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Pilates: A Holistic Approach to Rehab
The Pilates Method of physical and mental
conditioning was developed by Joseph H. Pilates
(1880-1967). Mr. Pilates was born near Dusseldorf,
Germany and was a sickly child who suffered from
asthma, rickets and rheumatic fever. He dedicated
himself to various types of physical training
throughout his life to overcome his weaknesses. He
studied many different physical disciplines including:
boxing, gymnastics, yoga, body building, diving, and
skiing. He moved to England at the age of 32, and
he earned a living as a boxer. During his stay,
World War I broke out and he was interned with
other Germans at a camp in Lancaster and later on
the Isle of Man. While imprisoned, Pilates
developed an exercise system, and he trained other
captives in his method which would later become
the Pilates Method of physical and mental
conditioning. Additionally, he built several pieces of
equipment using scraps of wood, springs, and other
discarded materials. One of these devices became
known as The Reformer, a key component of his
system. He was widely recognized when he and his
students did not succumb to an influenza epidemic
that killed thousands in England in 1918.
Furthermore, he and his trainees departed the camp
stronger than when they entered.
Pilates left Europe after the war and decided
to emigrate to the U.S. He settled in New York City
where he opened up a studio that remains in use
today. Because the Pilates Method stresses
flexibility, trunk control, posture, and incorporates
dance like movements, it was implemented by many
professional dancers and dance teachers such as
George Balanchine and Martha Graham. One of
Pilate’s early students, Romana Kryzanowska, was
entrusted with the method and continues to teach in
New York City today.
A Pilates session is organized into three
components which are implemented during each
session. The first is The Mat which consists of floor
work. The second is The Reformer, and the third is

individual exercises depending on specific client
needs. In addition, each Pilates session is taught by
a trained Pilates instructor and lasts for one hour.
The Mat (Figure A) is considered the crown of the
Pilates method. It is further divided into basic,
intermediate, and
advanced exercises.
The basic mat
consists of seven
exercises, the
intermediate twentyFig. A (Advanced Mat Exercise)
one, and the
advanced forty-three. The only equipment needed
is an exercise mat. The average individual will work
on the basic Pilates program for 3-6 months as each
exercise is extremely precise and requires strict
discipline. The Mat work develops tremendous core
strength and lumbar stability through the training of
the transverse abdominus muscle.
The Reformer (Figure B) is a long,
rectangular apparatus that uses springs to provide
tension and helps to build strength, flexibility, and
balance of the whole body. The Reformer is
composed of basic, intermediate, and advanced

Fig. B (Joseph Pilates performing
advanced Reformer exercises)
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exercises that focus on lower extremity
strengthening as well as spinal flexibility and general
core strength. Additionally, The Reformer helps
prepare the body for more advanced mat exercises.
The client may be supine, prone, sitting or standing
depending on the exercise chosen. Exercises,
transitions, and position changes are also extremely
precise and performed in a specific choreographed
manner.
The Third component of The Pilates System is given
by the instructor to their client depending on the
client’s specific weakness, inflexibility, postural
deficit or medical diagnosis. The instructor may
work directly with the physician or physical therapist
to decide upon a safe and effective treatment
program. These additional exercises are
implemented using other pieces of equipment such
as: The Cadillac, The Big Chair, The Wunda Chair,
The Small Barrels, The Large Barrels, The Spine
Corrector, The Pedi-Pull and The Magic Circle.
The Pilates Method is an excellent method of
conditioning for individuals of all ages and it
provides many medical benefits such as: relief of
back pain, improved weight control, stress reduction,
improved flexibility of the muscles and joints,
lengthening of the body, improved posture,
coordination, and balance, as well as better joint
alignment. It has also been shown to stimulate the
circulatory system, oxygenate the blood, heal injured
tissues, and help to prevent osteoporosis. Pilates is
also mainly a flexion based conditioning program,
and it incorporates closed kinetic chain exercises

(CKC) - especially when using the reformer or chair.
It is an excellent choice of treatment for diagnoses
requiring spinal flexion, lumbar stabilization, CKC
exercises for the lower as well as the upper
extremity, scapular stabilization and anterior mobility
of the cervical, thoracic and lumbar vertebra.
Because of the emphasis on flexion, The Pilates
Method may be contraindicated with certain medical
conditions that could become progressively worse
with flexion such as: acute disk herniation of the
cervical, thoracic, or lumbar spine, spondylitis, and
osteoporosis among others.
Here at KPT, we are happy to have a therapist
trained in The Pilates Method which allows us to use
it as a part of our comprehensive rehabilitation
programs.

Six years and growing strong.
Thank you to all of our
referring sources, patients,
and friends!
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Don’t forget to check us out on the web and tell your
patients about it when making a referral.
Quotes:
“I found the website extremely informative and it helped
me manage my acute ankle sprain.”
“An excellent website! The videos of my exercises were
very helpful and allowed me to verify my techniques.”
“Wow! What a great website.”
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