
[image: Cover: My Pocket Guide to Stretching, by K. Aleisha Fetters]


My Pocket Guide to Stretching

Anytime Stretches for Flexibility, Strength, and Full-Body Wellness

K. Aleisha Fetters






Thank you for downloading this Simon & Schuster ebook.

Get a FREE ebook when you join our mailing list. Plus, get updates on new releases, deals, recommended reads, and more from Simon & Schuster. Click below to sign up and see terms and conditions.




CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP




Already a subscriber? Provide your email again so we can register this ebook and send you more of what you like to read. You will continue to receive exclusive offers in your inbox.








[image: My Pocket Guide to Stretching, by K. Aleisha Fetters, Adams Media]







INTRODUCTION

Looking for an easy, portable collection of stretches you can do whenever and wherever? Look no further. Whether you’re new to stretching or you’ve been practicing for years, My Pocket Guide to Stretching will help you loosen, relax, and elongate your muscles throughout the day. The moves, twists, and bends you’ll find in this guide will help you feel more balanced, centered, and refreshed in minutes. Stressed? Tight shoulders? Back pain? Can’t sleep? There’s a stretch—and even a full sequence of stretches—for that.

You’ve no doubt heard about the benefits of stretching before exercising. By readying your body for a greater range of motion during exercise, you’re preparing yourself for a more effective exercise session and a lower chance of injury. But the benefits of stretching go far beyond productive exercise. Regular stretching can help you relieve tension and pain, open and strengthen your body, quiet and focus your mind, relieve tension, increase your body awareness, and vastly improve the quality of your life. By practicing stretches, you activate your body’s reset button. When day-to-day life causes wear and tear on your body, allow stretching to be your solution. Sitting for long periods of time shortens the muscles in the front of your hips, limiting your flexibility and worsening your posture. Looking down at your phone tightens your neck and shoulder muscles. Even healthy activities such as lifting weights can cause muscle imbalances, aches, and pains when done incorrectly. Only by stretching your body from head to toe can you switch back to your musculoskeletal system’s default, and ideal, setting.

My Pocket Guide to Stretching also teaches you how to use stretching to not just benefit your body, but to also care for your emotional and mental health. You’ll complete specific stretches for stress and anxiety relief, lowering blood pressure, getting better sleep, and more. You’ll learn to incorporate mindfulness into your stretching practice, focusing on the present moment and letting go of all worries as you stretch.

The stretches in this book will help you become more flexible, calm, and restored—in body and mind. Let’s get started.
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PART 1 HOW TO STRETCH FOR THE BEST RESULTS
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Before you attempt stretching, it’s important to have a full understanding of what exactly stretching is, how it works, and why it’s so important for your health. In this part, you’ll learn all of that, as well as the importance of knowing your limits, why you shouldn’t overstretch, and how to avoid injury while stretching. You’ll become familiar with the science behind stretching, and how it benefits not only your body but also your mind.



THE BENEFITS OF STRETCHING

Most people start stretching because they want one very specific thing: flexibility. That’s all well and good. After all, a consistent stretching practice is one of the most beneficial (not to mention easiest) ways to improve your muscle flexibility and even your joint mobility. Your flexibility is the extent to which you can stretch your muscles. Your mobility is how easily your joints move through their full and healthy range of motion. In this book, some stretches will focus on lengthening muscles such as the glutes, quads, and back muscles, while others will increase mobility in joints like the shoulders, hips, and wrists.

But saying that stretching is all about flexibility or mobility sells stretching short. Here, you’ll learn some of the other important benefits of having a regular stretching habit.

Stretching Aligns Your Posture

Muscle tightness and joint restrictions are synonymous with poor posture. Fortunately, the tightness and restrictions caused by poor posture can be alleviated by proper stretching exercises.

Take your hip joint, for example. In your hip joint, you’ve got your pelvis and your femur (thigh bone) that connects to it. On one side of the joint, you’ve got all your hip flexors, which bend the joint. This includes your quadriceps (quads), iliopsoas, and other little muscles you may not know about. On the other side of the joint are your gluteal muscles (glutes) and hamstrings.

When your hip flexors are tight (as is common with runners, cyclists, and anyone who sits a lot), they pull the front of your pelvis down toward your femur. This is called an anterior pelvic tilt. There’s an arch in your lower back, your glutes are pushed out behind you, and your hamstrings feel extremely tight. That’s because when your pelvis tilts down in the front, your glutes tilt up in the back—constantly pulling your hamstrings tight like a rubber band. Stretching and elongating your hip flexors can actually help your hamstrings feel like they’re loosening up.

Examples of muscle tightness abound in the body. Just look to any joint (your neck, shoulders, back, elbows, wrists, knees, ankles), and you’ll find opposing muscles in a tug of war…when what you really want are smooth-flowing, equally pulling-and-tugging motions.

Stretching helps to ever-so-gently restore that relationship. As a result, your joints sit in their proper place and move how they are meant to move. And when the hundreds of bones in your body can move the right way, your body also moves better and works more efficiently.

Stretching Lowers Your Risk of Aches, Pains, and Injury

Using the hip joint as another example, let’s think about what else happens when your pelvis tilts and pulls your hamstrings tight. First, you throw off your body’s center of gravity and move it outside of your body. As your pelvis tilts forward in the front and backward in the back, and your lower back arches, your center of gravity moves to where your lower back used to be—right in that little divot. This puts extra stress, or weight, into those muscles, making them work overtime and causing pain and tightness.

Meanwhile, with the extra stress on your posture, you’re not able to take advantage of your glutes’ or hamstrings’ full strength. As a result, your running pace might stall, or you might get winded taking the stairs. In the worst-case scenario, as other muscles work to pick up the slack and help your hips continue to move, you might experience an injury.

Stretching helps to fortify not just your muscles but also your tendons, ligaments, and even cartilage, thus helping to avoid injuries. Tendons connect muscles to bones, and ligaments connect bones to other bones. By moving your joints through their full range of motion, you help deliver nutrient-rich blood to your tendons and ligaments, and also warm them, which improves their elasticity. Stretching helps reduce the risk of strains and sprains as well as overuse issues like having runner’s knee or tennis elbow.

Stretching Boosts Your Exercise Warm-Up and Recovery

Getting the blood (and all of its oxygen and other nutrients) flowing is especially important before and after any physical activity, regardless of whether you’re jogging, cycling, lifting weights, or climbing.

As you prepare your body for exercise, a gentle stretching session takes your joints through their full range of motion, increases blood flow to your muscles and connective tissues, and literally raises the body’s core temperature. A stretching session also causes your muscles to accumulate calcium ions. Your muscles use these molecules to contract, work their best, and help you achieve your fitness goals.

Many times at the end of workouts, exercised muscles—the ones that have been contracting hard throughout your sweat session—can feel tight and almost “locked” in a contracted position. You can use stretching to relax worked muscles back to their proper resting length and position. Stretching can also be a gentle way to lower your heart rate and blood pressure after a workout, as well as an opportunity to check in with your body. Use your post-workout stretch routines to get a feel for how your body has responded to your workout and identify any stiffness or pain in your muscle groups or joints that might need stretching or more recovery time before your next workout.

Stretching Reduces Your Stress Levels

People tend to carry stress in their muscles, and stretching is a great tool to release that muscular tension—and even manage emotional and mental stress.

When you stretch, your body’s levels of mood-regulating signaling chemicals, called neurotransmitters, increase. Two of the most researched chemicals include dopamine and serotonin. Both are linked with feelings of relaxation and pleasure in the brain. Meanwhile, a large portion of your body’s serotonin receptors are actually in your gastrointestinal system. Research has also shown that serotonin promotes healthy gut function. In fact, selective serotonin reuptake inhibitors (SSRIs), medications that work to increase the levels of serotonin in the body, have proven helpful in easing gastrointestinal issues such as irritable bowel syndrome (IBS).

All chemistry aside, stretching is an opportunity to practice mindfulness, which is hugely beneficial for mental and emotional health. By focusing on the present moment, you step away from your worries of the future and ruminations of the past, and are able to effectively manage your stress. To get the greatest mindfulness benefits of stretching, during your sessions, resist the urge to absentmindedly scroll through your newsfeed or think about your to-do list, which will still be there waiting for you when you’re done. Breathe slowly and deeply and focus all your attention on what you feel in your body and how your body reacts to subtle changes in position.

Stretching Improves Your Sleep Quality

Among the myriad calming benefits of stretching, a regular stretching practice can also help you sleep better. You’ll sleep better if stretching is a part of your daily life—whether you stretch throughout the day or add in a stretching routine before bedtime.

Remember, at the end of the day, your body and muscles carry all of the emotions (and uncomfortable postures) you’ve experienced throughout the day (read: they’re tight). Stretching helps to release this tension, get your muscles to their ideal resting length, and realign your spine and joints. As a result, you may fall asleep faster, sleep more soundly, and even wake up with fewer aches.

Stretching Strengthens Your Muscles

Tight muscles are weak muscles. For example, if you’re hunched over a phone all day with rounded shoulders and tight back muscles, your upper back is, without question, weakened. The same goes for your glutes, which sit inactive all day if you work at a desk.

While stretching is no substitute for regular resistance exercise, it can help you maximize your muscle strength. In fact, a Medicine & Science in Sports & Exercise study reported that people who stretched their legs for forty minutes a few times a week significantly improved their lower-body strength—without doing any other exercise. They also improved their muscular endurance and the height and length of their jumps.

HOW DOES STRETCHING WORK?

Though scientists are continuing to research stretching and its many effects on the body, its positive results are certain. Here’s a closer look at the anatomy and physiology of stretching.

Stretching Literally Stretches Your Muscles

Your muscles and connective tissues are all a certain length; they connect from one part of a bone to one part of another bone. So, by moving your bones—spine, arms, hips, legs—to their end ranges of motion, you effectively increase the distance between those two points, causing the muscles to stretch to their natural “resting length.”


Stretching Boosts Blood Flow

Everything in your body needs blood—and the nutrients, like oxygen, it carries. Your cardiovascular system is always pumping and moving this life force throughout your body, but it does its best job when you’re active and moving. Case in point: At rest, your joints get very little blood flow. That’s why exercise physiologists often call joints, and especially cartilage (the padding at the end of your bones) “blood poor.” Dynamic stretching—moving your joints gently—actively forces blood and nutrients into those thirsty tissues.

Stretching Trains Your Nervous System

Your autonomic (unconscious) nervous system plays an important role in your body’s flexibility and mobility. Within each of your muscles, you have stretch-sensors called muscle spindles. Whenever you stretch a muscle, these sensors gauge how far you’re lengthening it and how quickly you’re doing so. If you’re stretching deeper or your movements are faster than usual, your muscle spindles send an alert signal to your brain to make your muscle contract. After all, the muscle spindles’ mission is to protect your muscles from stretching too far or tearing.

But remember, your body raises the alarm if you stretch your muscles far beyond their normal length. So, by gently and consistently stretching, you train your muscle spindles. They learn to let you use your natural full range of motion to maybe touch your toes, as opposed to contracting muscles when you get to your knees. In other words, stretching helps you teach your nervous system to let you move in ways you couldn’t before.


STATIC VERSUS DYNAMIC STRETCHING

Bend down and try to touch your toes and remain in this position for at least thirty seconds. If you can, try this simple stretch for a minute or two. This stretch is an example of static stretching. Now, stand with your feet together (and hold on to something for balance). Keeping one knee straight, or as straight as you can, gently swing that leg behind and then in front of your body, back-and-forth, again and again. This is dynamic stretching.

If you tried both of these stretches, you undoubtedly felt both of them in one main place: your hamstrings. After all, both stretches moved your hip joint through its full range of motion and stretched, or pulled, your hamstrings to their full resting length.

So why would you do one type of stretching instead of the other? The answer comes down to what you want to get out of any one stretch session.

Static Stretching

Traditional bend-and-hold stretches—like the ones you probably did back in your gym class days when you would sit on the floor and try to touch your toes—pull your muscles hard, which is great for increasing muscle flexibility.

But bend-and-hold stretches can work to your disadvantage right before a workout. After all, your muscles are elastic, like rubber bands. And if you stretch a rubber band out as hard as possible and then try to slingshot it, it probably won’t go very far. The same holds true for your muscles before exercise, with long, static stretches decreasing your muscles’ elastic qualities and, thus, their ability to generate maximal force. Studies show that holding static stretches for more than thirty seconds immediately before a workout reduces your muscles’ strength and power. In fact, the American College of Sports Medicine has specifically advised against static stretching before workouts and competitions.

That said, static stretches are great after exercising when you’re trying to bring your heart rate down and relax your body. Spend at least five minutes on static stretches after each workout, immediately following a light aerobic cooldown like walking.

For even greater benefits, try doing static stretches throughout the day whenever the urge strikes. After all, one of the pros of static stretches is that they’re simple and accessible. For example, when you’re in the office, bending down to touch your toes might be easier to pull off (and will likely result in fewer stares!) than swinging your leg back-and-forth. Similarly, because you don’t have to move around, static stretches are easy to do in bed as part of your going-to-sleep or waking-up routine.

Dynamic Stretching

By and large, dynamic stretches don’t pull your muscles quite as tight as static moves do. Because dynamic stretches are gentler on your muscles, they won’t impede your workout performance the way pre-run or pre-lifting static stretches can. Research shows, rather, that dynamic stretches can majorly benefit your workouts and athletic performance.

That’s because dynamic stretches don’t just work your muscle flexibility—they also optimize your joint mobility. With each move, you take one or more joints through their full range of motion, which not only prepares your joints, cartilage, tendons, and ligaments for the workout ahead; it also helps shuttle blood and oxygen to all of your working tissues.

Dynamic stretching even causes your muscles to accumulate calcium ions. Calcium ions are molecules that help your muscles contract and work their best. So by preloading your muscles with calcium ions through dynamic movements, you “prime the pump,” so to speak.

Consider dynamic stretches a staple of your warm-up routine. Ideally, you should spend a good five to ten minutes moving and stretching before your workouts. The key is to focus on joints and movement patterns that mimic the exercise you’re about to do. For instance, if you’re going to go for a run, you’ll want to do some lunges with standing reaches and leg swings (see Part 2). If you’re going to do some bench and shoulder presses, try Wall Slides (see Part 2) for your dynamic stretch.

WHEN AND HOW OFTEN SHOULD YOU STRETCH?

As you just read, stretching before and after exercise is important for different reasons. But stretching sessions don’t have to coincide with your workout time. It’s rare that stretching too much would cause any issues—especially if you stretch properly and don’t push yourself to the point of pain.

For instance, Harvard Medical School recommends that people stretch all of their muscles and tendons, from head to toes, at least two to three times per week. And, a Journal of Strength and Conditioning Research study of people ages eighteen to forty-six found that stretching a total of six times per week delivers the best results for the effort. The study found that in order to achieve six stretch sessions per week, the same results are obtained by stretching multiple times each day. The researchers also found that, while more is generally better when it comes to stretching, people who spent between three and seventeen total minutes per week stretching enjoyed major flexibility and mobility benefits.

When trying to figure out the best stretching schedule for you, simply listen to your body. It’ll tell you when your shoulders are feeling knotted up or your calves are tight. Respond, in kind, with a few minutes of stretching. By incorporating short stretching sessions into your day, you’re more likely to catch tension and tightness before they turn into a full-blown migraine or back spasm. Also, when you deliberately tune in to your body more often, you’re more likely to hold yourself accountable to your stretching goals.

Try making stretching the very first thing you do in the morning. Start your day with several stretches to wake up your body and stretch the muscles that have been lying dormant for (hopefully) seven to nine hours. Throughout the day, get away from your desk and stretch—or do stretches right at your desk. You’ll find plenty of stretches in this guide that are desk-friendly. Before bed, tune in to how you’re feeling and loosen up any muscles or joints that feel tight. You’ll calm your body and will be able to drift off sooner. (Turn to Part 3 for a nighttime stretch routine you can do right in bed.)

DON’T OVERSTRETCH!

The phrase “no pain, no gain” doesn’t hold true when it comes to stretching. When you stretch too hard, you risk harming your muscles and connective tissues, and causing a strain, which happens when a muscle or tendon stretches too far. You also risk causing a sprain, which is when your ligaments stretch too far. With either straining and spraining, you risk tearing body tissue.

The difference between stretching and damaging tissue lies in the intensity of the stretch. Pain is your body’s way of alerting you that something is wrong, and pain during stretching usually means that you’re overstretching. Pay attention, and do whatever you need to do to end the pain, like not trying to reach as far during a stretch and instead letting your body ease into it. It doesn’t matter if you can’t clasp your hands behind your back right now. Do what you can, and do it comfortably. With consistent practice, you’ll be able to gradually progress deeper into your stretches, and without pain.

It’s also important to mention that bouncing does not help flexibility. People tend to bounce during their stretches to push themselves harder or to make their muscles stretch farther. Think back to elementary school when your gym teacher had you do the butterfly stretch. You sat on the floor, placed the soles of your feet together, and pulled them in close to your body. You were most likely coached to flap your knees up and down in order to become more flexible. This bouncing was actually harmful. Stretching too fast makes your muscles contract and actively fight your stretching attempts. This contraction works in direct opposition of your goals. It limits your ability to stretch your muscles and move through full ranges of motion. More concerningly, it increases your risk of hurting your muscles and connective tissues. Stretching an actively squeezing (contracting) muscle can damage its contractile components, again increasing your risk of strains.

Remember that stretching is not a contest; it’s about giving your body what it needs. If you follow this simple principle, you’ll be setting yourself up for a lifetime of health benefits.
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PART 2 STRETCH BY BODY PART
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This part contains more than fifty popular stretches that you can turn to again and again in your daily life. Read through the description and look at the figures before doing a stretch to get familiar with the shape and actions of it. Remember to breathe continuously and smoothly while stretching. Don’t get discouraged if the stretches seem difficult at first; that’s normal. Remember to not push yourself past your limits. With gentle practice, your muscles will become accustomed to the movements, and you’ll be able to achieve longer and deeper stretches.




NECK AND SHOULDERS

Segmented Chin Square
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Your neck is made to move in so many directions, but most days, you probably don’t make many of these movements. And, like any joint, your neck operates with a use-it-or-lose-it mentality. This dynamic stretch takes advantage of four separate end ranges of motion to help you preserve and even expand mobility. This stretch isn’t something you can do while you’re on your phone or run through absentmindedly. Focus on moving purposefully. Throughout the entire stretch, keep your shoulder blades pulled gently down and together, which will help brace your shoulders. This will also help you relax your upper trapezius and improve posture.

Benefits


	Relieves tension through the upper traps and sternocleidomastoid muscles (the side of the neck).

	Maintains and improves healthy range of motion in the neck.

	Helps relax the shoulders down and away from the ears for better posture.

	Calms the mind and relieves stress.



Steps:


	Sit tall on the floor or in a chair with your shoulders relaxed and hands in your lap.

	Drop your chin and point it toward one shoulder. Pause.

	Raise your chin straight up over that shoulder. Pause.

	Move your chin straight to the side over your other shoulder. Pause.

	Drop your chin straight down to that shoulder. Pause.

	Repeat all steps, then switch directions.



To Deepen This Stretch…


	Walk your hands out to your sides on the floor. Stay in this position throughout the entire exercise.

	Let your head drop slightly behind you, aligning your chin over your shoulder blades.








Ear-to-Shoulder
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You’ve probably done this static stretch in some form, most likely while sitting in a desk chair. Doing it with proper form allows you to get an even better release for looser muscles. A common error during this exercise is dropping your gaze to the floor. Keep your face pointed at the wall in front of you. Also, keep your shoulder blades pulled gently down and together to brace and stabilize your shoulders.

Benefits


	Relieves tension through the upper traps and sternocleidomastoid muscles (the side of the neck).

	Maintains and improves healthy range of motion in the neck.

	Helps relax the shoulders down and away from the ears for better posture.

	Eases stress headaches.



Steps:


	Sit tall on the floor or in a chair with your shoulders down and hands in your lap.

	Place one hand on the opposite side of your head, above your ear. Gently and slowly pull your head to draw your ear toward that side’s shoulder.

	Hold, then switch sides.



To Deepen This Stretch…


	Place your free hand on the floor and walk it straight out to your side until you feel the stretch into your shoulder.

	Place the back of your free hand on the middle of your back.
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