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introduction

Whether you exercise regularly and want to increase your core strength, are on a weight-loss program, are new to exercise, are a senior who is looking for a modified program or are a new mom who is finding it difficult to regain her pre-pregnancy body, the Ultimate Core Ball Workout  is for you. This book will give you all the information you need to strengthen the muscles of your abdominals and back. A strong core can decrease back pain, improve posture and (perhaps most desirable) make you look better.

You’ve already taken the first step toward attaining the benefits of a strengthened core: You purchased this book. With a small investment in time spent reading these pages, you’ll be rewarded with the results you desire. Even if you’ve exercised for years, I urge you to follow this book and the steps within it carefully. After all, if you knew everything there was to know about core training, you wouldn’t have picked up this book! As a fitness writer and editor, I sometimes think there’s nothing new to learn about exercise, but am consistently surprised to take away new information from every project

I work on. This one was no different. It’s my sincere hope that it provides you with an enjoyable and effective guide to sculpting your core.




How This Book Is Organized 

This book is designed to make the process of sculpting your core easy, efficient and enjoyable. In this first section, I introduce you to core training on the ball and explain all the tools you’ll need to be successful in your pursuit. You’ll learn a bit about the anatomy of your core—which muscles make up that part of your body and how they’re involved in your everyday movements—and why the ball is such an effective tool for training these body parts. Next I explain the terms and techniques used throughout the book to ensure that you know what I’m talking about when I tell you to “sit upright on the ball” or “stabilize your back,” for example. You’ll also find some suggestions on how to purchase the right ball for your body, and other inexpensive equipment that will make your workouts even more effective. The section ends with an important chapter on how to combine the Ultimate Core Ball Workout with the other components of health and fitness to truly get the best results.

In Part 2, you’ll find workouts composed of the exercises in the section that follows. I’ve purposely put the cart before the horse because I didn’t want you to be tempted to jump into performing exercises without having an organized plan. That’s because exercise order can be as important as the actual exercises. The workouts are divided into three levels of difficulty and you’ll find detailed instructions to help you decide which level you’re currently at and when to advance to the next one.

Part 3 is the nuts and bolts of this book: the exercises. There’s more than 45 of them, and nothing is left to chance or guesswork. The instructions and photographs will take you through every step, ensuring that you’re getting the most out of each movement by doing it correctly. Also in the third part of the book are eight stretches that will become the basis of your cool-downs. Again, there will be no guesswork. From step-by-step instructions to suggestions for modifications, everything you need to relax and stretch the muscles you’ve worked is included.




Before You Get Started 

Before beginning the Ultimate Core Ball Workout or any exercise program, consult with a doctor or physician. Ask him or her to evaluate your current health, and to recommend precautions you should take in your fitness program. If you have an existing injury, have it evaluated and follow the beginner variations for exercises that might aggravate it.

If you experience any pain while doing the exercises in this book, you are not working correctly. Immediately stop, reread the directions and try the move again with less intensity. If an exercise is painful, don’t do it.

CAUTION: The exercises in this book are NOT intended, and may be dangerous, for pregnant women since they focus on the abdominals and require you to compress the abdominal wall. Post-natal women should receive clearance from their doctor before beginning this or any exercise program. (Most physicians recommend you avoid strenuous exercise for at least 6 to 8 weeks after giving birth, longer if you had a Caesarean section.)
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get to the core

“Core” has become a fitness buzz word. From Pilates and ballet-inspired workouts to sports conditioning, everyone is telling you to work your core. Before you learn why that’s important, first get your anatomy straight and figure out what exactly that ubiquitous “core” is.

 



Many people believe that only the muscles of their abdomen make up their core, but that’s a misnomer. When we refer to the “core,” we’re talking about the muscles of your abdominals and lower back. Imagine wrapping a girdle around your lower torso—everything it covers, or holds in, from front to back is your core. These muscles are engaged and support your body in nearly every endeavor, from sitting at a desk to running a marathon. This section explores the muscles of each group and their function in your body. Before you read on, or skip this chapter and move on to the exercises, I’d like to point out that you don’t need to memorize where muscles originate or their exact location in your body. Exercise doesn’t require a degree. However, you will get more out of your workouts with some basic knowledge about what you’re working. That’s the purpose of this section, and it’s an important one.




Abdominals 

The abdominals (or “abs”) are composed of four muscle groups: rectus abdominis, external obliques, internal obliques and transverse abdominis.

The rectus abdominis is the group that most people think of when they refer to abdominals. It’s the muscle that runs from your pubic bone to your sternum (breastbone) and it gives you the coveted “six-pack” definition. When you bend forward, the rectus abdominis does most of the flexing. This muscle group also tilts the pelvis. The rectus abdominis is activated in nearly every exercise in this book, as it’s impossible to isolate when you’re working other body parts.

The external obliques are the muscles that run diagonally downward from your lower ribs to the top of your pelvic bone. They are attached to the rectus abdominis by connective tissue. Since these muscles assist in twisting your torso, they are worked hardest during side-to-side movements.

You also have internal obliques, which run diagonally upward from your pelvic bone to your lower ribs and are located beneath your external  obliques. These muscles assist the external obliques in twisting movements.

The transverse abdominis  runs from front to back, attaches to the lower ribs and the spine, then runs horizontally to attach to the connective tissue of the rectus abdominis. It’s located underneath the obliques. It’s the deepest of the abdominal muscles and it contracts when the other muscles of the abdominals are working, pulling the abdominals inward.




Lower Back 

The latissimus dorsi is a large triangular-shaped muscle that attaches at the top of your hip-bone, extends over the lower and middle back, and attaches at the rear of your upper arm. This muscle moves your arms behind you and helps your shoulders rotate.

The erector spinae is a muscle group made up of three muscle pairs called spine extensors. They run the entire length of your spine on either side and attach at your ribs and spine. The erector spinae work to keep your spine upright in nearly every movement.
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working the core: why the ball?

During the past several years, people have begun to better understand the link between weak core muscles, back pain and poor posture. Because of this, there’s been a strong increase in core training. However, most people never get the results they want. The reason? They are misinformed and are training their cores ineffectively.

 



Every time I go to the gym or take a fitness class, I’m amazed (and saddened) by the number of people who are still doing endless crunches in hopes that they’ll get the midsection of their dreams.

If you’re short on time (and really, who isn’t?) or are simply looking to train your core in a more efficient manner (and obviously you are), then the stability ball is your perfect core training companion. Sit on one of these rubber wonders, place your hands on your abs, and you’ll immediately discover the benefits. Since the ball is an unstable surface, it forces your abs to engage to keep you in a seated, upright position. What’s more, those deepest muscles of your abs—the transverse abdominis—are recruited.

If you doubt that merely sitting on one of these balls works your abs, try this experiment: Sit on the ball for a half-hour. Don’t do any exercises, just sit—you can watch TV, read or work on your computer—but the key is to just be seated in an upright position. The next day, your abs will be sore, indicating they were worked. Now if you can work your core by merely sitting on a ball, imagine what can happen when you perform exercises on one. You actually don’t have to imagine how much more effective the exercises will be—someone has gone ahead and researched it.

In a study performed in the Health Sciences department at Springfield College in Springfield, Massachusetts, researchers compared the effects of exercises performed on the ball to those compared on the floor. One group of women performed two exercises on a ball; the other performed them on the floor. After five weeks, the group that had worked on the ball had greater gains in torso balance, as well as back and abdominal stability, than the floor exercise group. [The Journal of Strength and Conditioning Research (Vol. 17, No. 3, Aug. 2003)]

 
CORE FUNCTIONS

Your core muscles serve as both movers and stabilizers, and you can work those muscles with stabilization exercises and movement exercises. Both entail what their names suggest.  Stabilization exercises require you to hold your body in a position, which forces your muscles to contract to keep the body still or balanced. Movement  exercises engage your muscles by making them move your body. This book includes both types of exercises (and many that are a combination of the two) because it’s important to work your muscles the way they function.



Besides the important function of instantly engaging your core muscles and keeping them engaged, the ball has several other benefits in your training. First, when performing many of the exercises in this book, the spherical shape of the ball forces you to work the abs through a full range of motion. For example, when you do a crunch on the floor or other flat surface, the distance you move is limited. However, when you do the same exercise on the ball, your body can extend farther forward and back. This means your abs are worked through a fuller range of motion.

Another benefit of the ball for core training is that it forces you to work a bit slower than you would on the floor. Think about it: If you raise and lower your body quickly on the ball, you’ll fall over. Moving through exercises more slowly means that the muscles are contracted for a longer period of time, which, of course, translates into a tougher workout.

Although this book focuses on your core, the truth is, you’ll be working other parts of your body as well. That’s because working on the ball doesn’t fully isolate your core. When you’re performing a seated exercise, your thighs will be engaged to hold the ball in place. When you’re doing inverted movements, such as the Knee Tuck from Plank, your shoulders and arms will be working. A mobile surface like the ball forces the muscles of your back, hips, legs and arms to focus on the movement. So be prepared to see improvements in every part of your body, not just your core.
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