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Overview 
 Assess issues related to commonly prescribed gym exercises  

 How Pilates can help improve these lifts\exercises 

 Specific Pilates exercises to use 

 

Exercises to Cover 
 Squat 

 Deadlift 

 

Squat\Deadlift 
 The most commonly prescribed exercises in the gym, regardless of the goal  

 Used in programs aiming for –  

o Fat loss, muscular hypertrophy (as in just getting bigger), strength, explosive power, 

rehabilitation 

 Equal uptake from both Males and Females 

 

Why So Commonly Used? 
 Both exercises generally allow the most weight to be lifted 

 Incorporates the largest number of muscles in the body during movement 

 As a result, greater physiological response from the body  

 

Common Issues 
Squat\deadlift biomechanics - although they are movements the body is naturally meant to gravitate 

towards, people either hurt themselves or do not ‘feel’ the exercise work in the intended places  

 

Factors That Can Affect 
 Leg length 

 Torso length 

 Joint hypermobility  

 Previous LL\Lx injury 

 Other cross-training\training modality they do  

 Muscular imbalance 
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Incorrect Form Manifests As 
 Hurts their knees 

 Hurts their lower back 

 Don’t feel it anywhere other then their quads, i.e. don’t feel their hamstrings or glutes work 

 

Intervention 
 Obviously, good instruction on technique of each exercise is vitally important.  

 Muscle weakness –the targeted muscles aren’t strong enough to produce the force required 

to correctly perform the lift\technique 

 Although Pilates cannot help the instruction of your dead\squat, it can definitely be used to 

facilitate correct movement\activation and muscle strength of these big lifts 

 

Glutes 
 Main action – hip extension, ER, hip abduction  

 

 

 All cues for leg positioning and movements are targeted to help the glutes and hamstrings to 

work  

 Glut med\min keep correct femero\acetabular angle, ie stop the knees from rolling in. 
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 Sometimes these are generally referred to as the ‘hip abductors’, but is slightly misleading – 

ie differences occur when the glutes are used during open or closed chain environments 

 Allows for better force production  

 Decreases the risk of rotational stress on the knee cartilage, and concurrent injury   

 Powerlifters take an exaggerated stance for this reason 

 

Problems 
 Common occurrence is that the hip abductors aren’t in a position to help with these lifts 

because 

 Too weak 

 Not activated correctly during the movement  

 

Hamstrings 
 Main action – knee flexion, hip extension 

 Most exercises directed at the hamstrings are open chain, which does not teach the 

important hip extension component 
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 Squats\deadlifts are a closed chain exercise 

 Hamstrings are more active for hip extension in this position 

 Hamstrings are vital in being able to position the hips\pelvis in the correct position so that 

you can stand up  

 

Hamstring Issues 
 Poor proprioceptive control + lack of correct education, hip extension is replaced with knee 

dominant movements to rely more on the quads 

 Strength is also generally quite lacking  

 Poor Quad\Ham ratio leads to reliance of quads, increase in shear forces in the knee 

(problems with ACL) 

Weak Glutes + Hamtrings 
 Incorrect performance of the exercise 

 Weaker lifts 

 Leading to poor muscular development (“I am never getting any better at these”) 

 Limited transfer to athletic performance 

 Incorrect muscle recruitment  

 Increased possibility of injury because of strange auxiliary movements  

 

Pilates 
 Neuromuscular aid to help with the correct muscular recruitment  

 Wake the muscles up so that they turn on during the big lifts 

 Help increase the general strength of the glutes and hamstrings themselves  
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Clams 
 Excellent primer 

 Can help activate hibernating glutes  

 

Clam         Intensity=1   Difficulty=1 

What and or where it works 

Buttocks – Gluteus medius  

Prerequisites Nil 

Clam Modification 1 – Feet down 

Verbal set up 

Lying on the side with the knees bent, arm extended long underneath the head, head relaxed on the 

arm. Feet back in line with the body, knees in front of the body. Hips stacked one on top of each 

other, feet on the floor. Create a small space between your waist and the floor, hips stacked one on 

top of each other.  Neutral spine, t-zone. 

Breathing and Movement 

EXHALE: squeeze the top buttock and slowly raise the top knee up towards the ceiling keeping the 

feet together 

INHALE:  bring the knees back together 

The concentration 

Keep the pelvis stacked or rolled slightly forwards, neutral spine 

Only raise the knee as high as you can without the hip rolling back 

Squeeze the buttock before you move the leg, squeeze the heels to activate the buttock 

Maintain the t-zone – think of the top hip drawing towards the bottom hip along the T-zone 

horizontal line 

Modifications 

Use more or less hip flexion with modifications 1 and 2 to achieve the best buttock activation for 

each person 

Can do with an ankle weight on or a theraband tied around the thighs 

Corrections/Common mistakes 

Tucking the pelvis under when squeezing the buttock 

Rolling the hips back as the leg lifts  

Arching the lower back 
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Inhale 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                                        Exhale 

 

Injuries/caution:  

Hips - watch out for the Tensor Facia Latae (TFL) or the piriformis taking over and doing the work 

instead of the Glut med, min and deep hip rotators. Palpation may be required to feel for this. 

Overactive quads – roll the top hip forwards slightly 

Pain down the leg/shin/calf – could be one of a few things 

1. Sciatic pain from the piriformis pressing on the sciatic nerve – if so, make sure that the glut 

med activation is correct and they are not overusing the piriformis  muscle - may need to 

avoid this exercise until sciatic nerve is less irritated and glut activation improves 

2. Overusing the TFL/tightening of the ITB – check glut activation 

3. Pointing the foot and tightening the shin or calf muscles 

4. Trigger point referral from weak gluteus medius can send pain into the lateral shin and foot 

–stopping when the glut gets tired, trigger point therapy eg lying on a tennis ball and 

strengthening the glut will stop this from happening 

5. Pain in the groin/hip/or SIJ – try activating the t-zone and glut better, smaller ROM or other 

positions/buttock exercises 

Lower back pain – make sure the t-zone stays tight and use the t-zone to draw the top hip bone 

across the imaginary horizontal line towards the underneath hip bone 
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Straight Leg Raise 
 Has a large amount of activation in the glut med\min without the ITB\Quads working 

 Excellent strength builder 

 

Straight leg raise       Intensity=2   Difficulty=1 

What and or where it works 

Buttocks, particularly gluteus minimus 

Prerequisites 

Clams 

Verbal set up 

Lying on the side with the underneath leg bent, bottom arm extended long underneath the head, 

head relaxed on the arm. Straighten the top leg and take it out in front of the body and turn the 

straight leg inwards, create a small space between your waist and the floor. Neutral spine, t-zone.  

Breathing and Movement 

EXHALE: raise the leg up 

INAHLE: lower the leg without touching the floor 

The concentration 

Squeeze the buttock to perform the movement  - don’t just go through the motion 

Slowly raise and lower the leg don’t throw the leg up and down 

Keep the leg turned in from the hip 

Maintain the neutral spine, as the leg is turned in the hip will want to roll forward  

Maintain a gap between the wist and the floor 

Modifications 

Add an ankle weight or band around the knees 

Either increase or decrease the amount of hip flexion 

No internal rotation – do in parallel 

Corrections/Common mistakes 

When lifting the leg – collapsing through the side of the waist 

When turning the leg inwards – losing the neutral spine and rounding the lower back 

Losing the t-zone  

Injuries/caution:  
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Lower back – if the abdominals and buttocks are weak then the lumbar extensors will take over. 

Keep the t-zone tight, check technique, change the spinal position to an imprinted spine, discontinue 

if discomfort continues. 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                                       

 

Inhale 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                                      Exhale 
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Kneeling Sidekick 
 Teach control of the limbs 

 Glutes in closed chain 

 

Kneeling sidekick       Intensity=3    Difficulty=3 

What and or where it works 

Buttocks 

Prerequisites 

Side buttock series 

Modification 1 – straight leg raise 

Verbal set up 

Kneeling on both knees, place one hand on the mat two feet from the knee and in line with the 

knee.  Extend the other leg out straight so the hand, head, hips and legs are all in one straight line. 

Hand on the head with the elbow pointing to the ceiling. T-zone, neutral spine. 

Breathing and Movement 

EXHALE: raise the leg up to hip level 

INHALE: lower the leg back down but don’t touch the floor 

The concentration 

Squeeze the buttock to perform the movement, don’t just go through the motion 

Maintain the neutral spine at all times no movement through the waist especially when the leg lifts 

Aim to get the leg up to hip height 

Keep the torso completely still 

Take most of the weight through the supporting knee, not the hand 

Shoulders down and back 

Modifications 

Can place the top hand on the top hip to make it easier, or underneath the head for neck pain. 

Modification 2 – side to side kick 

Verbal set up 

Kneeling on both knees, place one hand on the mat two feet away from the knee, in line with the 

knee. Extend the other leg out straight with the toes pointed so the hand, head, hips and legs are all 

in one straight line. Hand on the head with the elbow pointing to the ceiling. T-zone, neutral spine. 

Raise the leg to hip height. 
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Breathing and Movement 

EXHALE: flex the foot sweep the leg back behind the body 

INHALE: point the toes and sweep the leg forwards 

The concentration 

Squeeze the buttock to perform the movement, don’t just go through the motion 

Maintain the neutral spine at all times no movement through the waist especially when the leg lifts 

Aim to get the leg up to hip height 

Keep the torso completely still 

Modifications 

Add an ankle weight 

Corrections/Common mistakes 

When the leg rises - collapsing through the side of the waist 

When taking the leg back – losing the neutral spine and arching the back 

When taking the leg forwards – tucking the pelvis under 

Losing the t-zone   

Eyes looking at the ground, or dropping the head 

The hip rolling back when the leg is lifting   

Injuries/caution:  

Watch out for the Tensor Facia Latae (TFL) taking over and doing the work instead of the Glut med. 
Palpation may be required to feel for this and ask the client where they are feeling it. 

Sometimes the lumbar extensors will take over. Check technique, change the technique to an 
imprinted spine, discontinue if discomfort continues. 

Some people will feel this working through the underneath buttock, this is okay as it is stabilising the 
body. Check that the supporting leg is vertical and not on a lean. 

 

            Modification 2 

 

            Modification 1 
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Pelvic Curl 
 Teach Hamstring activation and Hip extension 

 Use a ball to increase hamstring activity 

 

Pelvic curl series             Intensity=1-3   Difficulty=1-3 

What and or where it works 

Buttock muscles and hamstrings, abdominals to stabilize and control 

Spinal articulation/flexion mobility 

Prerequisites  Buttock activation 

Verbal set up 

Lying on the back, knees bent, and feet hip distance apart. Arms resting by the side, shoulders 

relaxed. 

Modification 1 – Pelvic curl up 

Breathing and Movement 

INHALE: t-zone and squeeze the buttocks  

EXHALE:  tuck the bottom under and roll the pelvis and the spine up off the mat vertebrae at a time 

starting with the tailbone, then the lower back rolling up onto the shoulders, neutral spine at the top 

INHALE:  hold the hips up, squeezing the buttocks 

EXHALE: roll back down imprinting vertebrae at a time back onto the mat 

Pelvic curl Modification 2 – Openings 

Breathing and movement 

Holding the hips up at the top: 

EXHALE: open the knees, squeezing the buttocks and keeping the hips up 

INHALE: bring the knees back to hip distance apart 

Concentration  

Make sure you are rolling the spine vertebrae at a time  

 Don’t arch the lower back at the top – keep the abdominals tight to maintain a neutral spine 

Really press the heels into the mat to make the buttocks work harder 

 Keep the hips up high as you open and close the knees 
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Modification 1 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                 Inhale to prepare 

 

 

 

 

           Exhale and roll down 

                 Inhale and hold 

              Exhale and roll up 

                  Inhale to prepare 
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Pelvic Curl with the Ball 
 Keeping the ball still requires a lot of hamstring involvement 

 Keep spine straight 

 

Pelvic curl series      Intensity=1=4  Difficulty=1-3.5 

What and or where it works 

Hamstrings, buttocks (gluteus maximus and medius to stabilise)), abdominal and paraspinal muscles 

to support 

Prerequisites 

Pelvic curl up matwork 

Good buttock and abdominal activation 

No disc bulge 

Verbal set up 

Lying on the back with the calves on the ball, legs straight, feet hip distance apart.  Arms relaxed by 

the side, shoulder blades down and back. 

Modification 1 – Pelvic curl up (stationary) 

Breathing and Movement 

EXHALE: tuck the pubic bone to the belly button and roll the spine off the floor one vertebrae at a 

time 

INHALE: hold up at the top 

EXHALE: and roll down one vertebrae at a time 

The concentration 

Tuck the pubic bone towards the belly button and peel the spine off one vertebrae at a time. 

Squeeze the buttocks and abdominals and hamstrings to perform the movement 

Keep the ball still the whole time 

Modifications 

Can do with the legs in parallel or external rotation 

To challenge the balance take the arms off the floor and reach the fingers up towards the ceiling at 

shoulder height 

Corrections/Common mistakes 

Arching the lower back at the top/lifting the pelvis too high 

Letting the buttocks and abdominals go and overusing the erector spinae 
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Injuries/caution 

Lower back – avoid for disc problems 

Watch for hamstring cramps – make sure the buttocks and abdominals are activating properly 

Neck – avoid for disc bulges, keep the shoulder blades down and back, chin tucked in, do not push 

the arms into the mat, keep them relaxed. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

Inhale t-zone, exhale roll up 

vertebrae at a time 

Inhale hold at the top, exhale roll 

back down  vertebrae at a time 
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Arguments Against 
 Not functional? 

 

Why? 
 You must strengthen the muscles that are deficient while not overly stimulating the muscles 

that are already overactive\strong  

 eg people doing isolated tricep exercises to help with their bench press  

 Although sidelying glut series won’t directly help a squat\deadlift movement it can 

strengthen the commonly weak segments of the chain 

 

 Glut ex - isolated activation of the glut med without the secondary activity of the ITB or 

psoas major, which would exacerbate an already existing problem 

 People with injuries (ITB friction syndrome, PFJS, labral tear) will cope with them better  

 Open Chain, non to partial-weight bearing 

 Lower loads 

 

 Pelvic Curls – Teach hip E with low load and WB 

 Can use as an assessment tool - prefer Lumbar E to hip E 

 Teach the use of both the Glutes and Hamstrings to initiate and propel the hip through 

extension, starting from a high degree of hip flexion  

 

Programming 
 Use the Pilates exercises as ‘assistance’ exercises 

 Help increase mind\muscle connection 

 Teach movements in lower load situations 

 Excellent ‘warm up’ 

 But nothing can be substituted for the lifts themselves if you want to be good at them 
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