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When I look back over my decade-long 
career in fitness, I can pinpoint specific 
pivotal events which served to steer me in 
the direction of functional training, and 
ultimately formed the beliefs I hold today. I 
owe a debt of gratitude to the physiotherapy 
discipline for these career-shaping episodes.

One was an anterior cruciate ligament tear 
and the subsequent post-op rehabilitation 
that I was fortunate to receive from 
Tom Swales, a talented practitioner and 
long-standing member of the Canadian 
Physiotherapy Association, from Barrie, 
Ontario. 

The other was my introduction to, and 
certification in, the Functional Movement 
Screen (FMS).1 The FMS is a movement 
assessment tool developed by physical 
therapist Gray Cook, and Lee Burton, PhD, 
to be the standard operating procedure in 

assessing an individual’s ability to move 
functionally and establishing where that 
individual should begin their journey into 
exercise.

These events were momentous for me 
because I had previously been under the as-
sumption that I moved well and furthermore 
understood what it took to guide others to 
move well also. I was wrong, but thankfully, I 
had the humility to recognize these short-
comings and use them as a launchpad for 
continuing my education into movement. 

Growing up, my father would often repeat 
an Italian saying passed on by his father, 
when mistakes were repeated. “Even a 
donkey doesn’t step in the same hole twice,” he 
would say lightheartedly. The message being, 
of course, one misstep should be all that’s 
needed to ensure the same never happens 
again.

“By seeking and blundering, we learn.”
~Johann Wolfgang von Goethe
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It’s imperative, however, to experience a 
few missteps while developing as humans. 
Early in our lives, these blunders are, in part, 
responsible for establishing strong movement 
patterns. We have to stumble or even fall to 
learn stabilty and balance and develop the 
crucial body awareness which prepares us for 
life and athletics.

Of course, some mistakes, such as the one 
I experienced, have more dire consequences 
than others and may result in injury or lead 
to the development of faulty movement pat-
terns. At that point, practitioners now assume 
the vital role in rehabilitation and repattern-
ing. The result, hopefully, is that the newly 
learned patterns stick so patients can avoid 
future injuries.

My ACL injury was enough of a catalyst to 
get me to look more deeply into the way my 
body was ‘moving as a whole’. Working with 
a physiotherapist helped shine some light 
on what dysfunctions could have led to my 
injury in the first place and I began a journey 
into self-discovery and movement mastery 
that has continued to this day. 

Learning how to apply the FMS in a practi-
cal way has helped me develop exercise pro-
grams for my clients that address movement 
dysfunction first so we can establish a strong 
and functional movement base from which to 
build a stronger and fitter human.

Without this functional base, strength 
training can quickly run off the rails. Ex-
ample: teen boys hit the gym with reckless 
abandon and begin to strengthen faulty 
movement patterns which can, at times, go 
unnoticed because teenagers are resilient and 
tend to hide injuries from parents or coaches. 

Early intervention is not always possible, 
and poor habits learned during develop-
mental periods, from infancy to adolescence, 
result in deteriorating body mechanics in 
adulthood. These habits can be stubborn and 
difficult to correct. A circumstance will likely 
be injury or pain triggered by certain move-
ments, in which case a patient will consult 
a practitioner for advice. Once a diagnosis 
is made and a treatment plan developed, 
we would hope the patient commences 
a strength-training program designed to 
strengthen the new movement patterns. 

The main takeaway, whether we’re talking 
about prevention of injury or rehabilitation 
of an injury, is that education in proper 
exercise habits is the key to building better 
and more functional humans. Helping 
patients and clients understand: why we 
need to start with certain exercise strategies, 
why the site of an injury may not necessarily 
be the root cause of the injury, how their day-
to-day habits can have an enormous impact 
on creating dysfunction in their movement 
patterns.

Preventing injury through education is my 
primary goal for clients, whether they come 
to me for fat-loss, strengthening, or athletic 
goals for themselves. Since injuries are obvi-
ously detrimental to all other goals, I’m sure 
we’d all agree, beginning with an experi-
enced and knowledgeable coach right off 
the jump will develop the strong foundation 
from which strength and then athleticism 
can be built upon. In this scenario, injuries 
will be far less likely to occur and will be 
much more easily rehabilitated if they hap-
pen at all.

What’s the next step?
Once this newfound functional base has been 
established, regardless of the assessment 
tool that lead us to it, the possibility for new 
movement adventures opens up. I like to 
provide a space where exercise and play can 
co-exist. 

The goals of clients may differ, but every-
body shares the desire to move better and 
maintain vitality in adulthood and beyond. 
Playing with movement must be part of the 
ongoing quest to move better. Gray Cook has 
written, “Play has an important developmen-
tal role. All this fooling around that looks so 
useless, random, and unstructured serves to 
fire circuits across our vast cortical map.” 

Imagine if everyone could be shown how 
to move without the limitations of pain or 
stiffness and were encouraged to play. They 
might find themselves enjoying the process 
of learning to move better and getting stron-
ger and fitter in the process. 
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