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ROLL DOWN
BEGINNING • REPS 10 EACH

Springs: R to RB  Footbar: No bar  Straps: Short Prerequisite:  Comfortable with spinal flexion

STARTING POSITION

Sit on the carriage facing the straps with the hips at least 
six inches from the footbar end of the carriage. Sit on 
the center of the sit bones with the spine aligned directly 
over the pelvis. Bend the knees and place the feet on the 
headrest, take hold of the straps keeping the   
elbows straight.

MOVEMENT SEQUENCE

Inhale: Engage the abdominals and draw the sit bones 
together to begin.

Exhale: Scoop the abdominals in and up lengthening the 
low back while gently rounding the pelvis under and 
rolling back until the sacrum is close to or on the 
carriage.

Take a small inhale without releasing the abdominals.

Exhale: Roll back up engaging the abdominals and 
maintaining a slight curve in the lumbar spine until 
you sit back up on the sit bones and straighten the 
back.

OBLIQUE VARIATION

Begin sitting up on the sit bones, rotate the knees to one side and let the torso move slightly to the other side. Engage the 
abdominals and roll down maintaining the angle of the legs and torso. Switch the legs and torso at the bottom of the roll 
down and engage the abdominals to roll up to the other side.

2. Engage the abdominals, tuck the pelvis under and roll down.1. Starting position. Sitting up, arms straight, knees bent.

2. Roll down to one side, switch at the bottom, roll up.1.  Starting position Oblique Variation.  Rotate torso to one side and 
knees to the other.
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ARM WORK VARIATIONS

Biceps Curl
Once you have rolled down and the sacrum is on 
the carriage, add 4 to 6 biceps curls by bending and 
straightening the elbows without changing the back. Inhale 
to pull the straps toward you, exhale to release. 

Posterior Shoulder Press
Open the arms out to the side and press back 4 to 6 times. 
Inhale to press the straps out, exhale to release. 

Rows (no photo) 
Cross the straps and bend the elbows to pull the straps to 
the torso. The elbows go behind the torso. Keep the arms 
slightly below shoulder height.

CUEING AND IMAGERY

 ƫ Lift the abdominals in and up to begin.

• Scoop the abdominals inward.

• Imagine you are zipping up a pair of tight pants.

 ƫ Keep the arms straight as you roll down and up.

• Lock the elbows.

• Imagine you don’t have arms.

 ƫ Keep the inner thighs together.

• Hold a ball or piece of paper between the knees.  
Don’t drop it!

 ƫ Make the curve as long as possible.

• Instructor cue: Place your hands on the low back to see 
if it is staying round.

 ƫ Keep the shoulders down.

• Imagine your shoulder blades are sliding into your  
back pockets.

PURPOSE

 ƫ Strengthen the abdominals.

 ƫ Stretch the low back.

 ƫ Strengthen the arms, especially the elbow flexors, and 
posterior shoulder girdle.

 ƫ Maintain abdominal support for the low back while in 
lumbar flexion.

PRECAUTIONS

For low back, hip and sacroiliac joint problems: Limit the 
range of motion, keep the abdominals working, and keep 
the lumbar in slight flexion.

For neck and shoulder injuries: Don’t roll back very far.

Avoid with osteoporosis, active lumbar disc injuries and 
sciatica.

1.  Posterior Shoulder Press. Roll down to begin.  Open the arms and 
press back, keeping the back rounded.

1.  Biceps Curl.  Roll down to begin. Bend and straighten the elbows, 
keeping the back rounded.
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ARM WORK FACING FOOTBAR
BEGINNING TO INTERMEDIATE • 4-10 REPS

Springs: B to RB Footbar: None  Straps: Regular Box: Short/None Prerequisite:  Ability to sit comfortably.

STARTING POSITION

Sit or kneel in one of the positions listed below facing the footbar with the torso lined up over the sit bones and the straps 
or handles in the hands.

MOVEMENT SEQUENCE

Exhale: Engage the abdominals and 
press the straps forward.

Inhale: Return the arms to the 
starting position with control

SITTING POSITIONS

Sitting (Level 1: see Arm Work Facing 
Straps for photos)

 ƫ Sit on the short box.

 ƫ Sit on the carriage, x-legged.

 ƫ Sit on the carriage, legs out in front.

 ƫ Kneeling with the hips on the heels.

Kneeling (Level 2)
 ƫ Kneel with the hips over the knees.

ARM WORK VARIATIONS

Serve a Tray
Sit facing the footbar with straps in hands, the elbows bent and the palms facing 
up toward the ceiling. Reach forward until the elbows are straight and the arms 
are level with the center of the chest. Open the arms out to the sides with the 
palms up. Bring the arms back in front of the chest, bend the elbows and return 
to the starting position.

Hug a Tree
Face the footbar with straps in hands, 
arms out to the sides and palms 
facing each other. Keep elbows soft, 
arms slightly round and bring the 
fingertips together. Open the arms to 
return to the starting position.

2. Bring the hands toward the midline.

1.  Starting position Hug a Tree. Arms out to 
the sides with palms facing each other.

4. Reach the arms forward in front of chest.3. Open the arms out to the sides.

2. Reach the arms forward with the palm up.1.  Starting position Serve a Tray. Facing 
footbar with straps in hands, palms up.
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Salute
Sit facing the footbar with straps in 
hands, the palms facing away from 
the body and the elbows bent. The 
fingertips are level with the forehead. 
Press the straps forward and up on a 
diagonal. Bend the elbows to return to 
the starting position.

Twist Front (Punching)
Sit facing the footbar with one strap 
in each hand, rotate the torso and 
push one strap forward. Rotate to the 
other side and push the other strap 
forward. Alternate arms focusing on 
the rotation of the torso.

CUEING AND IMAGERY

 ƫ Engage the abdominals before 
moving the arms.

• Exhale and pull the abdominals in 
then move arms.

 ƫ Sit up on top of the sit bones 
throughout the exercise

• Instructor cue: Press down gently 
on the center of the client’s head.

• Have the client find the center of 
their sit bones by tilting the pelvis 
forward and backward.

 ƫ Keep the chest open, the shoulders 
away from the ears and the eyes 
looking straight ahead.

 ƫ Keep the wrists straight.

• Curl the wrists forward to start.

PURPOSE

 ƫ Strengthen arm and shoulder 
muscles including brachialis, biceps, 
triceps, pectoralis major, latissimus 
dorsi, rotator cuff and deltoid.

 ƫ Strengthen scapular stabilizers 
including the serratus anterior, 
trapezius and rhomboids.

 ƫ Increase torso stabilization.

 ƫ Improve sitting posture.

PRECAUTIONS

For shoulder, arm and wrist injuries: 
Check to see whether handles or 
straps are more comfortable to hold. 
Keep wrists straight. Keep arms below 
90 degrees of flexion or abduction.

For low back injuries: Choose the 
most comfortable sitting position for 
the back.

2.  Rotate to the other side and push the 
other strap forward.

1.  Starting position Twist Front. One strap in 
each hand, rotate the torso and push one 
strap forward.

2. Press the hands out at an angle.

1.  Starting position Salutes. Straps in hands, 
palms facing away from the body and the 
elbows bent.
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REVERSE ABDOMINALS
SUPER ADVANCED • 10 REPS

Springs: B to 3R Bar: None   Straps: Regular 

Prerequisites: Mat Double Leg Stretch and Double Straight Leg Stretch, Reformer Kneeling Abdominals, lumbar stability

STARTING POSITION

Lie supine on the carriage with the back of the thighs close to the shoulder rests and the straps around the thighs with the 
knees bent. Support the head with the hands and open the elbows just to the edge of your peripheral vision The spine is in 
the position of maximum spinal stability which is imprinted or supported neutral if you are a beginner and neutral for a very 
advanced student.

MOVEMENT SEQUENCE

Exhale: Maintaining the position of the back, hollow out the abdominals and pull the knees in toward the chest.  
Keep the elbows wide.

Inhale: Return to the starting position without changing the position of the back.

2. Lift the torso up and draw the knees in toward the chest.1. Starting position. Hands behind the head, knees above the hips.



© 2007 Balanced Body Education. All Rights Reserved. Reformer: A Detailed  Guide for Teaching Pilates. May not be reproduced in whole or in part. 124

OBLIQUE VARIATIONS

Elbow to knee
Rotate the torso to the right as you pull the knees in to 
the chest. Repeat 4 – 8 times on each side and switch or 
switch on each repetition.

Hand to opposite hip
To make it easier, reach one hand across to the opposite 
knee rather than keeping both hands behind the head.

CUEING AND IMAGERY

 ƫ Engage abdominals before moving the legs.

• Draw the hip bones together and stabilize the back 
before pulling the straps.

 ƫ Do not move the back as the legs come in.

• Instructor note: Monitor low back for stability during  
the exercise.

 ƫ For low back safety, use an imprinted spine or supported 
neutral position.

• The low back cannot move as the legs release.

 ƫ Keep the shoulders down and the chest open.

• Keep the elbows wide and a light touch on the back of 
the head for support.

PURPOSE

 ƫ Strengthen abdominals.

 ƫ Strengthen iliopsoas and hip flexors.

 ƫ Balance abdominal and iliopsoas engagement.

PRECAUTIONS

For neck and shoulder injuries: Keep the hands behind  
the head.

Avoid with osteoporosis, active lumbar disc injuries, 
sciatica and hip flexor injuries.

1. Oblique variation 2. Reach one hand toward the opposite hip.

1.  Oblique variation 1. Hands behind the head, rotate to one side with 
the knees bent.




