Sheila’s Fabulous Abs and Core Routine

There are many, many abdominal and core exercises out there to choose from.  While I do try and mix it up every now and then, I have a “core” (get it?) routine that I follow regularly.  I picked up some of these exercises from books, some from classes I’ve taken and a few from individual instruction.

The two books I currently have on my shelf that I refer to for inspiration and/or change are:

· Strength Ball Training, by Lorne Goldenberg and Peter Twist

· The Core Performance, by Mark Verstegen

I have listed the exercises in my current routine below.  I do 2 sets of 15 reps of all of these exercises (except for the Dirty 30’s—do them as described) twice a week.  The entire sequence takes about 20-25 minutes, assuming you aren’t waiting for equipment (I have stability balls, medicine balls and a Parabody machine in my house, so I march through these pretty quickly).  
Depending on your starting core strength, you might need to work up to the more challenging exercises.  Another thing I do that helps with core strength is to do any of my strength exercises that I can on the stability ball.  For example, biceps curls, triceps extensions, military press.  If you can do it seated on a bench, you can do it seated on a stability ball.  You might have to use less weight, but you will be engaging more of your core muscles.
Note: Whenever you are using a medicine ball (you can purchase different weights at http://www.jumpusa.com), and it is being held over your head, unless otherwise specified, you keep your arms in the same position throughout the exercise, rather than trying to swing the ball over your head.  Swinging the ball reduces the engagement of the abs and other core muscles.  The further the medicine ball is from your head, the longer the lever you’ve created, and the harder the exercise.  So when you are first starting out, you may actually need to bend your arms at the elbows somewhat in order to execute the exercise properly.

Back Hyperextension (I do not add weight on these)

http://www.exrx.net/WeightExercises/ErectorSpinae/WtBallHyperextension.html
Reverse Hyperextension

http://www.exrx.net/WeightExercises/GluteusMaximus/WtReverseHyperextension.html
I do these on a Stability Ball.  Same position as for Back Hyperextension, but hands are on the floor, almost like you are doing a pushup.  See #7 in the below link:

http://www.uwlax.edu/strengthcenter/stabilityball/hip_extensors.htm
Jackknife

http://www.shapefit.com/abs-exercises-exercise-ball-pull-ins.html
Stability Ball Pushup

http://www.bodybuilding.com/fun/progressive8.htm
I do the one described in Stability Ball Push-up II.  When you first begin doing these, you may need to have your thighs on the ball, but as you get stronger, the ball moves farther away from your body until just your feet are on it.  You can also do a combo exercise by doing 1 pushup, then 1 jackknife.
Bridge Sequence
This sequence is good for your hamstrings as well as the core muscles in your back. Complete a set of each exercise and then move right to the next one.

1. Calves on Ball: Lie on your back with your calves on the ball.  Keeping your legs straight, raise your hips so that only your head, shoulders and arms are touching the floor. There should be a straight line from your ankles to your shoulders. Draw in the abdominals and hold this position for a count of 3-5 and then lower.

2. Feet on Ball: Same as Calves on Fall, but now just your ankles are on the ball, increasing the lever length and difficulty.
3. Hamstring Curls: Same starting position as Feet on Ball.  Raise your hips up just as for Feet on Ball, but instead of just holding there, draw the ball towards you by bending your knees and bringing them in towards your chest.  This should be done in a 1-2-3-4 count as 1: lift hips.  2: draw knees toward chest.  3: extend legs with hips still raised.  4: lower butt.
Dirty 30’s

The description of this exercise is at the end of this document.  While designed to improve knee stability and promote quad endurance and strength, one needs to have and use a respectable amount of core strength to execute them properly.  They really hit your hip flexors (iliopsoas), too.
Weighted Ball Crunch

http://www.shapefit.com/abs-exercises-medicine-ball-exercise-ball.html
http://exrx.net/WeightExercises/RectusAbdominis/WtBallCrunch.html
I do the first variation, holding the medicine ball.
Machine Crunch

http://exrx.net/WeightExercises/RectusAbdominis/CBSeatedCrunch.html
Weighted Reverse Crunch

http://www.shapefit.com/abs-exercises-leg-pull-ins.html
But, instead of the arm position shown, I grab bars behind my head and put a medicine ball between my knees.  Head stays flat on the ground, and you curl up your legs until your hips are perpendicular to the ground.
Sheila’s Twisting Oblique Crunch
This is an exercise I made up, and unfortunately, I don’t have a picture or video to include here.  Starting position is to lie on the floor, and put your calves on top of the stability ball, keeping your butt on the floor, and your legs now make a 45° angle.  Grab the medicine ball and curl up your upper body slightly.  Draw your knees (and the stability ball) into your chest and slightly to your left while simultaneously bringing the medicine ball up and over your head and to your right, curling up as much as possible.  Bring your arms back while twisting your legs to the other side and bringing the medicine ball to your left.  That is one repetition.

You never lay down while doing this, so you keep your abs in a contracted state.

It’s sort of like this: http://www.exrx.net/WeightExercises/Obliques/WtInclineTwistingSitUp.html, but instead of your feet being anchored to a weight machine or bench, they are on top of the ball, and again, you never lie down fully.
Suitcase Crunch
This is another one where I can’t find a good picture of my particular variation.  The starting position is the same as for the previous oblique crunch.  Keeping the medicine ball over your head (with arms held rigidly), just crunch up towards the stability ball.  You might find that you are automatically drawing your legs towards your chest.  If you do, that makes it into a suitcase crunch.  You can do it either way.
Dirty 30’s

A Series of Exercises to Strengthen Unstable Knees and Build Iliopsoas and Quadriceps Endurance
Equipment

You will need a wall and a platform to stand on that elevates your heels 2-4", about 12-15" away from the wall.  The top part of a Reebok step works really well, but I am doing these at home and have 2 reams of paper jammed next to one another with the 11 1/2" side to the wall.  The higher the platform, the more difficult the exercise.
 

Starting Position

Stand facing away from the wall on the platform with only your heels on the platform, back straight, knees soft, so your toes are pointed and on the floor.  First, get your balance.  You are going to do 10 reps of the first movement, quickly (but with good form), then 10 reps of the second movement, quickly, and then 10 reps of the third movement.  Then, after you rest maybe 30 seconds to 1 minute, you do the entire sequence again.  The first few times you do it might be difficult either because of balance or stability issues or burning quads, and you might need to go slower, but you'll get used to it.  It can be helpful to do these in front of a mirror so that you can check your form.
 

First Movement

Your basic squat.  With your back straight (this is where the mirror helps), squat down to where your knees form a right angle (no further) and then stand back up straight.  You do this 10 times as quickly as you can WITH GOOD FORM.  By quickly, I mean about 1 second down and 1 second up.  It may help your balance to hold your arms out parallel to the floor.

 

Second Movement

Squat down, but once you hit 90 degrees with your knees, thrust your hips out so that you have formed a straight line from your knees to your hips.  You will look like Peewee Herman doing his Tequila dance, or like you’re doing the Time Warp dance.  Raise yourself up from this position and then pull your hips back to standing up straight position.  Again, you do 10 of this in quick succession with good form, always coming back to a straight back (your knees will be "softly" bent in the starting/ending position).  This movement has a 1-2-3-4 count: Down 1, Out 2, Up 3, Straight 4.
 

Third Movement

This movement is like the second movement, but in reverse.  This time, start by thrusting your hips out (like the second part of the Second movement), then squat down in that position, then pull your hips back so that your legs are making the 90 degree angle (and your back is relatively straight at this point), and then stand up to the starting position.  So this movement has a 1-2-3-4 count of Out 1, Down 2, Back 3, Straight Up 4.
 

After you practice a bit, you will see why doing these in the gym will get you all sorts of interesting stares.  I like to do a set of 15 wall squats, one set of Dirty 30's, then repeat a set of wall squats and Dirty 30's.  Makes my quads burn!  The sequence is good for building quad endurance and knee stability.  
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