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HEN REBECCA LOBO blew
out her left knee during the
first minute of the first game
of the 1999 WNBA season, the
star forward for the New York Liberty
thought that she’d been hit. Hard. “I came
down off a.rebound, just like 've done thou-
sands of times before, but when I landed my
leg buckled,” she recalls. “It was like I'd sat
on a collapsing chair.” Lobo wasn’t involved
in a collision; she had just made an awkward
landing. The result: She severed her ante-

rior cruciate ligament, one of the ligaments’

in the knee joint that attaches the thigh
(femur) and shin (tibia) bones.

Lobo sat out the rest of the *99 season.
Following surgery to repair the damage

Inthepast decade

1.4 million female athletes
have suffered ACLinjuries—

twiceasmanyasinthe

reinjured the same knee in practice less
than six months later, forcing her to miss
the 2000 WNBA season. =

Injuries such as Lobo’s are on the rise,
affecting thousands of female athletes.”
every year, from junior high school age .
and up. According to the NCAA, female
athletes are six times more likely to suffer
an ACL injury than their male peers, with
almost 2,200 female collegiate athletes side-
lined with the injury each year. In the past
decade nearly 1.4 million women have suf-
fered ACL injuries—twice as many as in
the previous 10 years.

Basketball, volleyball, tennis and soccer-
Pplayers, as well as skiers and snowboarders—
athletes whose sports require lateral move-
ments, sudden starts and stops or quick di-

and a grueling rehabilitation program, she
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These ligaments cross one another in

the center of the knee, forming the
hinge of the joint. “Women tend to
have stronger quadriceps than ham-
string muscles, and they also rely on
their quads more,” says Hewett. “That
disparity means that during abrupt
movements, the stronger quads pull
at the ACL and the weaker hamstrings
can’t.keep the joint stabilized.” The
result: The ligament gives way and can
be sprained, partially torn (called an
avulsion) or fully severed (also known
as a rupture).

Build a strong base

The first step to take in shoring up
shaky knees is to strengthen the mus-
cles surrounding the joint. Then you
need to learn how to use these mus-
cles to control the movement of your
knees during play, says Mary Lloyd
Ireland, an orthopaedic surgeon in
Lexington, Ky., and a former physi-
cian for the U.S. women’s Olympic
basketball team. Exercises that re-
quire you to work one leg at a
time—such as one-legged squats and
presses, lunges, and hopping on al-
ternate feet—build strength and im-
prove balance, both of which are es-
sential in injury prevention. (For

more strengthening, balancing and
other joint-protecting exercises, see
Prevention Starts Here, page 66.)

Lisa Vojta is one athlete who wishes
she had paid more attention to weight
training exercises when she was youn-
ger. Growing up in Naperville, IlL.,

‘Vojta played soccer every day, practic-

ing her ball handing skills and run-
ning speed drills for hours on end. But
she never gave strength training a
thought until she tore her ACL dur-
ing a summer club team tournament
at age 16. “I never lifted weights until
after my first ACL reconstruction
surgery,” says Vojta, now a 26—year—old
graduate student at Indiana
University. Vojta followed
an intensive recovery
regimen and was
back on the playing
field within nine
months. Four years
later, while playing fo
the University of Chicago, she
retore the ligament but
doesn’t believe the second in-
jury was the result of any holes
in her training. “It was just
one of those things, a
fluke,” says Vojta. Today,

Vojta insists her legs are

Certain activities or exercises can
cause pain if you've previously
injured a knee. Here are some dos
and don’ts to avoid discomfort:

M Don‘t do walking lunges. If your
forward momentum carries you
farther than a quarter of the way to
the ground, it can strain the knee.
Do standing lunges instead.

W Don’t do leg extensions

with heavy weights on a quad-
strengthening machine, which has a
padded bar that rests just above the
ankles. It puts too great a load on the
knees as you lift. Do use the machine
with lighter weights. After raising
the bar, only lower your legs about
halfway to the starting position;
repeat the exercise from this point.
This will help strengthen the inner
thigh without endangering the knee.
= Don't run downhilL Your center
of gravity falls forward, forcing your
knees to act like brakes. Do find a
flat, even surface to run on, such as
a bike trail or track. .

W Don't ride with your bicycle
seat too low—it puts an

added force on the front

of the joint. Do adjust your
seat: It should be high enough
so that your knee
is stightly bent
when the pedat
reaches its
lowest point.










