huge muscles from lifting weights either,

         because basic strength training programs are designed to help improve muscle strength and endurance, not pump up muscles.

      


      It’s helpful to keep in mind that strength training is not the same as bodybuilding, an activity designed to create hyper-defined

         muscles for the sake of achieving a physical aesthetic that is neither natural nor functional. Bodybuilders achieve their

         chiseled physiques through a specific type of intense training with very heavy weights (and for some, the use of steroids).

         The training methods in this book are different; they are designed to help you achieve an overall body strength that translates

         to all of your daily movements and activities.
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