
Master the Mat: A Primer on the 7 
Foundational Skills of Wrestling 
By Coach Shan AI 

1. Introduction: Building Championship-Level Technical Literacy 

Welcome to the wrestling room. Wrestling is an education-based athletic system where 
technical mastery precedes competitive success. Every elite move, high-level counter, & 
dynamic offensive attack you see on a championship mat is built on a non-negotiable baseline 
of core body mechanics. True wrestling fluency is not built on random aggression or flashy 
tricks—it is forged through an intentional, disciplined commitment to fundamental movement 
literacy. 

My objective in this primer is simple: demystify how your body moves on the mat & give you the 
mechanical "why" behind every basic movement. When you master your balance, center of 
gravity, & leverage, you lay the ultimate foundation for long-term athletic success plus technical 
growth. 

"Movement literacy is the non-negotiable foundation of championship-level performance; 
technical mastery of core body mechanics must always precede competitive intensity." 

Before we lace up our shoes, lock in these 3 Core Mindset Pillars: 

●​ Focus on Improvement Over Outcomes: Measure your success by how much your 
movement patterns improve each day, not by whether you win a practice go or score an 
easy point.​
 

●​ Mastery of Mechanics Before Intensity: Drill every motion at a controlled, crisp speed 
first. Build the neural pathway before you try executing it at full speed under heavy 
fatigue.​
 

●​ Self-Regulated Learning: Take ownership of your own development. Constantly 
analyze your posture, listen to mat-side feedback, & understand the physical purpose 
behind every single drill we do. 

Now that your mind is set on mechanical mastery over quick outcomes, step onto the mat & let’s 
break down the 7 physical building blocks you will execute every single day. 

The Seven Foundational Movement Literacy Skills ⬇ 



2. The Seven Foundational Movement Literacy Skills 

Every system of attack, defense, & counter-offense in wrestling traces directly back to 7 
foundational skills. Mastering these movements gives you complete spatial awareness, 
unshakeable balance, & tactical leverage over anyone who steps across the line from you. 

2.1 Stance & Position 

●​ Mechanical Definition: The baseline structural posture maintained by a wrestler, 
featuring a wide, balanced base, bent knees, lowered hips, protected core, & proactive 
hand placement.​
 

●​ Functional Tactical Purpose: Establishes postural control & center-of-gravity 
protection, enabling you to defend attacks effortlessly while keeping you primed to 
initiate offense.​
 

●​ Actionable Visual/Kinesthetic Cues: Feet shoulder-width apart, knees over toes, chest 
up, elbows tucked, hands out ready to measure distance.​
 

●​ Common Novice Anti-Patterns: Bending over at the waist with straight legs, standing 
too tall, resting hands on knees, or keeping feet glued on a straight parallel line. 

2.2 Motion 

●​ Mechanical Definition: Dynamic, controlled footwork that shifts an athlete in all 
directions using short, crisp steps without crossing feet or compromising balance.​
 

●​ Functional Tactical Purpose: Continuously manipulates distance, creates superior 
attack angles, & applies relentless physical pressure to force an opponent into defensive 
mistakes.​
 

●​ Actionable Visual/Kinesthetic Cues: Push-step, don't drag; stay on the balls of your 
feet; circle to your lead-leg side; keep your forehead on their ear line.​
 

●​ Common Novice Anti-Patterns: Crossing feet while circling, heavy-footed flat stance, 
bouncing wildly without purpose, or walking in straight lines toward an opponent. 

2.3 Level Change 

●​ Mechanical Definition: The explosive downward lowering of the hips achieved strictly 
by flexing at the knees and ankles while maintaining a straight spine & head-up posture.​
 

●​ Functional Tactical Purpose: Lowers your center of gravity below your opponent's 
defensive hand-block, allowing you to shoot underneath their defense or drop into an 



immediate defensive sprawl.​
 

●​ Actionable Visual/Kinesthetic Cues: Drop your hips, keep your chest high, eyes on 
the wall behind your coach, knees bend while spine stays vertical.​
 

●​ Common Novice Anti-Patterns: Bending forward at the waist, reaching for the legs 
with outstretched arms while leaving hips behind, or dropping the head toward the mat. 

2.4 Penetration 

●​ Mechanical Definition: A deep, aggressive step taken directly through an opponent's 
defensive line, driving the hips forward beneath the opponent's center of gravity.​
 

●​ Functional Tactical Purpose: Closes spatial distance instantly, driving past the 
opponent's primary defensive barriers (head & hands) to gain tight physical contact 
required for takedown completion.​
 

●​ Actionable Visual/Kinesthetic Cues: Step deep between their feet, drive your lead 
knee to the mat, pop your hips through, finish with eyes up & chin driving into their chest.​
 

●​ Common Novice Anti-Patterns: Stepping short in front of the opponent, stopping 
momentum on the lead knee, leaning forward without hip drive, or looking down at the 
mat during penetration. 

2.5 Lifting 

●​ Mechanical Definition: The synchronized application of mechanical leverage, full core 
engagement, & explosive hip extension to elevate an opponent off the mat.​
 

●​ Functional Tactical Purpose: Completely breaks an opponent's contact with the mat, 
neutralizing their defensive base and allowing for high-amplitude throws or controlled 
mat returns.​
 

●​ Actionable Visual/Kinesthetic Cues: Get your hips closer than theirs, chest up, drive 
through your heels, extend your glutes & hips forward into their side.​
 

●​ Common Novice Anti-Patterns: Pulling solely with the lower back & arms, keeping hips 
far away from the opponent, or bending forward while trying to lift. 

2.6 Back Step & Back Arch 

●​ Mechanical Definition: A dynamic rotational step backwards or a controlled extension 
of the spine, driving off the feet while maintaining acute spatial awareness. 



●​ Functional Tactical Purpose: Combines mat awareness and spatial control for dynamic 
upper-body throws and high-level defensive recovery, allowing a wrestler to bridge off 
their back & escape pin exposure.​
 

●​ Actionable Visual/Kinesthetic Cues: Step deep through your opponent's body, throw 
your arm over their shoulder, look back behind you, throw your hips high toward the 
ceiling, drive through the toes.​
 

●​ Common Novice Anti-Patterns: Hesitating mid-rotation, failing to arch the hips upward, 
turning flat onto the back, or soft feet that fail to drive into the mat during bridges. 

2.7 Turns 

●​ Mechanical Definition: Mechanical leverage techniques applied from top position using 
wrist control, tight waist drive, or lever pressure to force a bottom wrestler's shoulders 
onto the mat.​
 

●​ Functional Tactical Purpose: Exposes an opponent’s back past a 90-degree angle to 
secure near-fall exposure points or drive them flat for an immediate pinfall victory.​
 

●​ Actionable Visual/Kinesthetic Cues: Drive off your toes, chest-on-chest or 
shoulder-in-ribs, pull their wrist to their belly button, run your feet in an arc past their 
head.​
 

●​ Common Novice Anti-Patterns: Sitting back on your heels in top position, giving up 
chest pressure, pulling backward instead of driving forward and around, or reaching 
carelessly & getting rolled. 

Use this quick-reference matrix before practice to refresh your understanding of each skill's 
mechanical focus & tactical intent: 

Foundational 
Skill 

Mechanical Focus Tactical Purpose ("The Why") 

Stance & 
Position 

Base, balance, & center of 
gravity control 

Establishes postural control; defends 
against attacks while setting up offensive 
opportunities. 



Motion Footwork, angle changes, & 
distance control 

Creates physical pressure & changes 
angles to bypass an opponent's defense. 

Level Change Dropping hips via knee/ankle 
flexion with head up 

Lowers center of gravity to initiate 
offensive attacks beneath defense or 
execute defensive re-attacks, sprawls. 

Penetration Deep forward step through 
opponent's defensive line 

Closes spatial gap to drive past head/hand 
defense into deep scoring contact. 

Lifting Integration of leverage, core 
engagement, and hip power 

Elevates opponent off the mat to break 
their base & complete controlled 
takedowns. 

Back Step & 
Back Arch 

Dynamic rotational step & 
backward spinal extension 

Enhances mat awareness & body control 
for upper-body throws plus defensive 
recovery. 

Turns Mechanical leverage, 
breakdown pressure, & 
wrist/arm control 

Forces opponent’s shoulders toward the 
mat to secure exposure points or a pin. 

Now that you know the mechanics behind each standalone move, let's look at how we build 
these skills into our daily 90–120 minute practice model. 

3. Integrating Fundamentals into Practice (The 90–120 Minute Master 
Model) 

To transform technical instruction into muscle memory, we train these 7 movement skills inside a 
structured 90–120 minute practice template. High-level wrestling rooms don't waste time on 
endless, unguided wrestling; we use deliberate practice blocks to lock in technical retention, 
protect physical longevity, & sharpen your competitive edge. 

The 5 Essential Practice Blocks ⬇ 



1.​ Dynamic Warm-Up (10–15 mins): Prepares the nervous system & raises core body 
temperature using total-body mobility, footwork agility, plus wrestling-specific gymnastics 
& tumbling. Exercises like neck bridges, back-arch, shoulder rolls, & cartwheels build 
spatial awareness plus teach safe mechanics to prevent injuries.​
 

2.​ Drill Work / Skill Integration (10–15 mins): Low-to-moderate intensity repetition 
focusing strictly on our weekly "technique story" or core movement theme (such as 
attacking wrist ties, mastering single-leg finishes, or perfecting sprawl-and-go-behind 
counters). This block reinforces clean motor habits before physical fatigue sets in.​
 

3.​ Step-by-Step Technical Instruction (15 mins): Deconstructing complex maneuvers 
into sequential, bite-sized steps. As coaches, we don't just show you how a move looks; 
we explain why it works mechanically—focusing on leverage points, shoulder pressure, 
head placement, & force vector angles.​
 

4.​ Live Wrestling / Workout Blocks (30–60 mins): Targeted, high-intensity situational 
combat. We shift away from endless, unguided live goes into position sparring built 
around defined situational constraints—such as starting in a bottom referee's position, 
defending a deep high-crotch, or wrestling with 30 seconds left on the clock down by 1 
point. 

Why Position Sparring Outperforms Unguided Live Wrestling for Novices: Continuous, 
unguided "live goes" for beginner wrestlers often descend into wild, chaotic scrambles, rapid 
fatigue, & bad mechanical habits. Position sparring forces you into specific tactical scenarios 
where you must solve physical problems using proper technical mechanics. Putting strict 
boundaries on a go drastically accelerates your skill acquisition, decision-making speed, & 
muscular memory. 

1.​ Conditioning Finishers & Recovery (10–15 mins): Short, explosive intervals targeting 
core stability, hip power, & grip endurance, followed by dynamic stretching, practice 
debriefs, plus non-negotiable mat hygiene protocols to maintain health & safety. 

With our practice structure locked in, your job as an athlete is to constantly evaluate your own 
movement quality on the mat. 

For more, please view coachshannyn.com/resources, coachshannyn.com/articles, & 
coachshannyn.com/international-blog. 

 

http://coachshannyn.com/resources
http://coachshannyn.com/articles
http://coachshannyn.com/international-blog
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