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A four-week, 15-to-25-minute program that teaches desk workers and lifters to brace, breathe, and

control the spine through progressions that carry into real lifting.

Things you will need

•  Exercise mat for floor work

•  Long loop resistance band, 20-50 lb

•  Door anchor for the band

•  10-pound dumbbell or kettlebell

•  20-pound dumbbell for suitcase carries

•  Broom handle or 4-foot PVC pipe

•  Small folded towel for bird-dog feedback

•  Timer or phone interval app

•  Notebook or spreadsheet for the weekly log

•  Sturdy chair with legs against a wall

•  Open wall space with nothing to bump

•  Water bottle for between sets

•  Phone camera for a weekly form check

•  Backpack with books as a carry substitute

Week 1: Assess, Brace, and Breathe

1.  Measure Your Baseline With Three Quick Tests
On day one, record three numbers in a phone note or a paper log: dead-bug quality, counting slow

repetitions per side before your lower back lifts off the floor or your legs drop; side-plank hold time

from the knees or feet with hips lifted; and single-leg stand with eyes open, capped at 30 seconds.

2.  Learn the Brace Without Holding Your Breath
Lie on your back with knees bent and your lower back resting in its natural slight arch, then stiffen

the belly as if someone is about to tap it — somewhere around 20 to 30 percent of your maximum

clench, not a white-knuckled 100 percent.

3.  Breathe Behind the Brace, Not Above It
Keep that same light stiffness and now redirect the breath sideways into the lower ribs and around

toward your back, so the ribcage expands against the braced abdomen instead of the chest rising

and the shoulders creeping up toward your ears.

4.  Start Every Session With the McGill Big Three
Borrow the opener that the McGill Big Three, summarized by the American Council on Exercise

made famous: 8 to 10 slow cat-camels for movement, then the modified curl-up with hands tucked

under the lumbar curve and only head and shoulders lifting a few centimeters off the floor, plus short

sets of bird dogs and side planks.

5.  Book Three Short Sessions on Nonconsecutive Days
Pick three fixed, nonconsecutive days — Monday, Wednesday, and Friday is the easy shape — and

put 15 to 25 appointments-free minutes on the calendar for each session in this plan.
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Week 2: Build the Foundational Hold Library

6.  Progress the Dead Bug From Heel Taps
The dead bug teaches anti-extension: the trunk must stay flat and still while the limbs move.

7.  Build Bird Dogs for Endurance Not Speed
From hands and knees, extend one arm and the opposite leg while keeping the pelvis so level that a

folded towel resting on your lower back would not slide off.

8.  Add Glute Bridges Every Other Session
Your glutes are part of the core team: they do the hip-extension work that would otherwise fall on the

lower back.

9.  Earn the Full Side Plank From Knees
Side planks are the anti-side-bending exercise, building the obliques and deep quadratus lumborum

that stop your trunk folding sideways — the exact muscles a one-handed grocery bag tests.

10.  Substitute Safely for a Cable Pallof Press
A Pallof press needs a cable station at the gym, but the same anti-rotation challenge costs $8 to $20

at home with a long loop resistance band and a door anchor set at chest height.

Weeks 3-4: Add Load and Carry It Into Lifts

11.  Start Suitcase Carries With a Light Dumbbell
Grab a dumbbell or kettlebell of 4.5 to 9 kilograms — 10 to 20 pounds is plenty to start — hold it in one

hand, and walk 20 to 40 yards staying tall with shoulders level, ribs down, and no leaning away from

the weight.

12.  Turn a Goblet Hold Into Squat Practice
Hold a 4.5-to-12-kilogram dumbbell or kettlebell upright against your chest with elbows tucked under

the ribs, brace at 30 percent, and simply stand for 5 slow breaths for 2 sets — the weight drags your

ribcage forward, so the brace has real opposition.

13.  Brace First, Then Hinge From the Hips
Rest a dowel or broom handle along your spine against the back of your head, between your

shoulder blades, and on your tailbone, then push your hips back keeping all three contact points

glued to the rod as long as possible.

14.  Set a Breathing Rhythm for Light Squats
At the bottom of every lift, a braced spine is a protected spine.

15.  Weave Core Work Around Your Lifting Week
Tack 15 to 20 minutes of stability work onto the end of a lifting session, or run it as its own

appointment on off days, always keeping at least one rest day between loaded-core sessions.

Track, Progress, and Know When to Stop

16.  Retest the Baseline and Record the Change
In week four, repeat the opening three tests in the same order on the same surface: dead-bug

quality, timed side plank per side, and single-leg stand.

17.  Progress by Leverage Before Adding Weight
When a stage feels clean, advance in this order: add time, then reps, then move the lever further

from the trunk, then add external load.
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18.  Break Up Sitting Every Half Hour
Desk work is the test your core actually fails most days, so practice the brace in place: twice an

hour, sit tall, set a light brace, and take 5 slow breaths behind it — about 20 seconds.

19.  Stop at Once for These Red Flags
Stop training the same day and contact a clinician if pain shoots down a leg below the knee, if

numbness, pins-and-needles, or progressive leg weakness shows up, or if sharp back pain outlasts

the session and wakes you at night.

20.  See a Physical Therapist If You Stall
Book a licensed physical therapist rather than self-diagnosing from videos if week four's retest stalls,

one side keeps failing, your brace collapses the moment the hinge gets real, or back pain has

followed you through the whole block.

Sources

1. Low Back Exercises: Stuart McGill's Big Three
   https://www.acefitness.org/education-and-resources/professional/expert-articles/7077/low-back-exercises-stuart-mcgill-s-big-three/

2. Back Pain Rehabilitation, Injury Prevention and Exercise
   https://www.backfitpro.com/

3. ACSM Position Stands
   https://acsm.org/education-resources/pronouncements-scientific-communications/position-stands/

4. Exercise and Fitness
   https://www.harvardhealth.org/topics/exercise-and-fitness

5. American Physical Therapy Association
   https://www.apta.org/

6. Back Pain - Diagnosis and Treatment
   https://www.mayoclinic.org/diseases-conditions/back-pain/diagnosis-treatment/drc-20369911

7. Physical Activity - Fact Sheet
   https://www.who.int/news-room/fact-sheets/detail/physical-activity

Written as a checklist from https://www.howcompass.com/how-to/Train-Core-Stability. Corrections: https://www.howcompass.com/corrections
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