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o athlete ever wants to hear that he or
she has a torn anterior cruciate ligament
(ACL). This serious injury used to be a
career ender for many athletes. However,
with advances in surgical procedures and proper rehabilitation, the knee can become functionally sound
again and most athletes can return to play.
As one of the four major ligaments of the knee
that connects the upper leg bone to the lower leg
bone, the ACL functions to help stabilize the knee.
Therefore, a torn ACL has serious implications for
the function of the knee joint. Any athlete, whose
sport requires making sudden changes in direction,
jumping, tackling, or frequent twisting that involves
the knee, is susceptible to ACL injury. Females are
more likely than males to sustain ACL injury due to
their anatomy, knee alignment, ligament laxity, muscle strength and conditioning.

So how can athletes protect themselves
against ACL injury?

First, athletes should strengthen and condition
their quadriceps and hamstrings. Squats, lunges,
leg extensions, and leg curls are some of the best
exercises for doing this. Usually three sets of 10 of
each of those exercises is a good start. Exercises
should be performed with a hand weight or weights
using good posture and not involving the back. If the
athlete has to use his or her back, the weight is too
heavy. Once the athlete can do three sets of 15 using the proper technique and posture, he or she can
increase the weight used.
Another way to condition those muscles involves
stretching the quadriceps and hamstrings as well
as the calves and hip structures. Stretching is important because if those structures are tight, proper
technique for athletic movements such as jumping,
pivoting, and even a basic athletic stance will be
more difficult.
Athletic movements should be performed
properly to decrease stress on the knee joint.
One way to accomplish this is to practice proper
jumping technique. Start by jumping in place
while in an athletic stance with knees bent and
about shoulder width apart. Jump straight up land
softly by coming down on the toes, then back on
the heels, and back to a bent knee position. The
soft landing and the bent knee position places
the ACL in a less stretched position inside the
joint. If the knee is straight and the athlete lands
hard on the heels, there is an increased chance
of tearing the ACL. Once successfully landing
with both knees bent while jumping in place, try
jumping over a line, jump rope, cone, or a sports
ball. Move forward and backward while concentrating on landing with knees bent and softly on
the toes. Then try jumping over one of those objects side to side while focusing on landing softly
with bent knees. Jumps should be done in sets
of 20-30 repetitions each.
A final precaution to take in preventing ACL
injury is practicing correctly changing direction
and speed when sprinting. If sprinting straight
ahead, practice sprinting to the point at which
the sprint stops and slowing decelerating to a
run or jog. Avoid quick pounding and chopping
movements, which place stress on the front of
the knee. Once sprinting straight forward can
be accomplished, try adding angles to the sprint
by setting up cones in a figure eight position or
diagonally. When pivoting from one cone to the

next concentrate on keeping the pivoting leg slightly
bent and keeping the knee over the top of the ankle
in a straight line. The caving in of the knee will place
the knee in a position that may increase the risk for
injury. Running backwards is also good for increasing endurance and strengthening the knee joint.
When running backwards, concentrate on slightly
bending the knees and staying soft on the toes.
These are just a few of the main strengthening,
exercise and agility training tools that can aid an
athlete in preventing ACL injury. Athletes can incorporate them in their warm up routine or as a part
of their strength and conditioning program. Keep in
mind that ACL injuries can still happen due to contact
with another player while being tackled or defending
in game or practice situations. However, if an athlete
is properly conditioned by using these tools, noncontact ACL tears can be prevented. For further information, ask an athletic trainer about these training
exercises and others that may help keep you safe
and reduce your risk of ACL injury.
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