20 Minutes to a Better Back
and a Stronger Core

By Scott Godwin, MS, CSCS

Introduction
Remember this and never forget these 2 key factors:
1) All movement starts with the spine! We have to be strong, stable, and flexible in the
middle or everything else will suffer.
2) The spine and the muscles of the back, which often cause us pain, are ALIVE because
you are ALIVE. Pain might be temporary and usually is, because the body is ALWAYS
changing, for better or worse. Keep hope because your situation might improve faster
than you think! I’ve seen it happen many times.
The following exercises are my favorites when it comes to relieving back pain. Are there
more? Of course. There are an infinite number of exercises for the “core”, or the middle
of the body.
Though I could have chosen 30 or even 50 or more exercises to do for the core, I only
chose these 22 because 22 exercises are easy to do in 20 minutes. You can do them any
time of day, and on consecutive days.
If you have severe pain, go to a doctor or a physical therapist. These exercises are not
meant to replace the two.
These exercises are generalized spinal and core strengthening exercises. They do not
address specific back problems but are rather an integrative approach to attaining or
maintaining a healthier spine.

How We Got Here: Why These Work The Best for Many (but not all) People
There is no substitute for experience:
1) I competed as a young man in competitive powerlifting and at the time was not
educated in how to prevent back pain. As a result, I learned first hand on the way to
setting records in the Deadlift (550 pounds) and Squat (505 pounds) at a bodyweight of
only 175-185 pounds both how strong the core and spine are capable of being and also
how badly it can be hurt. There were many times when I could hardly walk from back
pain, but I learned first hand how to heal, strengthen, and relieve back pain. The
doctors recommended surgery, but I found a different way.

2) In graduate school I studied the mechanics of the spine extensively. Much of our pain
comes from poor posture, bad habits, deconditioning, dehydration, and poor
mechanics. I selected these exercises based on what I know about the biomechanics of
the spine.
3) I’ve worked in fitness and health since 2001, helping 1000s of people with their spines
and cores along the way. I’ve learned first hand what works the best and what doesn’t.
The one key to making these exercises work for you: doing them!

The Exercises
Knees In To Chest Stretch
Child Pose
Child Pose Reach Across
Alternating Arm & Leg Extension (Bird Dog)
90 - 90 Hip and Back Stretch
Cat Stretch Part 1
Cat Stretch Part 2
Diamond Stretch
Bracing
Drawing In
Bicycle Crunch
“C” Spine Full, Partial, or Static Sit Up
Lying Hamstring Stretch
Kneeling Hamstring Stretch
Marching
Plank
Modified Plank
Slow Motion Mountain Climbers
Full Body Rotation Part 1
Full Body Rotation Part 2
Rope Climb
Pelvic Tilt & Bridge Part 1 & 2

Knees in To Chest Stretch

Lie on your back. If you need to rest your head on something, use a towel.
Pull your knees APART and into your chest. Pulling your knees APART allows you to
better stretch your back and hamstrings.
Hold 30 seconds to 1 minute.

Child Pose

Kneel down and reach your arms out in front of you.
If you can’t bend back as far on your knees, don’t. Just kneel and reach out.
Hold 30 seconds to 1 minute.

Child Pose Reach Across

This is the same exercise as the previous one but reach across and create an arc stretch
across the back instead of stretching in a straight line.
Hold 30 seconds on each side.

Alternating Arm & Leg Extension (Bird Dog)

There’s more going on here than would seem at first glance.
Kneel down and place the hands directly under the shoulders and knees directly under
the hips. Knees are shoulder width apart.
Straighten the spine, including keeping the neck in a neutral position.
Pull the navel into the spine without coming out of proper alignment and keep the
abdominal musculature “drawn in”.
Slowly lower and raise the opposite arm and leg as pictured.
Hold 3 seconds at the top. Perform 10 repetitions on each side.

90-90 Hip and Back Stretch

Assume a seated position with both knees at 90 degrees. Bring your chest as close to
your calf as possible.
Perform 30 seconds to a minute on each side.

Cat Stretch Part 1

Tuck the pelvis forward and flex the spine into a rounded position.
Hold 3 seconds and then slowly transition to Cat Stretch Part 2 (next).
Perform 10 repetitions of each.

Cat Stretch Part 2

Rotate the pelvis back and extend the spine into a rounded back position.
Hold 3 seconds and then slowly transition to Cat Stretch Part 1 (previous).
Perform 10 repetitions of each.

Diamond Stretch

Make a diamond shape with your legs with the feet together.
Hold onto your ankles and pull yourself FORWARD (not down).
Hold 30 seconds to 1 minute.
To change the stretch angle, lean to one side or another.

Bracing

This is a simple exercise but is very effective for spinal stabilization and strength.
Kneel, sit down, or sit in a chair with good posture.
Contract the abdominal wall to the extent where you can feel tension.
Pretend someone is going to punch you in the stomach.
Hold 3 seconds. Repeat 10 times.
Abdominal muscles get weak over time and lose nerve function. Bracing helps prevent
this. Practice this exercise while driving, sitting at a desk, or while walking.

Drawing In

This is another simple but effective exercise for spinal stabilization and strength.
Kneel, sit down, or sit in a chair with good posture.
Pull the navel tight into the spine.
Hold 3 seconds. Repeat 10 times.
Abdominal muscles get weak over time and lose nerve function. Drawing in helps
prevent this. Practice this exercise while driving, sitting at a desk, or while walking.

Bicycle Crunch

The Bicycle Crunch has been shown to be one of the most effective exercises for
abdominal engagement.
Look up at the ceiling with the right arm behind the head. Relax the head in the hand
for neck support.
Lift the right shoulder UP and forwards TOWARDS the left knee.
Don’t pull on the head. Don’t try to touch the elbow to the knee.
Feel the abs contract but also feel the back stretch.
Hold 3 seconds and perform 10 repetitions on each side.

“C” Spine Full, Partial, or Static Sit Up

On this exercise you have 3 options:. BE CONSERVATIVE AND MAINTAIN THE “C”
1) Assume a flexed “C” position in the spine, as pictured. Roll slowly backward to a
point of moderate tension and hold STATICALLY for 10-30 seconds.
2) Assume a flexed “C” position in the spine, as pictured. Roll slowly backward, BUT
ONLY PART OF THE WAY DOWN and roll back up. Perform 10.
3) Assume a flexed “C” position in the spine, as pictured. Roll slowly backward ALL THE
WAY TO THE FLOOR slowly, feeling each segment of the spine touch the floor. Then roll
back up. Perform 10 repetitions.

Lying Hamstring Stretch

Lie on your back and look up at the ceiling. Place a towel behind the head for comfort if
you need to.
Bend one knee and put your foot on the floor.
Take your hands behind your thigh on the other leg and interlock your fingers.
Press into your hands and straighten your leg while flexing the foot to also stretch the
calf.
Hold for 30 seconds on each side.

Kneeling Hamstring Stretch

Kneel down with your feet shoulder width apart.
Place one leg out in front and flex / pull the foot back to create a stretch down the back
of the leg in the calf and hamstring. Straighten the knee.
Keep the back straight and “hinge” / lean forward at the hips to create a stretch.
Hold for 30 seconds on each side.

Marching

This exercise is done to learn to create a stable spine by engaging the abdominal
muscles.
Press the lower back into the floor.
Press down lightly with the left foot on the floor.
Keep a stable pelvis and raise the right leg up.
Hold 3 seconds and repeat.
Perform 10 repetitions on each side.

Plank

Planks are often done incorrectly. The purpose of a plank is to learn to use what you
have. Muscles become weak and lose nerve function over time.
Planks restore “tautness” to the middle of the body, from shoulders to ankles.
Place the arms under the shoulders and feet shoulder width apart.
Engage (draw in and brace like previous exercises) the core and create a plank.
Rotate the pelvis forward and squeeze the glutes while engaging the abdominals.
Tighten the shoulders and pretend someone is going to punch you in the gut or push
you over.
Don’t round your back or sway down. If it’s too hard, do a modified plank (pictured
next). Don’t round your back or sway down. Complete one minute, either in intervals
of 10, 15, or 30 seconds or at one time.

Modified Plank

Planks are often done incorrectly. The purpose of a plank is to learn to use what you
have. Muscles become weak and lose nerve function over time.
Planks restore “tautness” to the middle of the body, from shoulders to ankles.
Place the arms under the shoulders and feet shoulder width apart while kneeling.
Engage (draw in and brace like previous exercises) the core and create a plank.
Rotate the pelvis forward and squeeze the glutes while engaging the abdominals.
Tighten the shoulders. Pretend someone is going to punch you in the gut or push you
over.
Don’t round your back or sway down. Complete one minute, either in intervals of 10,
15, or 30 seconds or at one time.
Slow Motion Mountain Climbers

Assume a plank position but with the arms locked out under your shoulders as in a push
up position.
Slowly pull one knee towards the chest and hold 3 seconds, contracting the abdominal
muscles and stretching the back.
Repeat on the other side.
Perform 10 repetitions on each side.

Full Body Rotation Part 1

Lie down and place one leg over the other. Reach the opposite arm back and up at
roughly 45 degrees.
Rotate the legs down TOWARDS THE BOTTOM LEG and use the top leg for weight
leverage on the bottom leg to create a stretch across the hip, back, torso, and shoulder.
Hold 30 seconds. Repeat on the other leg.

Full Body Rotation Part 2

Lie down and place one leg over the other. Reach the SAME SIDE arm back and up at
roughly 45 degrees.
Rotate the legs down TOWARDS THE BOTTOM LEG and use the top leg for weight
leverage on the bottom leg to create a stretch across the hip, back, torso, and shoulder.
Hold 30 seconds. Repeat on the other leg.

Rope Climb

Lie on your back.
Reach up with one arm and pretend you are climbing a rope while you reach and pull.
Rotate back and forth with each arm reaching up and pretending to pull.
Hold 3 seconds at the top. Perform 10 repetitions.

Pelvic Tilt & Bridge Part 1

Lie on your back and rotate your pelvis back and flatten out your spine as you engage
your abdominal muscles.
Hold your back flat for a second and then initiate a bridge. Perform 10 Reps

Pelvic Tilt & Bridge Part 2
Lift all the way up into a bridge, being careful not to compress the neck. Hold 3 seconds
at the top on each repetition for a total of 10 repetitions.

Bonus Tips:
1) Drink plenty of water. The spine needs hydration.
2) Sit with good posture. Slouching kills the spine.
3) Go for a walk every day. This will help your back
indirectly.

“All of my strength comes from my
core.” -Bruce Lee
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