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“Free weights or machines?”  This question is 

often asked when coaches or parents are thinking 

about introducing resistance training to their 

athlete’s training regimen. Although the question 

seems simple on the surface, the answer may be a 

bit more complicated.  When I’m asked this 

question, I usually gives an answer that makes the 

person asking me roll their eyes.  My answer “it 

depends.”  Those who know me, or who have 

trained with me know that I say that there’s very 

little that is “black and white” when it comes to 

fitness and our bodies; my answer is often “it 

depends.  But my answer is not out of indecision 

or not having an answer, but honestly, out of an 

acknowledgement that few things in the world of 

strength and conditioning have “one right 

answer.”  Here’s what I mean.   

 

Each of these forms of resistance training (free 

weights and machines) has advantages and 

disadvantages. For example, a few of the 

advantages of working with free weights are: they 

provide a more “real world” or functional training 

for athletes; they’re more portable which can be a 

benefit if, for example, you train outdoors or 

other venue other than a weight room; and they 

generally provide the athlete with a greater 

range-of-motion. Real world training is enhanced 

through the use of free weight because few, if 

any, of your athlete’s sports performance 

activities will be conducted with the aid of a 

machine. Portability can be a distinct advantage 

over machines in an instance, for example, where 

power development is one of your training goals; 

power training often incorporates releasing or 

otherwise accelerating the weight itself, and this 

can be more easily performed in most instances 
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with free weights such as medicine balls. The 

greater range of motion allowed with free weight 

helps the athlete to develop strength and power 

through their joint’s full range of motion and in all 

planes when contrasted to most weight machines.  

 

Make no mistake about it machines have a place in 

any training program. Machines offer an element of 

safety to resistance training – which for a person 

new to exercise, exercising without a spotter, or 

working with heavy weight, can be a major factor. 

And, although one major complaint about 

machines has been the limited range of motion 

allowed, several new models now allow for “free 

motion” within all planes – simulating workouts 

with free weights. Safety is a big consideration 

when weight lifting, and machines will offer a 

measure of safety so long as you properly adjust 

them and follow the instructions on proper use. 
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In a research study reported in the Journal of 

Strength Conditioning Research (2012) 

researchers looked at the current practices and 

gender differences in Strength and Conditioning 

programs for high school athletes. The study was 

conducted in Idaho school districts. This study 

had a three-fold purpose, first to take a look at 

who is responsible for designing and 

implementing the high school strength programs, 

second was to examine the types of programs 

being used, and third was to determine whether 

the strength and conditioning program was 

different for the genders. While the researchers 

determined that a majority of the coaches were 

providing some type of strength and conditioning 

training for their athletes, they also found that a 

Gender Differences 

Shoulders are extremely important for most 

athletes. If your athlete participates in a throwing 

or racquet sport, this probably goes without 

saying. But even if your athlete doesn’t throw or 

hit a ball during his or her sport, they can fall 

victim to the problems that can be caused by not 

having strong shoulders – swimmers and runners 

are just a couple of the types of athletes that fall 

into this “other” category.  

So, the importance of developing and maintaining 

strong shoulders cannot be overemphasized. 

Exercise of the Month 

 

 

disproportionate number of coaches did NOT 

offer strength and conditioning programs to the 

female athletes. The researchers postulated that 

this finding could lead to increased and 

unnecessary injuries, or failure of the female 

athletes to reach their performance potential.   

Another finding that the researchers found to 

be both interesting and disconcerting was the 

fact that very few of the people providing the 

actual strength and conditioning training were 

certified in strength and conditioning. One 

coach quoted in the research stated “All 

strength teachers should be certified by a 

nationally recognized organization.” Another 

stated “As a coach I have to trust that the 

people hired for the fitness job are educated to 

train my athletes right.” Certified Strength and 

Conditioning Coaches are trained specifically to 

provide safe and effective programs for 

athletes.  

  

 

There are a number of shoulder strengthening 

exercises that can help your athletes 

strengthen their shoulders and avoid injury. 

One exercise I like uses the medicine ball – a 

great piece of equipment in my opinion. I call 

the exercise “Medicine Ball Alphabet.”  With this 

particular exercise I have the athlete take a 

weighted medicine ball (start LIGHT!) and hold 

it in front of her body with straight arms. Then, 

with straight arms and moving only from the 

shoulders (hip to shoulder height), I have her 

“draw” the alphabet A-Z; a tough exercise so 

don’t be surprised if you don’t get to “Z!” 

If you watch a track sprinter begin their sprint, 

one thing will immediately become apparent – 

the 45 degree body lean used to accelerate. 

This lean is important because it is necessary to 

get the athlete’s center of gravity (COG) moving 

outside, or ahead of their base of support (BOS) 

– in sprinting, their feet. Here’s a simple drill 

that I use to give my athletes the “feel” of 

having their COG moving ahead of their BOS. 

The drill is called “Falling Starts.” In photo #1 

the athlete stands behind a low hurdle (6 

inches). As she leans over the hurdle, with a 

straight body, and her body reaches the 45 
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For The Coaches 

LEC Fitness is pleased to offer its ‘Program Review’ 

service to local middle school and high school 

coaches.  If you have an existing strength and 

conditioning program for your athletes we can review 

it for you, or work with you to develop one. Our goal 

is to help you develop an effective program for your 

athletes. We also offer Training Clinics for Coaches 

which allows you as the coach to experience a 

strength and conditioning training session 

specifically targeted to your sport - a great way to 

develop new ideas for your own program!   

AUSTRALIA 2012! 

Anyone who watched this year’s Australian Open 

Tennis Men’s Final had to be in awe as Nadal and 

Djokovic ran around the tennis court for over 5.5 

hours! Sprinting, starting, stopping, decelerating, 

jumping and hitting for 5+ hours is a test of will and 

endurance. In one of my articles, I call tennis “a 

marathon of sprints!” In the article I discuss how to 

train our athletes who participate in tennis, but the 

training principles discussed can be equally applied 

to any sport relying on anaerobic and aerobic 

conditioning.  Look for a reprint of my article in the 

next issue of this newsletter.   

LEC Fitness Website Gets New Look! 

After many long hours of working on a new design, our website 

has recently undergone a facelift! While the purpose was to 

make the site more appealing and streamlined, it is still a “work 

in progress.” Please take a moment to visit our new site and let 

us know what you think.  

 

 

 

Free Webinar coming soon! 
 

We are happy to offer coaches 

and parents, the opportunity to 

participate in our FREE webinar 

“Sports Conditioning 101” 

coming soon. 

 

Look for an email announcing the 

date and sign-up information! 
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About LaRue 

 
 

LaRue E. Cook is the President of LEC Fitness, LLC.  He has been working with athletes 
of all ages for 18 years, and during that time has trained junior athletes just starting 

in sports, several nationally-ranked junior athletes, high school athletes, those 
pursuing College sports, and adult athletes. LaRue has also served as the consulting 

Strength and Conditioning Coach to a Division II University athletic program, and 
Director of Wellness for a local College.   

 
LaRue is a Certified Sports Performance Trainer through the USA Weightlifting 

Association, a Certified Strength and Conditioning Specialist through the National 
Strength and Conditioning Association (NSCA), a Certified Sports Conditioning and 

Injury Prevention Trainer for the Cincinnati Sportsmedicine Research and Education 
Foundation’s award-winning Sportsmetrics™ Program, a Certified Youth Conditioning 
Specialist, and a Certified Speed and Agility Coach (USA Track and Field, and IYCA).  
LaRue is a nationally-recognized strength and conditioning expert who has served as 

Sports Conditioning contributing author for a variety of publications including 
ESPN.com, Women’s Basketball Magazine, Tennis View Magazine, LiveStrong.com, 

Tennis Life Magazine, and iHoops.com.  Additionally, LaRue has authored a Continuing 
Education course for the International Sports Sciences Association on Deceleration 
Training for Female Athletes, and an eBook on Shoulder and Core Strengthening for 

Throwing, Racquet and Overhead Athletes.  
 

LaRue has served as an Adjunct professor of Strength and Conditioning for Female 
Athletes, and Youth Conditioning.

We work with individual 

athletes and parents, 

coaches, sports teams, or 

entire athletic programs. 

 

Working with your athletes is 

our privilege, and one that 

we will never take for 

granted. 
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