Exercise for Knees that Hurt

A number of dancers find their knees hurt after they have been dancing a lot.   An exercise taught by my physical therapist has helped over half the people who have tried it.   She knows what she is talking about; she has had a knee replacement herself.

The purpose of this exercise is not to get stronger.  It is to tone the muscles around the knee that make alignment.   Part of it gets the quads which lift the kneecap to be lifting it all the time, so things do not grind.  But I sense that there are some other alignment things that help with the two sides of the knee joint as well.

Because it is all about getting muscle tone, it turns out to be particularly important to do this exercise very much as it is prescribed.   And it does little extra good to add weight, even though the exercise may not feel like much work as you do it.  Just do the repetitions without hurry, and at least twice a day, when things hurt.   Once a day or less is OK to prevent things from hurting.

Here it is:  You lie on your back on the carpet, comfortably.   You bend the non-working leg (let us say the left) so its foot rests on the floor and the knee is up at an easy 90-degree bend.  It forms a little mountain there, and the position braces your hips comfortably.   Now you will start raising and lowering your working right leg.    

There are 5 positions to the right leg movement.  Stop at each one.  It is the stopping that does the work.   First, straighten the leg in place, pushing the heel out with toes up, and making the knee joint as straight as possible.  You will have raised the leg a teeny bit off the floor, although the back of the thigh and maybe a bit of the calf muscle may still be touching.   Next raise the leg so that the knee is the same height as the bracing left leg’s knee.   That will be about 45 degrees up, not more.   Stop there.   That is the second position.   Now lower halfway back down and stop again.  That is the third position.   Then lower to 1 inch off the floor and stop again.  This is position four.  Finally, relax the leg onto the floor.  That is five.   Repeat between 10 and 20 times.  It gets boring, but do it with care, because it is worth it.  If you do it too fast, it is less useful.  I do it to calm music, or the listening to the news.
The idea behind this is that each stop-and-clutch position causes the knee muscles to do their job of aligning and supporting the knee.   Then when you get up, they are all toned and not too tired.  They keep that “I’m into it and ready to work” feeling as you walk or dance.   So there is much less grinding in the knee, and less pain and swelling.   This has worked well for me.   Whenever I slack off and my knee gets sore, I go back and it fixes things in a day or two.   I hope it does the same for you.

