
Overhead and Behind The Back Shoulder Flexibility
Skill Application, Key Points, and Basic Anatomy
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Why Do We Need Shoulder Mobility?

Extreme overhead positions very important in skills

Static - Shaping, rebounds, handstands, 
cartwheels and round offs, blocking

Dynamic - Arm swing in handsprings, vaulting, 
shoulder open/close bars, setting, 
trampoline direction and MANY more 
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Why Do We Need Shoulder Mobility?

Behind the back shoulder motion also very important

Front swings and hip extension

Running/sprinting

Unique arm/shoulder positions 



5



6

Must Know Basic Anatomy To See Change 

Step 1 is actually the upper back / thoracic spine

Full overhead shoulder motion requires 
upper back to open or extend

Upper back opens à
Shoulder blades move à

Shoulder joint moves à
Arms go overhead!
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Limited upper back / thoracic spine 
Mobility = arms can’t go overhead fully

Full upper back / thoracic spine 
Mobility = arms can go overhead fully
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PREVIOUSNEXT

Layer 1 – Boney 
Alignment 

Scapula / 
Shoulder 

Blade Humerus / Arm 

Glenoid / “socket”
(think golf ball on tee)

Clavicle / Collar 
Bone

Research Articles [ ]
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PREVIOUSNEXT

Layer 2 – Joint 
Capsule / 
Ligaments

Labrum 

Shoulder ligaments 
blend to make “joint 

capsule”

(think shirt sleeve)

Research Articles [ ]
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PREVIOUSNEXT

Layer 3 – Muscle / 
Tendon Support

“Rotator Cuff”

Biceps / Biceps 
Tendon, Triceps 

Behind

*Lat*
*Teres Major*

Research Articles [ ]
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Research Articles [ ]



1
2

PREVIOUSNEXT

Where Do I Get This Info?
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What Commonly Limits Overhead Flexibility?

Upper back extension
Latisimus/Teres Major muscle
Pec major/Pec minor muscle
Shoulder blade strength
Core strength/control
Technique 
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Upper Back Screening

Press Up – Even upper back curve

Seated Turn – 50+ degrees rotation
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Pass = Even / Full Curve Not Pass = Hinge / Not 
Full Curve
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Pass = Past Block Edge 
or > 50+ degrees

Not Pass = Not Past Block 
Edge or < 50+ degrees



17

Upper Back Soft Tissue/Stretching

Foam roller extensions
Windmills
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Foam Roller Extensions Windmills
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Upper Back Active Flexibility Drills

Hands and Knees Turns
“Uppers” with PVC Stick
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Hands and Knees Turns Uppers
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Overhead Shoulder Screening

Looking at soft tissue limitations 

Seated with back/head on wall

Palms down, up, and together

Pass = touches wall all 3 positions
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Pass = Touch Wall In
All Grips

Not Pass = Can’t 
Touch Wall In All Grips



Shoulder range gets worse with front / narrow grip 

Focus underarm, upper back, chest muscles then 
appropriate active flexibility drills 

All looks good, but not showing up in skills

Focus upper back strength, active flex, technique  



24

Overhead Shoulder Flexibility Soft Tissue/Stretching

Foam roll lats
Lacrosse ball teres/pec
PVC stick stretch lats
Floor chest stretch
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Foam Roll Lats/Teres Lacrosse Ball Teres

PVC Stick Stretch Floor Chest Stretch
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Overhead Shoulder Flexibility Eccentrics/Active Flex

Eccentric pull ups
Eccentric push ups
Wall/Floor Angels
Stomach Shoulder Circles
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Eccentric Pull Up Lowers Eccentric Push Up Lowers

Wall Angels Stomach Shoulder Circles
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Overhead Shoulder Flexibility Drills/Skill Basics

Wall Press Drill
Back Extension Rolls
Wall Tight Arch Handstand
Step Back Rebound Drill
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Wall Press Drill Back Extension Rolls

Wall Tight Arch Handstand Step Back Rebound
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Overhead Shoulder Flexibility Complex Example

2-3 Rounds 

1. 30s Foam Roll/Lacrosse Ball Underarm
2. 10 Upper Back Extensions over Roller
3. 30s PVC Stick Stretch & Chest Stretch
4. 5 Eccentric Chin Ups, 5s lower, 5s hold
5. 10 Stomach Shoulder Circles 
6. 30s Wall Facing Tuck HS



31

Behind The Back Shoulder Screening

Table top = 90+ degree angle and 
hips open

*Hands and knees shoulder circle also
good screen for single arm
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Pass = 90 degree shoulder 
and open hips

Not Pass = > 90 degree shoulder 
and open hips not open
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Behind The Back Soft Tissue/Stretching

Foam roll lats
Lacrosse ball pecs
Chest openers on roller
Hands behind back squeezes



34

Foam Roll Lats Lacrosse Ball Pecs

Chest Openers Hands Behind Back Squeeze
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Behind The Back Eccentrics/Active Flex

Eccentric planche slider crawls
Eccentric dips
Hands and knees wall circles
Crab Walks
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Eccentric Slider Crawl Eccentric Dips

Hands and Knees Circles Crab Walks
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Behind The Back Shoulder Flexibility Complex Example

2-3 Rounds 

1. 30s Foam Roll/Lacrosse Ball Underarm
2. 30s Lacrosse Ball Chest
3. 30s PVC Lat Stretch and Behind Back Stretch
4. 5 Eccentric Skin The Cat Slide Outs, 5s lower and 5s hold
5. 10 Stomach Shoulder Circles
6. 10 power swings on parallel bars
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Shoulder Flexibility Strength Balance

2x/week of 3-4 sets of 8-12

Feet elevated rows
Face Pulls
Renegade Rows
Bent Over Dumbbell Rows
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Feet Elevated Rows Face Pulls

Renegade Rows Dumbbell Rows
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What About Extreme Motions?

Have to develop this motion for skills! Inevitable

Bias muscle in flexibility work first

Then get VERY good strength, control, & basics 

Use drills and technical progressions to slowly 
develop range of motion
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Are These Shoulder Stretches Bad?

Some just not optimal, some yes

Bias stretch on ligaments, not muscles

Might irritate joints, over time contribute to 
instability and injuries

Better to go above focus, then use skill work 
and active flex to develop larger motions

Reinold 2013, Wilk 2008, Wilk/Macrina 2013


