                                               Return to Sports

With summer winding down and school just around the corner comes the realization that scholastic sports are soon to begin.  Hopefully, those who plan to participate have started to train or practice. If not, now is the time to begin.

Because scholastic sports have short seasons and coaches are restricted with practice schedules, there is very little time to work on conditioning. Coaches want to get right down to business working on technique and game plans and determine the best fit for the team and each individual. Therefore it is up to the athlete to be somewhat prepared to start the season.

Some children have been participating in summer leagues or pick up games but many have not. With some coaches starting with double practices and the possibility of high temperatures even in late August, one needs to be ready for some grueling days of preseason practice. The focus at this point should be on conditioning with emphasis on endurance, flexibility and strengthening.

Endurance training is not only muscular endurance but more importantly cardiovascular fitness. Choose an activity that you enjoy most or would be best suited for your sport such as running, cycling, swimming or training on exercise equipment at the gym. An ideal goal is to train 20 to 30 minutes a day 3-4 times a week maintaining a heart rate of 60-80% of your maximum heart rate.  Maximum heart rate (HRmax) can be determined by using the simple formula (220-your age).  Therefore your training zone, measured in beats per minute (bpm), would be (220 –age) x 60-80%.

Another component that many people neglect is flexibility. Taking 5 minutes before and after exercising can help alleviate stiffness and soreness and may help prevent injury or enhance performance. Stretches should be gentle and static being held for 20 to 30 seconds each. Emphasis should be on muscles of the upper and lower extremities as well as the neck and trunk. Upper extremity stretches are particularly important for those involved in throwing sports. They target the shoulder girdle (pectoral muscles, rotator cuff and upper back) biceps and triceps. Lower extremity exercises, which are most important when running, target the hips, quadriceps, hamstrings and, calfs. Range of motion exercises for the neck and back not only help improve flexibility but allow for greater ease in maintaining proper posture during activity.

Strengthening of the core (stomach and back musculature) is particularly important because it is the center of all activity. Due to various positions, movements and extreme forces that occur during sports our bodies must endure many stresses. By strengthening the muscles of the stomach and back you are providing a strong base for other muscles and joints to work from as well as reduce stresses that are placed on the spine. It is also beneficial to include strengthening exercises for the upper and lower body. Strengthening exercises can be performed 2-3 times per week with 48-72 hours between workouts to allow for recovery and tissue repair.

As with any exercise program, it is best to seek the guidance of a trained professional (personal trainer, athletic trainer or physical therapist) to help design a program that is best suited for you and ensure proper technique and safety.  If you have any preexisting medical condition you should consult with your physician before participation. 

