
Barbell Basics 
The Four Foundational Barbell Lifts 

Beginner Barbell Workshop Handout 

 

Why These Lifts? 
The Press, Bench Press, Squat, and Deadlift train the greatest amount of muscle mass through 
the largest range of motion while allowing for consistent progression over time. Master these 
movements first. Everything else is assistance work. 

Key Principles 

●​ Prioritize technique before load. 
●​ Use a full range of motion. 
●​ Add weight gradually and consistently. 
●​ Maintain tightness and stability throughout each lift. 
●​ Train for years, not workouts. 

 

The Press 
Setup 

●​ Bar starts in the heel of the palm. 
●​ Hands just outside shoulder width. 
●​ Wrists straight. 
●​ Elbows slightly in front of the bar. 
●​ Feet approximately hip width. 

Execution 

●​ Take a deep breath and brace. 
●​ Squeeze glutes and abs. 
●​ Press bar in a straight vertical line. 



●​ Move head back to clear the bar. 
●​ Bring head through once bar passes forehead. 
●​ Finish with bar over mid-foot. 

Common Errors 

●​ Leaning excessively backward. 
●​ Pressing around the face. 
●​ Relaxing the midsection. 
●​ Flaring elbows excessively. 

Coaching Cue 

"Press straight up. Head through." 

 

The Bench Press 
Setup 

●​ Eyes directly under the bar. 
●​ Five points of contact: 

○​ Head 
○​ Upper back 
○​ Buttocks 
○​ Left foot 
○​ Right foot 

●​ Shoulder blades pulled together and down. 
●​ Moderate arch in upper back. 
●​ Grip width allows vertical forearms at the bottom. 

Execution 

●​ Unrack with straight arms. 
●​ Lower under control to lower chest/sternum. 
●​ Keep wrists stacked over elbows. 
●​ Touch the chest without bouncing. 
●​ Drive bar back and up to lockout. 

Common Errors 

●​ Elbows flared excessively. 



●​ Losing upper back tightness. 
●​ Bouncing the bar. 
●​ Feet moving during the lift. 

Coaching Cue 

"Chest up. Bend the bar. Drive back and up." 

 

The Squat 
Setup 

●​ Bar positioned securely on upper back. 
●​ Hands as close as shoulder mobility allows. 
●​ Feet approximately shoulder width. 
●​ Toes turned slightly outward. 
●​ Eyes focused on a fixed point ahead. 

Execution 

●​ Take a deep breath and brace hard. 
●​ Break at hips and knees simultaneously. 
●​ Knees track over toes. 
●​ Maintain a rigid back. 
●​ Descend until hip crease is below top of knee. 
●​ Drive hips up out of the bottom. 
●​ Stand to full lockout. 

Common Errors 

●​ Cutting depth high. 
●​ Knees collapsing inward. 
●​ Relaxing in the bottom. 
●​ Losing lumbar position. 

Coaching Cue 

"Sit down between your heels. Drive your hips up." 

 



The Deadlift 
Setup 

●​ Mid-foot directly under the bar. 
●​ Stance about hip width. 
●​ Grip just outside legs. 
●​ Bend knees until shins touch bar. 
●​ Chest up. 
●​ Flatten and tighten the back. 
●​ Pull slack out of the bar. 

Execution 

●​ Take a deep breath and brace. 
●​ Push feet through the floor. 
●​ Keep bar against the legs. 
●​ Hips and shoulders rise together. 
●​ Stand tall at lockout. 
●​ Return bar under control. 

Common Errors 

●​ Bar too far from the body. 
●​ Jerking the bar from the floor. 
●​ Rounded upper or lower back. 
●​ Hyperextending at lockout. 

Coaching Cue 

"Push the floor away. Drag the bar up your legs." 

 

Bracing & Breathing 
Before Every Rep 

1.​ Big breath into the belly. 
2.​ Expand 360 degrees around the trunk. 
3.​ Tighten abs as if preparing for a punch. 
4.​ Hold pressure through the rep. 



5.​ Reset between repetitions as needed. 

Coaching Cue 

"Breathe. Brace. Move." 

 

Progression Guidelines 
Beginners 

●​ Add weight when technique remains solid. 
●​ Small jumps produce big results over time. 
●​ Focus on consistency rather than intensity. 

General Recommendation 

●​ Squat: +5-10 lbs per workout when possible 
●​ Deadlift: +5-10 lbs per workout when possible 
●​ Press: +5 lbs per workout when possible 
●​ Bench Press: +5 lbs per workout when possible 

 

Remember 
Strength is built through mastery of the basics. 

Train the fundamental lifts.​
 Practice perfect repetitions.​
 Add weight patiently.​
 Stay healthy enough to train next week, next month, and next year. 
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