
how to do a cartwheel
Mastering the Cartwheel: A Comprehensive Guide for Beginners

how to do a cartwheel is a fundamental gymnastic skill that combines strength,
coordination, and balance, offering a fun and impressive way to showcase physical
prowess. This comprehensive guide will walk you through the entire process, from
understanding the basic mechanics to perfecting your technique for a smooth, powerful
cartwheel. We will cover essential preparatory exercises, the step-by-step execution of the
cartwheel, common mistakes to avoid, and tips for progression. Whether you're a complete
novice or looking to refine your existing skills, this detailed breakdown will equip you with
the knowledge and confidence to master this dynamic movement. Get ready to learn the
ins and outs of performing a successful cartwheel.
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Understanding the Cartwheel Mechanics
At its core, a cartwheel is essentially a sideways rotation where your body moves in a
straight line, supported by your hands. It’s a continuous movement that transitions from
standing on your feet to landing on your feet, with your body momentarily inverted. The
key to a successful cartwheel lies in understanding the transfer of weight, the opposition
of limbs, and maintaining a rigid body line throughout the motion. This involves pushing
off with your legs and driving your hips up and over, while your hands provide the stable
support and guidance.

Think of it as a rolling motion executed laterally. Your dominant side will typically lead,
with that hand being the first to touch the ground. As your first hand plants, your legs will
swing up and over, followed by your second hand. The timing of your leg drive and arm
extension is crucial for generating momentum and achieving height, preventing you from
simply dropping to the ground. A good cartwheel will look effortless, a fluid arc of motion.

Preparing for Your First Cartwheel
Before you even attempt a full cartwheel, it’s vital to build a foundational level of strength
and coordination. This preparatory phase will significantly reduce your risk of injury and
make the learning process much smoother. Focusing on exercises that target your core,
arms, and legs will provide the necessary stability and power.



Core Strength Exercises for Cartwheel Stability
A strong core is paramount for maintaining a straight body line during a cartwheel,
preventing your hips from sagging or your back from arching excessively. Incorporating
specific exercises will build the necessary abdominal and back strength.

Plank: Hold a plank position for increasing durations to build overall core endurance.

Hollow Hold: Lie on your back, lift your shoulders and legs slightly off the ground,
and engage your abdominal muscles.

Superman: Lie on your stomach and simultaneously lift your arms and legs, engaging
your back muscles.

Arm and Shoulder Strength for Hand Support
Your arms and shoulders will bear the brunt of your body weight. Strengthening these
areas is non-negotiable for safe and effective cartwheeling. This will allow you to push
through your hands with confidence.

Push-ups: A classic exercise that builds strength in the chest, shoulders, and triceps.
Start on your knees if needed and progress to full push-ups.

Pike Push-ups: These target the shoulders more intensely by elevating your hips.

Wrist Stretches: Gently stretching your wrists before and after practice can prevent
strain and improve flexibility.

Leg Strength and Flexibility for Momentum
Powerful leg drives are what initiate the cartwheel and propel your body upwards.
Flexibility in your hips and hamstrings will also contribute to a cleaner, more extended leg
swing.

Squats: Build fundamental leg strength.

Lunges: Improve balance and strengthen individual legs.

Hamstring Stretches: Reach for your toes, hold a deep lunge, or use a yoga strap to
gently stretch your hamstrings.

Hip Flexor Stretches: Kneel on one knee and gently push your hips forward to stretch
the front of your hip.



Practicing the Cartwheel Motion in Segments
Breaking down the cartwheel into smaller, manageable movements can help you
understand the sequence and build muscle memory. This approach is less intimidating and
allows for focused practice on specific aspects.

Handstand Holds (against a wall): Develops shoulder strength and body awareness in
an inverted position.

Forward Rolls: Helps in understanding body rotation and tucking.

Step-through Practice: Mimic the leg motion of a cartwheel by stepping forward and
reaching your hands down, then swinging your back leg over.

Step-by-Step Cartwheel Execution
Once you've built a solid foundation, it's time to put it all together and attempt the
cartwheel itself. The key is to approach it with focus and a clear understanding of each
phase of the movement. Remember to start in a safe, open space with a soft surface if
possible, like grass or a gymnastics mat.

Starting Position and Initial Push
Begin in a standing position with your feet shoulder-width apart. Identify your dominant
leg and dominant arm – typically, you'll step forward with your dominant leg and place
your dominant hand down first. Slightly bend your knees and lean forward, extending your
arms forward and up, as if reaching for something. This preps you for the explosive push-
off.

Hand Placement and Leg Swing
As you push off with your legs, simultaneously begin to place your dominant hand on the
ground in line with your feet. Your second hand will follow, placed slightly ahead of the
first. As your hands make contact, your legs will begin to swing upwards and over your
head. The power comes from your initial leg drive and the upward momentum of your
hips.

Body Alignment During Inversion
While your body is inverted, strive to keep it as straight and tight as possible. Imagine a
straight line from your fingertips to your toes. Engage your core muscles to prevent your
hips from sagging or your back from arching. This straight line is what gives the cartwheel
its characteristic shape and flow.



Landing Technique
As your body rotates over, your feet will naturally begin to descend towards the ground.
Aim to land with your feet shoulder-width apart, mirroring your starting stance. Absorb
the impact by bending your knees. Your arms should come up to a balanced position to
help you stabilize after landing.

Common Cartwheel Mistakes and How to Fix
Them
Many beginners encounter similar issues when learning to cartwheel. Recognizing these
common pitfalls is the first step to overcoming them and refining your technique. Most
problems stem from a lack of proper preparation or an incorrect understanding of the
movement's mechanics.

The "Broomstick" or Bent Body Line
This occurs when your body is not kept straight during the inversion. Often, the hips sag,
or the back arches. To fix this, focus intensely on engaging your core throughout the
entire movement. Practice hollow holds and ensure your body forms a solid plank while
inverted.

Not Enough Height or Power
This usually results from a weak push-off from the legs or insufficient arm drive. Ensure
you are really pushing off the ground with your back leg and driving your hips upwards.
Practice jump squats and explosive lunges to build leg power. Also, focus on pushing
through your hands as they plant.

Landing Too Wide or Unbalanced
This can be due to an uncontrolled rotation or a lack of focus on the landing. Before you
even attempt a full cartwheel, practice landing your step-throughs with control. Focus on
bringing your feet together and bending your knees to absorb the impact, maintaining a
stable base.

Hands Too Close Together or Too Far Apart
Correct hand placement is crucial for stability and momentum. Your hands should be
roughly shoulder-width apart, forming a straight line perpendicular to your direction of
travel. Visualize a straight line for your hands to follow.



Fear and Hesitation
Fear is a natural barrier. To overcome it, start with drills that build confidence, like the
step-through practice and assisted cartwheels where someone gently guides you.
Gradually increase your commitment to the movement as your confidence grows.

Tips for a Smoother, More Powerful Cartwheel
Achieving a smooth and powerful cartwheel is about refinement and consistent practice.
Small adjustments in your technique can make a significant difference in the overall
appearance and efficiency of your movement. Focus on fluidity and control.

Maintain Momentum Through the Movement
Think of the cartwheel as one continuous motion, not a series of separate steps. The
energy generated from your initial push should carry you through the entire rotation.
Avoid stopping or pausing at any point; keep the flow going from start to finish.

Look at Your Hands, Not Your Feet
This common piece of advice helps maintain balance and a straight body line. When you
look at your hands, your head naturally stays in a more neutral position, which aids in
keeping your core engaged and your body aligned. Looking at your feet can cause your
head to drop, leading to a bent body.

Practice on Different Surfaces
While grass or mats are ideal for beginners, practicing on slightly firmer surfaces like
sand or a thin carpet can help you develop better control and feel for your landings.
However, always prioritize safety and avoid hard surfaces until you are very confident.

Visualize the Perfect Cartwheel
Mental rehearsal is a powerful tool. Before you attempt a cartwheel, close your eyes and
visualize yourself performing it perfectly. Imagine the feeling of the push, the smooth
rotation, and the controlled landing. This mental imagery can significantly improve your
physical execution.

Film Yourself and Analyze
Watching recordings of your cartwheel attempts can be incredibly insightful. You can spot
the mistakes you might not feel and identify areas for improvement. Compare your
technique to videos of experienced gymnasts to understand what a polished cartwheel



looks like.

Advanced Cartwheel Variations
Once you've mastered the basic cartwheel, a whole world of exciting variations opens up.
These advanced skills build upon the fundamental cartwheel, adding complexity and flair.
They require increased strength, precision, and aerial awareness.

Cartwheel to Handstand
This variation involves extending the cartwheel motion into a stable handstand. It requires
a strong push and precise control to transition from the hand-supported rotation to a
controlled hold in the handstand position. Your hips need to be driven higher and held
longer.

Cheerleading Cartwheel (Jump Cartwheel)
Common in cheerleading, this version begins with a more pronounced jump, launching the
athlete higher into the air before initiating the cartwheel. It emphasizes explosive power
and aerial control, often performed with synchronized arm movements.

Front Limber (Backwards Cartwheel)
While not technically a cartwheel, it's often associated with it. A front limber is a
backward motion where you arch your back and reach for the ground behind you,
transitioning into a handstand and then stepping out. This requires significant back
flexibility and strength.

Standing Cartwheel with a Full Turn
This advanced skill involves performing a cartwheel and completing a full 360-degree turn
in the air before landing. It requires exceptional spatial awareness and the ability to
control your rotation mid-air.

Frequently Asked Questions About How to Do a
Cartwheel

Q: How long does it typically take to learn how to do a



cartwheel?
A: The time it takes to learn a cartwheel varies greatly depending on an individual's
natural coordination, flexibility, strength, and the amount of practice they commit. Some
may grasp it within a few sessions, while others might take several weeks or even months
of consistent effort to achieve a clean cartwheel.

Q: What is the most important muscle group to
strengthen for doing a cartwheel?
A: The most crucial muscle groups are the core (abdominals and back) for stability and
control, and the arms and shoulders for supporting your body weight. Strong legs are also
essential for generating the initial power and momentum.

Q: Should I use my dominant hand or non-dominant
hand first?
A: Most people find it more natural to use their dominant hand first, and this often
corresponds with stepping forward with their dominant leg. However, it's beneficial to
experiment with both sides to see what feels most comfortable and balanced for you.

Q: My cartwheels look wobbly and I can't keep my body
straight. What should I do?
A: This is a common issue stemming from a weak core. Focus on strengthening your core
with exercises like planks and hollow holds. Also, consciously try to squeeze your glutes
and stomach muscles as tight as possible throughout the entire cartwheel motion to
maintain a rigid body line.

Q: What is the difference between a cartwheel and a
round-off?
A: A cartwheel is a straight-line, sideways movement. A round-off, however, involves a
backward handspring motion where your body rotates along its vertical axis, and you land
facing the direction you started. It's more of a circular rotation.

Q: How can I get over the fear of flipping onto my head?
A: Start by practicing on a soft surface like grass or a gymnastics mat. Begin with drills
that simulate the motion, like lunges with hand reaches and step-throughs. Having a
patient spotter who can support you can also build confidence. Gradually increase your
commitment as you feel more secure.



Q: Is it better to bend my knees or keep them straight
during a cartwheel?
A: While the goal is a straight body line, a slight bend in the knees can help with flexibility
and shock absorption, especially during the push-off and landing phases. However, avoid
excessive bending which can lead to a "bent" appearance and less power. The key is
controlled movement.
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