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Fundamentals
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Breathing & Best Sapper
“I’ve been breathing just fine my whole life. Why 

should I go through the stress of changing it now?”

Best Sapper is a demanding competition that requires the 
best of each competitor. Winners often separate themselves 
by completing extra reps, having an exceptional recovery 
routine, and ultimately, tuning into the fine details of 
performance.

A detail that often gets overlooked is the one exercise that 
we’re constantly engaged in regardless of activity: 
Breathing. Breathing is the initial point of engagement for 
physical activity and how we breathe ultimately affects 
physical and mental performance quality and endurance.

Breathing directly affects the Autonomic Nervous System, 
which is composed of the Sympathetic Nervous System 
(SNS), “Fight, Flight, or Freeze” and the Parasympathetic 
Nervous System (PNS) “Recover, Rest, & Digest.” By 
practicing proper breathing mechanics, you can manipulate 
time spent within each system and call upon the benefits of 
each when needed.
 EX: You’ll probably need the benefits of the SNS when 
sprinting to a checkpoint or objective. Prioritizing 
resources to muscles and organs needed for the sprint is a 
job for the SNS. However, when you reach the checkpoint, it 
is a challenge of critical thinking skills, requiring a higher 
cognitive bandwidth. You now need to activate the PNS to 
enter recovery mode to increase cognitive clarity. Your 
ability to decrease your heart rate in a short timeframe, and 
to think and speak clearly, works in your favor. 
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Breathing & Best Sapper
“I’ve been breathing just fine, my whole life. Why 

should I go through the stress of changing it now?”

More than being directly connected to the body’s nervous 
system, breathing affects ability to recover from stress, 
decision making, and physical performance; such as 
shooting, swimming, and running; both long distance and 
sprinting.

The body can conduct physical exercises by employing the 
muscles to make whatever movement necessary. The speed 
of execution, however, is dependent upon two things: the 
brain’s response time to send the signal (usually quicker 
with adequate O2 levels) AND the amount of O2 available to 
send to that muscle group.

FUN FACT: Breathing influences the heart rate. Upon 
inhales, the heart rate increases. With exhales, the 
heart rate decreases.

With an increased heart rate, blood cells that carry O2 
throughout the body travel at a faster rate to deliver to the 
brain and muscles. Consequently, gas exchange in the 
lungs also happens at a quicker rate to accommodate the 
body’s PERCEIVED need for more O2. 

With proper breathing mechanics, you can improve 
performance with better muscle endurance, reduced 
muscle fatigue, longer run times, and shorter recovery 
periods.
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Breathing Mechanics

Breathing is more than just inhaling and exhaling. 
Determining proper breathing patterns and identifying what 
cadence works for you in multiple situations is a step in the 
right direction but that’s not all there is to it. 
It is the task of strengthening your diaphragm to increase the 
volume in your lungs for deeper and richer breaths. With 
more room for O2 intake, that’s less breaths taken, and much 
less demand on the muscles used for breathing. Here’s how to 
assess if you’re practicing good breathing mechanics:

Sit (preferably) or stand with your back erect, shoulders relaxed, 
practicing good posture. Place one hand over your chest and the other 
over your stomach. Breathe normally.
• If your chest is what moves primarily while breathing, you’re 

shortchanging yourself when it comes to breathing.

To begin your journey to improving your performance, you 
want to breathe deliberately. You’ll want to begin breathing 
with your diaphragm, or Diaphragmatic Breathing. We’re 
born breathing diaphragmatically and continue up until 
about the age of 5. Around that time we begin to transition 
into chest breathing and practice that method until we 
deliberately practice diaphragmatic breathing.
You may have heard diaphragmatic breathing as belly 
breathing. It is called this because when using your 
diaphragm to breathe you’re inflating your belly. See the 
diagram on the next page for a visual on what happens 
during belly breathing and why it is more efficient than chest 
breathing.

“Basically, I just breathe in and out for 5 seconds each, 
and I got it.”
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Breathing Mechanics
“Breathing with my stomach feels weird.”

When utilizing your 
diaphragm to breathe 
it dominates the 
movement in the 
belly. As you inhale, 
the diaphragm, 
located directly 
below the lungs, pulls 
down expanding the 
lungs and inflates the 
lower half of the torso 
(belly). 
As you exhale, the diaphragm presses against the lungs and 
moves it upward as the belly goes inward, narrowing the 
torso.
Because we have abandoned this way of breathing since 
childhood, it may feel uncomfortable to breathe this way 
normally. This is due to using the chest and primarily 
engaging auxiliary muscles to breathe. The auxiliary 
muscles include muscles in the chest, neck, and back. When 
you breathe diaphragmatically, you engage the primary 
breathing muscles which include the intercostals (the 
muscles within the rib cage), abdominals, and the 
diaphragm with minimal help from the auxiliary muscles.
It may take a while to adapt to this way of breathing but with 
repetition, the primary muscles can be trained to carry most 
of the respiratory load. The remaining pages in this section 
will depict different exercises you may practice to get you 
started with adjusting your breathing mechanics.
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Breathing Exercises
Diaphragm Extensions

The intent is to further engage the abdominal muscles, 
training them once again be the primary force behind 
breathing. Practice this exercise for 15 minutes at least once 
a day.
The purpose of this exercise is to get the body 
reacquainted with using the diaphragm and intercostals as 
the primary breathing muscles. It’s also to stretch the 
diaphragm to prepare it for deeper breaths. Most of us have 
trouble with diaphragmatic breathing because our 
diaphragm is tight from lack of usage and constant bracing. 
Practice this exercise often to loosen your diaphragm for 
efficient breathing.

Intercostal Stretch

The intent is to stretch the intercostal muscles to allow for 
more elasticity in the ribcage for the lungs and diaphragm 
to expand. Practice this stretching exercise for 5 minutes at 
least once a day.

Cat/Cow

The purpose of this exercise is to allow for more flexibility 
in the auxiliary muscles while also engaging the abdominal 
muscles. Practice this stretching exercise for 5 minutes at 
least once a day.
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Breathing Exercises

Rock and Roll

The purpose of this exercise is to practice diaphragmatic 
(belly)breathing in a sitting position with good posture. This 
is a fine way to test how well you’re breathing with your 
diaphragm as well as further solidifying the habit of 
diaphragmatic breathing unconsciously.  This also gives an 
indication of how much auxiliary muscles are involved with 
your breathing while at rest. The shoulders and arms should 
hang weightlessly as you breath in and out.

Spinal Twist

The intent is to stretch and loosen the muscles around the 
spine. This in turn strengthens your back muscles and 
increases their flexibility, allowing more movement of the 
lungs and diaphragm. It also increases circulation and 
allows more stable lifts. Practice this stretching exercise for 
at least 2 minutes a day.
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Diaphragm Extensions
Directions: Lie flat on the floor in supine position (on your 
back). Place a kettle bell of 5-15 lbs on your stomach. You 
may also use a weighted plate, a dumbbell, or a stack of 
books instead. The purpose is for there to be pressure put on 
the stomach. 
Practice breathing diaphragmatically by using your stomach 
to lift the weight. Start with controlled inhales and exhales 
through the nose to become used to the weight. Continuing 
with slow and controlled inhales, work your way to your 
highest inhale point. You want to stretch your intercostals and 
diaphragm as much as you can pushing the weight as high as 
you can with your belly. Once you reach that point, exhale 
slowly through the mouth. Exhale pushing as much air out of 
your lungs as you can.

1. Place weight on 
stomach. 

2. Inhale; push your 
belly outward.

3. Exhale; engage the abdominal 
muscles, move the belly inward.
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Intercostal Stretch
Directions: You may practice this while sitting on the floor or 
while standing. If on the floor, sit with your legs crossed with 
one hand placed on the knee and the other placed on the 
floor near the hips for support. Hands at side if standing.
As you inhale, raise the arm that was placed on your knee 
high into the air. While continuing to inhale, bend your elbow 
to about a 90 degree angle so that your hand is behind your 
head. Begin your exhale as you lean to the side of the 
supporting hand. You should feel your intercostals stretch.
Alternate arms throughout this stretching exercise as you 
continue to breathe diaphragmatically.

1. Place one hand on your 
knee and on the floor.

2. Inhale; raise your 
arm into the air.

3. Inhale; bend your 
elbow, bring your hand 

behind your head.

4. Exhale; lean toward 
your supporting hand 
to stretch intercostals.
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Cat/Cow
Directions: Stand shoulder width facing a chair place your 
hands on the sides of the seat. Start with your back straight. 
As you inhale, arch your back until you have reached the top 
of your inhale. Begin your exhale and release the arch to form 
a curve in the opposite direction of the arch.

1. Place hands on 
the sides of the seat.

2. Inhale while 
arching your back.

3. Exhale while curving 
your back outward.
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Spinal Twists
Directions: this exercise can be done in a chair or on the floor. 
If in the chair, use the back support piece as an anchor while 
you twist. 
Sit with one leg extended in resting position and the other 
with the knee to your chest. Place both hands on the knee 
near the chest for support. Inhale through the nose using your 
diaphragm. At the top of your inhale, turn outward away from 
the leg at rest and begin your exhale. Repeat this exercise on 
both sides.

1. Bring knee to your 
chest. Place hands on 

knee. Begin inhale.

2. Begin exhale as you 
turn outward.

3. Continue exhale as you 
stretch.
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Rock and Roll
Directions: while sitting on the edge of your chair, back erect, 
shoulders at rest, and arms hanging at your sides, take a slow 
inhale through the nose. Your arms and shoulders should 
remain relaxed. At the top of your inhale, pause slightly and 
begin your exhale (mouth or nose). As you exhale drop your 
posture so that your shoulders come forward and back bends 
slightly outward.

1. Begin sitting on the 
edge of your chair.

2. Take a full inhale 
and pause briefly at 

the top.

3. Begin exhale, engage 
the abdominals to clear 

the lungs.

14



Mindfulness & Best Sapper
“Mindfulness? Isn’t that supposed to calm me? 
I’m not in Best Sapper to be calm. I’m here to 

FSU!”

The definition of Mindfulness is a mental state achieved by 
focusing one's awareness on the present moment, while 
calmly acknowledging and accepting one's feelings, 
thoughts, and bodily sensations, used as a therapeutic 
technique. In short, focusing on one thing and continuously 
bringing your attention back to it when it drifts.

Mindfulness is a practice that has been used for centuries by 
professionals, athletes, warriors, monks, and the like.

Why?

Because mindfulness has many great therapeutic benefits 
such as improved sleep, improved focus/mental clarity and 
attention control, stress relief, increased psychological 
flexibility, and reduced anxiety and depression.

Most, if not all, of these benefits are useful in your preparation 
for Best Sapper and while competing in Best Sapper. Best 
Sapper demands the best of the best, physically AND 
mentally. Part of being the best means being able to 
determine ‘What’s Important Now’ and dedicating an 
appropriate amount of attention to it. It also means being able 
to effectively shift your attention to different tasks. 
Mindfulness improves your ability to do just that.

So without further ado, let’s get into a few mindfulness 
meditation practices you can start.
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Mindfulness Meditation
Practical Exercises

Focused Attention – Use the breathe to anchor the mind and 
maintain awareness. Focus your attention on the breath, and 
return to the breath whenever you get distracted or notice 
your mind start to wander.

Body Scan – Starting from the top of your head, focus your 
attention and notice any tension, or feelings within your body. 
Scan downward all the way to the bottom of your feet. Your 
goal is to recognize and experience physical sensations.

Visualization – Using visual imagery to focus on an internal 
image, (person, places, and things), to hold attention.

Noting – Note a particular thought or feeling when you 
become distracted during meditation. This is not meant for 
you to label whether this feeling is good or bad, only for you 
to make a note that you noticed it occurred.

Mindful Eating – Taking the time to savor your food instead 
of mindlessly devouring it. With each bite you notice the 
taste, the texture, and the smell. Notice the feeling on your 
tongue, and how it feels just before it travels down to your 
stomach. 

Five Senses Mindfulness Exercise – This exercise is used to 
keep you grounded in the present moment. Your task is to 
notice objects around you using the five senses. Point out 
something you see, focus on it for a minute. Something you 
hear, focus for a minute. Something you smell, focus for one 
minute. Something you can feel, focus for a minute. And 
something you can taste, or the taste currently in your mouth, 
focusing on it for one minute.
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Mindfulness Meditation
Resources

For more assistance on practicing mindfulness try these 
resources:

Youtube.com – free (look up mindfulness meditation videos 
and go with what speaks to you).

Headspace – free for service members

 Sign up @: https://bluestarfam.org/perks/

 Follow link on website to Headspace

 Takes one weeks to go into effect

Calm – Paid, however there is a 7 day free trial period that 
introduces you to mindfulness meditation.

The Mindfulness App – Free without full access. Great for 
beginners to meditation.

10% Happier: Meditation – Free for partial access.

Take A Break! – Free

Simply Being Guided Meditation – Paid. No free samples but 
it is affordable and has a lot to offer. Also allows you to set 
timers for 5, 10, 15, 20, or 30 minutes.
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Breath Log
Exercise Duration Completion Adjustments

Example Diaphragmatic 
Extensions

10 minutes Yes Increase 
duration to 15 

minutes
Monday

Tuesday

Wednesday

Thursday

Friday

Saturday

Sunday

Habits To Build:
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Breath Log
Exercise Duration Completion Adjustments

Example Diaphragmatic 
Extensions

10 minutes Yes Increase 
duration to 15 

minutes
Monday

Tuesday

Wednesday

Thursday

Friday

Saturday
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Habits To Build:
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Breath Log
Exercise Duration Completion Adjustments

Example Diaphragmatic 
Extensions

10 minutes Yes Increase 
duration to 15 

minutes
Monday

Tuesday

Wednesday

Thursday
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Saturday

Sunday

Habits To Build:

20



Running & Endurance
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Breathing and Running

How you breathe during your run is highly 
relevant to the success of your performance. 
Breathing dictates movement, endurance, 
speed, and mental clarity. Ensuring that your 
breathing mechanics are up to par can 
ultimately become the difference between 
winning and losing in the Best Sapper 
Competition!
Most runners fall into a natural breathing 
rhythm while running. The rhythm for each 
runner is unique to the individual. An example 
could be a 2:2 breathing pattern: inhale two 
steps, exhale two steps. One can increase the 
length of their breaths or the amount of steps 
taken during each inhale/exhale to manipulate 
this pattern. As you improve your breathing 
mechanics, both numbers could change.
Establishing a breathing rhythm is important 
for pace and serves as a marker for 
performance improvement. Find your natural 
rhythm and use that as a baseline. This rhythm 
will fit snuggly between challenging but 
tolerable. This is a pace that you can keep up 
comfortably for extended periods of time.

22

Improve your run performance through breathwork.



Breathing and Running
As you practice the upcoming breathwork 
exercises, (as well as continuing to practice the 
fundamentals), occasionally check in by comparing 
your previous rhythm to a new one. Adjust the 
patterns so that the challenge increases and your 
performance improves. Feel free to record your 
progress in the chart below.
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RUN PATTERN

Baseline

2nd

3rd

4th

5th

6th

7th

8th

9th

10th



Horizontal Breathing vs. 
Vertical Breathing

Horizontal Breathing
Evidence that the primary 
breathing muscles are doing 
the work of breathing.
Energy efficient, allows for 
longer windows of 
endurance before fatigue 
sets in.

Vertical Breathing
Evidence that the auxiliary 
muscles are carry the load 
for breathing.
Takes more energy, less 
efficient.
Increases workload and 
invites fatigue.
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What’s horizontal and vertical breathing?

Before you proceed any further in this workbook, you 
need to establish which breather you are. Continuing this 
training without ensuring that you are practicing horizontal 
breathing will only further enforce improper breathing 
mechanics!
Horizontal breathing is breathing through the diaphragm, 
inflating your belly when inhaling producing horizontal 
movement in the lower torso.
Vertical breathing is breathing with the upper muscles as 
opposed to the abdominals, obliques, and lower back 
muscles. The shoulders will move upward causing vertical 
movement in the torso. With this way of breathing there is less 
expansion in the chest cavity, limiting the amount of oxygen 
intake.
Stand in the mirror and have a look at whether you breathe 
horizontally or vertically while fatigued. This will tell how well 
your breathing mechanics have come thus far, (if you find you 
are still a vertical breather, practice the fundamental 
breathing exercises).
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STOP!
Please do not go any further until you are 

certain you are horizontal breathing!



Breathing & Endurance
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No matter how well trained a runner you are, 
run long enough and there will be a point 
where you approach a wall and it feels like you 
can’t go another step. Now before you get the 
idea that you’re about to learn how to keep that 
wall out of your path, you need to know that 
wall is inevitable. What you do have the power 
to do, though, is prolong the time until you hit 
that wall.
The metaboreflex, (has nothing to do with 
digestion), is a reflex that is activated when the 
O2 supply to the muscles is unable to meet the 
metabolic demands of the active muscles. It’s a 
condition when the diaphragm is fatigued, and 
the body reduces the blood flow to your limbs. 
This is the point where your arms and legs feel 
heavy during a run and the thought of giving 
less starts challenging your mental toughness. 
In Best Sapper Competition, you want to stave 
off this feeling for as long as you can.
The solution: STRENGTHEN YOUR BREATHING 
MUSCLES!

The Problem



Inspiratory & Expiratory 
Muscle Training
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When you breathe, it isn’t as passive as you 
would like to think. The lungs are bags filled 
with sacs responsible for the gas exchange of 
the ingredients needed for your muscles to 
keep on keeping on. What many fail to realize 
is that the lungs are not muscles, they’re only 
bags. That means it requires additional forces 
to help it do its job. Those forces come from 
the inhale muscles and the exhale muscles. 
Just like every other muscle in your body, they 
too, get tired and reduce output. The good 
news is they can also be strengthened just like 
any other muscle in the body.
Any muscle that connects to your rib cage can 
influence your breathing. The inhale muscles 
expand the thoracic cavity, and the exhale 
muscles compress it. When these muscles 
work as intended, you get better quality 
breaths and improved performance. 
Furthermore, the strength of your breath is 
directly related to how far the diaphragm can 
move, or how forcefully it can contract. The 
stronger the diaphragm, the easier it is to get 
more air into the lungs.

The Solution (Cont’d)



Inspiratory & Expiratory 
Muscle Training
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Inspiratory Muscle Training (IMT):training that 
focuses on developing the muscles used for 
inhalation. “Theoretically, it’s anything that 
makes it harder to breathe, i.e., a mask, a straw, 
or a mouthpiece that limits how much air you 
can take in (Sabin and Vranich 2020).”
Expiratory Muscle Training (EMT): training 
that focuses on developing the muscles used 
for exhalation. These muscles are of less use 
while at rest but are much more active during 
bouts of high intensity training considering the 
amount of force behind each exhale. Providing 
high resistance to the exhale, or exhale 
extensions are good ways to practice EMT.
Several articles have been published that 
expresses the benefits of training your 
breathing muscles. It has been tested on 
endurance athletes such as runners, 
swimmers, and cyclists. Many have concluded 
that conducting the training had significantly 
improved the athlete’s performance.

The Solution (Cont’d)



O2 Training
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This is an exercise that limits the amount of air you 
inhale.

This is a very low-cost training requiring almost 
nothing to practice. Simply closing one nostril 
(using tape) and breathing through a single nostril 
while completing a low-intensity exercise. Practice 
this AT LEAST twice a day.

Incorporate wearing Pro Mask during a run, bear 
crawls, high crawls, low crawls, etc., AT LEAST twice 
a week.

Inspiratory Muscle Training

Bellows Breath

Bellows breaths is a yoga exercise that helps to 
simulate breathing when winded.

Directions: sit in a crossed leg position. Inhale as 
wide as you can and exhale as narrow as you can 
(horizontal breathing). You may move your body 
during this exercise. Try speeding up breathing 
without losing the width of your inhale or 
contraction of your exhale.

See the next page for difficulty levels. 

Inspiratory Muscle Training



Bellows Breaths
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Beginners Level

15 seconds of Bellows Breath

Inhale once then slowly exhale for 15 seconds

2 consecutive sets

Time: 1 minute

Advanced Level

45 seconds of Bellows Breath

Inhale once then slowly exhale for 45 seconds

1-5 consecutive sets

Minimum time: 90 seconds

Intermediate Level

25 seconds of Bellows Breath

Inhale once then slowly exhale for 25 seconds

2-4 consecutive sets

Once you’ve reached advanced level add a side plank 
for more challenge.



Bellows Breath
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Inspiratory Muscle Training

Start with legs crossed, back 
straight and shoulders relaxed. 
Be sure to use your diaphragm 
while breathing.

Begin with a passive inhale 
through the nose, keeping your 
back still. Allow your shoulders 
to open up as you breathe in.

Follow your inhales with short 
sharp exhales, keeping your 
back still. Allow your shoulders 
to drop forward as you exhale.



Extended Exhales

1. Make your exhale a steady stream of air, and 
time it.

2. Start at 10 seconds.
3. Keep adding five seconds each time with the 

goal of getting to sixty seconds.
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Expiratory Muscle Training

Balloons Exhales

Grab a pack of balloons and get to work! 
Balloons serve as great EMT devices considering 
the amount of resistance they provide to the 
exhale. 
1. Keep your neck, face, and shoulders relaxed.
2. If you experience light-headedness, it could 

be due to unnecessary pressure in your face. 
Make sure this feels like an ab exercise.

3. Be sure that you’re going from a real squeeze 
(belly out) to bracing (narrow belly). If there 
is no change in movement within the belly 
because you’re just bracing down, that is not 
a good exhale. Nor are you training your 
expiratory muscles effectively.

As you get better, try two balloons for increased 
difficulty.

Expiratory Muscle Training



Exhale Pulsations
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Expiratory Muscle Training

These are short, sharp exhales where you 
don’t move your back. The inhale is passive. 
The average is 120 pulsations in a row. It goes 
without saying, you’re aiming to be above 
average.

Start with back straight, 
shoulders relaxed, and arms 

at your side.

Begin with a passive inhale 
through the nose, keeping 
your back still. Allow your 

shoulders and chest to open 
up as you breathe in.

Follow your inhales with 
short sharp exhales, 

keeping your back still. 
Tighten your core with each 

exhale.



Exhale Pulsations
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Expiratory Muscle Training

Downward Dog and Drop, Pick It Up are two 
variations of exercises that utilize exhale 
pulsations.

Inhale (Back should be 
arched).

Inhale (Back should be 
arched).

Exhale (Tighten the core).

Downward Dog Drop, Pick It Up

Exhale (Tighten the core).



Recovering Between Sets
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1. Breathe horizontally.
2. During hard efforts, use both nasal and 

mouth breathing.
3. Note the moment you go from slightly 

panicked to “I’m going to be OK.” Give that 
place a name (color or number) that 
resonates with you.

4. Rather than continuing to try to slow your 
breath, take two more huge breaths.

5. Pause on exhale lengthen each exhale.
6. Switch to your nose, flare your nostrils, and 

relax your jaw.

Reset routine courtesy of Breathing for Warriors 
by Dr. Belisa Vranich and Brian Sabin

Try this the next you’re in between run sets.



Breath Log
Exercise Duration Completion Adjustments

Example Diaphragmatic 
Extensions
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Sunday
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Swimming

39



Breathing and Swimming

The portion of swimming in Best Sapper may 
be brief but your ability to appropriately 
spend energy on the aquatic task will likely 
influence your performance in the challenges 
that come after.
Swimming is a taxing activity by itself. Add the 
stress of carrying your gear and a cognitive 
challenge and you have a beast that could be 
an energy killer.
Developing great breathing mechanics as well 
as an understanding of how and when to 
breathe during swimming can play to your 
advantage on the battlefield.
In this section, we’ll go over some information 
as well as exercises to practice to get you 
ready for the battle in the water.

40

“Be water, my friend.” –Bruce Lee



Breathing and Swimming

In the previous section, we talked about 
training the inhale and exhale muscles (IMT & 
EMT 27-33). Your effort towards training these 
muscles are vital to your success in breathing 
correctly in swimming. 
When swimming, it is important to go with the 
flow of the water and allow the momentum to 
carry you as much as you can. This means 
timing your breaths so that you are consistent 
in your swimming mechanics.
Similar to how a runner should develop a 
breathing pattern, a swimmer must have a 
breath rhythm that is in sync with their stroke. 
Keeping in mind that you move faster under 
water than you do above, it is beneficial to 
spend as much time as you can beneath the 
surface. At the same time, there is a balance 
you must maintain. Staying under water for too 
long could be energy draining and hurt more 
than it helps.
Creating and training that rhythm can prevent 
you from staying under too long and keeps 
your swimming consistent. It is critical for 
exceptional performance.
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Breathing and Swimming

Breath work in swimming is a little more 
complex than running simply because 
swimming demands more and allows less.
In running, within reason, you have the 
freedom to choose your inhale and exhale 
lengths. These inhales and exhales can be 
through the mouth or nose and can differ in 
force. Swimming cuts your inhales short and 
demands you to extend your exhales. Inhales 
must be quick, yet deep, AND through the 
mouth. Your exhale must be long, slow, and it 
must be released through the nose. Breathing 
mechanics from the neck up is the total 
opposite in swimming. Creating this habit may 
feel unnatural at first but with practice you will 
get the hang of it.
The ribcage flexibility that you’ve developed 
through Spinal Twists (13) and Intercostal 
Stretching (11) will play in your favor for this 
challenge. Your ability to stretch your ribcage 
for more volume allows for you to take in more 
air in a short breath. With this single breath of 
air, you are now responsible for releasing it 
slowly, which you can now do reasonably 
thanks to your practicing of Exhale Extensions 
and Balloon Exhales (32).
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“Be water, my friend.” –Bruce Lee



Controlling the Exhale

Here is an exercise to try to further train 
exhale control.
Start by standing in the water, breathe 
normally, and at the top of an inhale, submerge 
your head underwater and exhale slowly and 
completely through the nose. Once completed, 
come up for a quick inhale through the mouth 
and repeat the process. Do this exercise 
several times for a 1-2 minute period.
To practice a similar exercise without the pool, 
simply grab a straw and a cup of water. Place 
the straw into the cup of water and blow slowly 
and continuously. Your goal is to keep a 
consistent stream of air flowing through the 
straw during your exhale. This exercise is low-
cost in terms of resources and is convenient if 
you do not have access to a pool at the 
moment.
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“Slow is smooth, smooth is fast.”



Breath Holds

An additional exercise that you may try on 
land is a breath hold.
This exercise is crucial for developing CO2 
tolerance. Your tolerance for CO2 assists with 
controlled exhales by reducing the urge to 
forcefully exhale when it needs to be pushed 
out slowly. This also impacts your mental 
tolerance towards air hunger.
During this exercise you may experience 
panic during the breath holds. THIS IS A 
DIFFICULT BUT EFFECTIVE EXERCISE! Pay 
attention to your thought process and what 
route your mind takes during states of panic. 
This is a prime opportunity to practice 
mindfulness. The mind begins to scatter 
when under stress because it is desperate to 
return to homeostasis. Pick an external object 
to focus your attention on during this exercise. 
This will train your attention to stay focused on 
the important task regardless of the stress you 
are under.
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WARNING: THIS EXERCISE RUNS THE RISK OF 
PASSING OUT. PRACTICE ON A SOFT SURFACE!



Breath Holds
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Directions: find an area to walk around in with 
a soft surface such as grass, turf, wrestling mat, 
etc. 
Begin walking at your normal pace and take 4 
normal diaphragmatic breaths. At the bottom 
of the exhale of the 4th breath, hold your 
breath for 10 seconds while you continue 
walking. After the 10 second hold, restart with 
your 4 diaphragmatic breaths. Repeat this 
process for 3 rounds of 2 minutes.
Once you have built your tolerance for the 4-
10 cadence, increase your hold to 12 seconds. 
Repeat the number of reps. Next, decrease 
your breaths to 3, holding for 10 seconds at the 
bottom of your 3rd breath. Once you have built 
up your tolerance, increase your breath hold to 
12 seconds.

WARNING: THIS EXERCISE RUNS THE RISK OF 
PASSING OUT. PRACTICE ON A SOFT SURFACE!
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Habits To Build:
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Recovery
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Breathing & Recovery
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Best Sapper Competition challenges each 
competitor to perform their very best 
regardless of the difficulty of the task set forth. 
Even more, the tasks competitors must 
complete are designed to test endurance 
during completion and throughout the 
duration of the competition. Your ability to 
recover during Best Sapper can be the 
greatest tool in your arsenal or it can be the 
reason you performed 1% less than your 
opponent. The choice is yours.
Recovery is more than just kicking your feet 
up and taking a day off. It’s being intentional 
about giving your body the opportunity to 
rebuild and for new information to settle in. In 
this section we’ll talk about using breathwork 
in your Active Recovery routine. 

Recovering between days, sets, and even reps.



Active Recovery Routine
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Active recovery may sound like a contradiction, but it 
means you’re being deliberate about your recovery 
routine. Your breathing capabilities paired with 
meditation and a POA of when and how you’ll employ 
them can be the ingredients you need for a successful 
recovery routine.
The two things that need recovering after bouts of 
strenuous activity are the muscles and the brain. If 
those two typically work themselves out, why develop 
an active recovery routine at all? Well, as a Best Sapper 
Competitor, you’re a step above most. As a Best 
Sapper winner, you’re steps above the rest.
Using an Active Recovery Routine helps to give you 
the extra edge you need to continue to separate you 
from the competition. Employing meditation, and 
deliberate breathing exercises into your routine helps 
your body heal more efficiently. Meditation has been 
proven to provide cognitive clarity, reduce stress 
levels, and improves sleep and memory. Breathwork 
exercises not only improves your performance, but its 
added benefit is also that it reduces lactate build up in 
the muscles. This helps to expedite muscle 
regeneration during the recovery process. It also 
improves Heart Rate Variability which influences how 
resilient your body is against stress.
Combining breathwork with meditation for your active 
recovery routine can improve reaction time, improve 
decision making skills during sympathetic activation, 
and improve overall mood. Refer to the Mindfulness 
Meditation, (16-17), for exercises to incorporate and 
additional resources to tap into if you have not already.

Recovering between days, sets, and even 
breaths.



Active Recovery Routine
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Directions: lie on your back and place your 
legs up against the wall. Bend your knees so 
that your legs and hips are at a 90-degree 
angle. Stay in this position while practicing 
box-breathing.
While breathing diaphragmatically, start with a 
box count of 3 inhale-3 hold-3 exhale-3 hold. 
Maintain this cadence for about a minute.
Next, increase your cadence to a 4-4-4-4 
cadence. Maintain this for two minutes.
Last, increase your cadence to a 5-5-5-5 
cadence and maintain it for two minutes.
Note: you may continue this exercise by 
increasing your cadence even further and 
practicing for longer times.
During your breathing exercise, try to notice 
any sensations that may occur in different 
parts of the body. With each exhale, release 
any stress or tension that you may be holding 
on to.

Try this on for size.



Active Recovery Routine
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An active recovery routine is unique to each 
individual and should be created to tailor your 
specific needs. The exercise in the previous 
page is a great way to start you off but you 
should look to incorporate more exercises to 
make your routine better.
Feel free to use some of the fundamental 
exercises that were used in the first section of 
this booklet.
As for meditation exercises, as mentioned 
before, there are resources highlighted in this 
booklet as well as a few exercises. You may 
follow along with a guided meditation on an 
app or YouTube if that is your preference.

There’s no one size fits all.
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Resources
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Mindfulness Meditation
Resources

For more assistance on practicing mindfulness try these 
resources:

Youtube.com – free (look up mindfulness meditation videos 
and go with what speaks to you).

Headspace – free for service members

 Sign up @: https://bluestarfam.org/perks/

 Follow link on website to Headspace

 Takes one weeks to go into effect

Calm – Paid, however there is a 7 day free trial period that 
introduces you to mindfulness meditation.

The Mindfulness App – Free without full access. Great for 
beginners to meditation.

10% Happier: Meditation – Free for partial access.

Take A Break! – Free

Simply Being Guided Meditation – Paid. No free samples but 
it is affordable and has a lot to offer. Also allows you to set 
timers for 5, 10, 15, 20, or 30 minutes.
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Resources
This booklet was created from information gained 

through these resources.

Breath – James Nestor (Book)

Breathing for Warriors – Dr. Belisa Vranich, Brian Sabin (Book)

The Oxygen Advantage – Patrick McKeown (Book)

How To Breathe Correctly – Huberman Lab Podcast (Podcast)

Tools for Focus & Memory – Huberman Lab Podcast (Podcast)

How & Why to Meditate – Huberman Lab Podcast (Podcast)

Brief, daily meditation enhances attention, memory, mood, 
and emotional regulation in non-experienced meditators - 
Julia C. Basso, Alexandra McHale, Victoria Ende, Douglas J. 
Oberlin, Wendy A. Suzuki (Article)

59


	Best Sapper Cognitive Train-Up
	Table of Contents
	Fundamentals
	Breathing & Best Sapper
	Breathing & Best Sapper
	Breathing Mechanics
	Breathing Mechanics
	Breathing Exercises
	Breathing Exercises
	Diaphragm Extensions
	Intercostal Stretch
	Cat/Cow
	Spinal Twists
	Rock and Roll
	Mindfulness & Best Sapper
	Mindfulness Meditation
	Mindfulness Meditation
	Breath Log
	Breath Log
	Breath Log
	Running & Endurance
	Breathing and Running
	Breathing and Running
	Horizontal Breathing vs. Vertical Breathing
	Slide Number 25
	Breathing & Endurance
	Inspiratory & Expiratory Muscle Training
	Inspiratory & Expiratory Muscle Training
	O2 Training
	Bellows Breaths
	Bellows Breath
	Extended Exhales
	Exhale Pulsations
	Exhale Pulsations
	Recovering Between Sets
	Breath Log
	Breath Log
	Breath Log
	Swimming
	Breathing and Swimming
	Breathing and Swimming
	Breathing and Swimming
	Controlling the Exhale
	Breath Holds
	Breath Holds
	Breath Log
	Breath Log
	Breath Log
	Recovery
	Breathing & Recovery
	Active Recovery Routine
	Active Recovery Routine
	Active Recovery Routine
	Breath Log
	Breath Log
	Breath Log
	Resources
	Mindfulness Meditation
	Resources

