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There has been much debate in recent years as to the “best” way to lift weights.  Some of the topics include lifting fast vs. lifting slow, dumbbells vs. barbells vs. machines vs. body weight, and training movements vs. training muscles.  In this article I hope to shed some light on a few of the things I teach with some scientific studies and some good old-fashioned common sense.  At the end of this article I will include additional resources.  I also will include instructional videos on YouTube key word: strength training and links on the school website.
Let’s start with a little vocabulary.  The principles that I teach are known as High Intensity Training (HIT).  HIT includes lifting heavy weights very slowly with a very specific form that isolates the muscle being trained.  This is, of course, after an adequate warm-up.  The lifter should always have a spotter because they should be trying to perform an exercise with either more repetitions or more weight than they did previously.  This is referred to as a double progressive overload system and requires athletes to keep accurate records of the weight lifted and number of repetitions performed.

 The muscle only understands and reacts to one thing and that is tension.  If muscle could be built without tension then we would all look like Greek Gods from just sitting on the couch.  For this reason we lift slowly to maintain tension on the muscle throughout its entire range of motion.  If you lift fast there is a point during the exercise where there is slack on the muscle and therefore you are not strengthening it.  You may not be able to lift as much weight if you lift it slowly but your muscles will get a better strength workout.
A second way to maintain tension on the muscle is with very specific form that isolates the muscle being trained.  This is one reason that we have students lower the bar on their bench press until they make a 90 degree angle at their armpit and their elbow.  The spring on an old-fashioned screen door is unable to close the door if it is open too far.  Similarly your chest muscles are unable to lift your arm during a bench press if you lower the weight too close to your chest.  This means that some other muscles, like your shoulder muscles, are doing the work.  There may still be some tension on the chest muscles but you will get a much better chest workout if you isolate those muscles by lowering the weight until your elbows and armpits make 90 degree angles.
Another reason to isolate muscles is for safety.  Let’s stick with the bench press example even though this principle can be applied to every lift.  The chest muscles are much stronger than the shoulder muscles.  If you lift the amount of weight needed to adequately work your chest you will overload your shoulder muscles.  Over time this is a recipe for a shoulder injury.  You must strengthen your shoulder muscles too; you just need to isolate them during their own exercise.  Muscle isolation is also a more efficient way to build strength because each muscle can be trained in the range of motion that is best for the target muscle.

I believe it would be foolish to ignore multi-muscle and multi-joint exercises because athletic movement is the harmony of all our nerves and muscles working together.  I will save that topic for a future article on explosive power.
Copies of these resources and more are available in the magazine rack in the Fitness Center and on the school website at desch.org>Activities>Athletics>Fitness Center.  I will be including excerpts from the "Myths and Misconceptions in Strength and Conditioning" periodically throughout the summer.
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