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The transformation into functionalism
By Louis Hayes

once listened in an introductory class 
being taught by a CrossFit instructor. 
The instructor used words and terms 
that confused the majority of students 
so terribly; within three minutes 
students turned the switch “OFF” 
for the rest of class. Functionalists 
(of which I include myself) need to 
introduce knowledge slowly, in an 
organized manner, and regularly test 
for proficiency before moving onto 
more advanced material, speeds, 
and movements. Our biggest failures 
come when we expect too much too 
soon! There is a definite line between 

I myself have done a less-than-
stellar job at introducing my style 
of fitness training to others. Maybe 
I pushed to quickly? Or spoke too 
condescendingly? However, I have 
recently been able to successfully 
promote it through thorough discus-
sion of training methodologies, en-
couraging slow and steady progress, 
and constant self-evaluation and 
self-education.

We in the functional fitness 
community have been our on worst 
enemies. We frequently do a poor 
job at helping others in the door. I 

The question I get asked more 
than any other when it comes to phys-
ical fitness is by far: how do I get start-
ed? This also happens to be the most 
difficult inquiry for me to answer. 

I am not a certified fitness trainer. 
But what I do have is an “informa-
tional advantage” when it comes to 
enhancing human performance. My 
experience as a police firearms and 
tactical instructor have lent some very 
pertinent skills to the field of physi-
cal fitness training. Chief among these 
is a methodical approach to building 
abilities and skills.
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has its counterparts. Two of the most 
basic exercises in human movement 
design are: the deadlift and the squat. 
There are no machines in a gym 
that replicate these two movements. 
None. There are no substitutes. 
Both movements are important to 
developing natural and practical 
fitness, and machines do not help.

The deadlift and squat. Those 
who ignore them sometimes do so 
on purpose. They fear back injury. 
And rightfully so. Many athletes have 
been seriously injured using poor 
deadlift or back squat form with too 
much weight. Bad form + heavy 
weight = injury. Add in “Too High of 
Intensity Level,” and the result can be 
irrecoverable damage. Yet what we in 
the functional fitness community do 
is put such a high emphasis on heavy 
weight and speed/intensity. For those 
with practice and experience, it’s not as 
risky. However, a newbie without the 
development in those new movement 
patterns walks a dangerous path. So 
how do we fix this problem?

There are issues with too much or 
too little emphasis on each:

Perfect form/mechanics•	
Heavy weights•	
Fast movement/high intensity•	

Step 1—Acceptance that perfect 
form is near unattainable. What is 
“perfect form” anyhow? Wouldn’t 
that infer all humans have the same 
biomechanical measurements of limbs, 
trunk, and joints? Therefore, there is no 
“perfect” form. It doesn’t exist. What 
does exist, as it relates to form is this: 
efficiency. There are a dozen ways 
to perform a deadlift. Some methods 
are clearly more efficient than others. 
Those examples of “perfection” are 
the ones you might see used during 
a professional competition. The 
competitors maximize and exploit 
certain biomechanical advantages 
into the optimal form. 

During a televised StrongMan 
contest, you might see a competitor 
with form that appears so sloppy, 

planning, verbal challenges, target 
discrimination, crossfire, priority of 
fire, and teamwork. 

Yet don’t you think most recruits 
would cherish the opportunity to 
spend a day in a live-fire house? Of 
course they would. After all, they’d get 
to imitate the videos of special forces 
training they see on reality television, 
right? I can safely admit that even as 
shoot house training builds stress and 
angst, there remains a smidgen of fun 
and excitement. But building the skills 
to do so safely and efficiently is a slow 
methodical process. As a trainer, it is 
my job to ensure only officers who 
possess the right skill set enter the 
live-fire house. It is difficult, yet right, 
to reign-in those student officers who 
desperately want an opportunity in 
the house but are not yet ready.

Going through high-intensity 
functional workout sessions is much 
like going through a shoot house: 
without a mastery of the basics and a 
solid understanding of the movements, 
danger and injury lurks ahead.

What are the basics of functional 
fitness?

Much like trigger control and 
sight alignment are fundamentals of 
firearms training, functional fitness 

pushing outside the comfort zone and 
pushing into a danger area.

Simply put, we put too much 
emphasis on what should be done 
(the goal), and not enough time spent 
talking about how to get there (the 
process).

The shoot house analogy
Take the typical police acade-

my recruit. Examine his or her basic 
firearms training. One word summa-
rizes that training: Basic. The courses 
of fire are most likely: static, slow, 
controlled, and precise. Focus is on 
marksmanship, handling, and manip-
ulation. The conditions of recruit pis-
tol training do not reflect the realities 
of deadly force incidents. However, 
this fundamental curriculum is nec-
essary to get these recruits into more 
advanced training.

Now take a group of newly grad-
uated police recruits into a live-fire 
shoot house. (Some of you readers 
chuckle at the mere thought of this 
pending disaster.) Any shoot house in-
structor would be begging for tragedy 
if he/she did this. Why? Because there 
are so many critical steps to combat 
firearms training being skipped over: 
lateral movement, room entry and 
clearing, stress inoculation, mission 
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Those who have ignored deadlifting tend to see quick results with training and practice.
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quickly relate to increases in intensity. 
Heavy loads moved even quicker of-
fers the highest intensity. The problem 
with forcing speed is how it relates to 
mechanics. The faster one moves, the 
more likely he/she will experience 
degradation in form. One should 
avoid finding him/herself in an un-
practiced movement pattern at high 
speeds.

Good programs for even expe-
rienced and practiced functionalists 
include both “light loads quickly” 
and “heavy loads more slowly.” Re-
ally great general preparation pro-
grams actually have participants do-
ing deadlifts in all the different ways 
imaginable: wide grips, narrow grips, 
wide stance, narrow stance, and all 
sorts of angles and alignments of hips, 
legs, and back.  

Introducing the new movements
Learning new movements is 

critical to a functional fitness program. 
Any general fitness program worth a 
dime contains some basic exercises. 
Some new movements that should be 
practiced and mastered are:

Deadlift•	
Squat•	
Walking lunges•	
Pullups and inverted rows•	
Dips and standing overhead presses•	

Online resources such as YouTube 
have plenty of videos. Some are 
obviously better than others. It doesn’t 

squat. The lightest load for a squat is 
NO load. It’s called an “air squat.” 
And if one hasn’t practiced air squats, 
his/her form probably sucks. Not 
until air squats are practiced should 
a participant be encouraged to add a 
barbell to his/her back.

The air squat is as simple as it 
gets. Stand with feet in a comfortable 
position, toes pointed slightly out, 
and heels on the ground. Squat 
down. Keep the heels on the ground. 
Stand up. Repeat. It doesn’t take 
much practice to increase the range 
of motion (depth). Likewise, the 
coordination and balance refines into 
something ready for weight.

The same method can be said of 
deadlifts. One must first master light 
weight done at a slow, methodical 
pace. Practice with light loads 
minimizes potential for injury down 
the road. Many beginning men start 
with weights of less than 100 pounds. 
While the mechanics might not mirror 
that of professional competitors, the 
light loads keep risk down. I do not 
recommend increasing weight until 
you have found a deadlift pattern that 
is comfortable and effective.

Stand over a barbell or kettlebell. 
Pick it up off the ground. Congratula-
tions. You just did a deadlift. Maybe 
you used optimal form. Probably not. 
So what. You likely used one of the 
more than a dozen techniques with 
names that aren’t important. Do it 
some more. Keep the weight light and 
the speed slow.

Even if your form or mechanics 
for squats or deadlifts are less-than-
optimal, at least your body is practiced 
and conditioned in those movement 
patterns. Keep in mind that as weight 
increases, the chances for injury also 
increase. It is my limited experience 
that as weight slowly climbs, oddly 
enough a participant’s form naturally 
“finds” an optimal pattern. Just don’t 
try to get there too quickly.

Step 3—Gradually increase speed.  
Like I alluded to above, intensity in-
creases directly with added weight 
and speed. Lighter loads moved 

injury is inevitable. Imagine a beer 
keg. The awkwardness of the keg 
design does not lend itself to perfect 
deadlift or clean-and-press mechanics. 
However, by training the muscles and 
joints in those seemingly-awkward 
movements, the competitors lift and 
hurl the kegs without injury. These 
StrongMen prepare their bodies to 
work in movement patterns that are 
less-than-perfect or “sub-optimal.”

CrossFit founder Greg Glassman 
might put it best with regards to exercise 
form. He argued in a presentation at 
the National War College in January 
20091 that “doing it shitty” is better 
than not doing the exercise at all. This 
is one of those claims of CrossFit that 
I wholeheartedly accept. Humans are 
better off by conditioning their bodies 
with poor mechanics than they are by 
neglecting those movement patterns 
altogether. The highest chance of 
injury lives in the real world when the 
person needs that unconditioned and 
untrained movement, uses it, and gets 
hurt. Therefore it is actually safer and 
less risky to condition the body using 
less-than-optimal form and SLOWLY 
building up a certain amount of 
musculature and ability than it is to 
ignore that movement. (Did he just 
say, “Form doesn’t matter?” No, I 
didn’t. I said mechanics mean less 
than we generally believe they do.)

Step 2—Begin with light loads. 
The mantra of functional fitness is 
Intensity. Intensity can be reflected 
in maximal weights and loads or in 
the speed of the movements. Many of 
the exercises prescribed in functional 
fitness routines are new to beginners. 
If a beginner doesn’t do back squats, 
it doesn’t matter how experienced he/
she is in leg extensions, leg curls, or 
leg press. The squatting movement is 
untrained. There is little carry-over 
from those machines into the back 

Ph
ot

o 
co

ur
te

sy
 o

f G
eo

rg
e 

D
em

et
ri

ou

_______________

1 CrossFit Journal. National War College Speech Part 
4. http://journal.crossfit.com/2009/02/national-war-
college-speech-part-4-qa-2.tpl
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and practicing those movements for 
which our bodies were designed.

Summary
No one wants to equate him/

herself to a police academy recruit. 
It’s an image of wet-behind-the-ears 
ignorance. But what is often ignored 
is the recruit’s potential. Those fresh, 
energized recruits must realize that 
they aren’t ready for the shoot house. 
And instructors must develop agendas 
and plans to prepare those recruits for 
realistic, life-like training.

Much like the days of shooting 
while standing static in stalls at the 
firearms range is outdated, so are the 
times of isolation and bodybuilding 
exercises in the gym. In both worlds 
there are training methods that are 
more optimal for life. 

The key is finding the right steps 
and a safe path to that goal. So to answer 
the question-how do I get started? The 
short answer is: by a single, ugly, slow, 
light deadlift. And then another. Or 
just buy the author lunch.

NOTE: The ITOA webmaster 
maintains an online library for all 
previous physical fitness articles. 
Please visit http://itoa.org/fitness.htm 
to read more. 

About the author
Louis Hayes is a Police Officer for 

the Hinsdale IL Police Department, 
where his responsibilities include 
coordinating the in-house Physical 
Fitness and Wellness Program and 
teaching various use of force disci-
plines. He is currently assigned to 
the FIAT SWAT Taskforce as a Team 
Leader and trainer. Lou sits on the 
Board of Directors for the Illinois 
Tactical Officers Association and is 
a member of ILEETA and IALEFI. Five 
years into functional fitness, some of 
his mechanics still suck but consis-
tently inch toward optimal. He con-
tributes to a for-the-good-of-mankind 
fitness blog called the Trinity Train-
ing Group at http://trinitytraining.
blogspot.com. He can be reached at 
Louis.Hayes@comcast.net. 

Again, the focus was on the 
movement and moderate speed, 
and far from maximal weight. Most 
men complete the PWO#2 with 
only a single 35-pound weight. 
Women tend to use a range of 15-
25-pound weights. 

The last of the Prison Workout 
series was #3. It used near-maximal 
loads in some of the movements. This 
is not a beginner’s program. However, 
if a participant was smart and mature 
enough to adjust the weights down to 
manageable levels, someone with a 
decent background in fitness training 
might find this a challenging but 
decent starting point.

The hardest part to a transforma-
tion into a practical system is getting 
the first steps. There is no cookie-
cutter program that optimizes YOUR 
entrance. Some participants start with 
extensive running backgrounds. Oth-
ers are already extremely strong. Oth-
ers are a hybrid (AKA “Yeah, I lift and 
do cardo.”). A big step is identifying 

really matter if you have “perfect” form 
or not. Gradually adding weight to light 
loads keeps the potential for injury to a 
minimum. Learning these movements 
slowly and under control is a healthy 
and effective start to entering the world 
of functional fitness.

I offered a program to some 
friends called the Prison Workout 
(dubbed PWO#1)2. It was a plan with 
25 workout sessions, needing nothing 
more than floor space and a pullup 
bar. The bodyweight-only exercises 
were used to keep the weights to an 
absolute minimum…how can one 
get lighter than no weight at all? The 
sessions are short in duration, but 
work to condition the body in many 
new movement patterns. 

A second Prison Workout 
(PWO#2) was then developed to 
incorporate only a single kettlebell. 

_______________

2 Trinity Training Group. Prison Workout #1, #2, and 
#3 are available free at http://trinitytraining.blogspot.
com 
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Proper depth for squatting needs to be practiced before adding weight.


