
 
Building a systematic shadowboxing and bag work routine 

 
Shadowboxing and bag work are key elements of any training regimen -- each drill presents its 
own challenges, benefits, and drawbacks.  Taken as a whole, consistent adherence to 
shadowboxing, bag work, pad work, dutch drills, and sparring will produce a well-rounded 
understanding and set of striking skills. 
 
This article is designed to help you build out a shadowboxing and bag work routine that follows 
specific principles and allows for continuity between the different methods of training. 
 
We’ll begin with shadowboxing drills, then work our way into different approaches on the heavy 
bag. 
 
 
Stance and Footwork Drills 
 
This is undeniably the starting point, and foundation, for all of your practice.  Literally and 
figuratively, your foot work provides the base for your training.  Therefore, any increase (or 
decrease) in skill in this area will have a similar effect on all of your other skills.  Footwork and 
stance are the limiting factors to everything in striking, and as such they demand attention and 
discipline at all levels of the game -- from your first, to your last, day. 
 
Around the Ring 
 
This drill provides a clear direction for your training.  By setting up four cones to define the four 
corners of the ring, you are creating four different directions for your movement as you travel the 
outside of the square. 
 
Focus on the rhythmic movement of your feet, and try to keep every adjustment as uniform as 
possible.  A simple way to know which foot moves first is this -- always open the stance, then 
adjust back to normal.  For example, moving to the left means your left foot will move first, and 
your right foot will adjust back to stance.  
 



A good rule of thumb when starting this drill is to focus on bringing your feet down to the mat at 
a perpendicular angle.  This means don’t slide or shuffle, but rather stomp your feet into place. 
This provides a very stable base. 
 
When adding strikes to this drill, the only rule you need to always follow is that every strike lands 
in sync with the stepping of the foot.  Hands and feet move, and work, together on this drill. 
That is a key element that must never be compromised! 
 
 
Cone Drills 
 
Building on the step/drop footwork from the Around the Ring drill, this cone drill provides a little 
more focus and realism.  The cone provides a focal point for your strikes -- it is the nucleus of 
the circle. 
 
Your lead foot stays inside the circle, your rear foot stays outside of the circle, and you always 
straddle the perimieter of the circle.  This is exactly how we move when we create angles 
around a target. 
 
Simply stepping to the side (to 3 o’clock or 9 o’clock) creates more distance between you and 
the target, and will make it more difficult for you to land your strikes if you are not adjusting for 
the difference in range.  
 
Utilize circling/angling footwork, as well as advancing/retreating movements, to complete this 
drill.  
 
 
Ladder Drills 
 
The ladder doesn’t necessarily provide anything that cones, or any visual targets, can’t.  But it 
does provide some structure.  Working advancing/retreating drills, in addition to lateral 
movement, is a great use for this piece of equipment. 
 
Any supplemental agility drills (an exhaustive topic that you can easily research online) will also 
go a long way in improving your movement. 
 
 
 
 
 
Supplemental Feedback Drills 
 



We identify two of these, but there are more.  In fact, your creativity is the only limit to the ways 
in which you can focus your shadowboxing.  The point of these is to exaggerate and illuminate 
specific qualities, develop more attuned awareness, or any other supplemental skill that can be 
helpful.  Let’s discuss two drills: 
 
Blind Shadowboxing.  Just as it sounds: shadowbox slowly, with your eyes closed.  This will 
force you to start “seeing” with your sense of touch (helpful for learning to keep your hands up 
and chin down), as well as making you more sensitive to your balance.  
 
Firing Blanks.  Shadowboxing as normal, except do not actually throw the punches or kicks. 
Instead, perform the movements leading up to the releasing of the strike.  This drill is an 
excellent way to develop stronger core awareness and proper body mechanics.  

 
 

Freestyle Shadowboxing 
 
Just as it sounds, freestyle shadowboxing is just, well, shadowboxing.  We want to make sure 
we adhere to some specific principles though: 
 

● Utilize the specific skills from the footwork and stance drills, and integrate offense and 
defense.  Be systematic and have a plan! 

● “Rule of 3”: No more than 3 offensive strikes in a row without movement or defense.  It is 
unrealistic that you will land more than three offensive strikes in a row before your 
opponent swings back.  So beat them to the punch (or kick) and then continue your 
attack. 

● Always think at least 1 step ahead of defense--defense is a means to an end.  So utilize 
the basic reaction drills (1-2 Inside Reaction Drill, Check/Return, Helmet Guard → Leg 
Kick), or whatever else you decide.  Be creative, but plan ahead! 

● Add sprints! 
 
 
Integrating Bag Work 
 
When introducing a heavy bag, or other striking surface, into the mix, we generally want to 
observe the same principles used in shadowboxing as well.  If you are familiar and practiced in 
the cone drill, it can be helpful to imagine the cone being located on the top of the heavy bag. 
Therefore, maintaining one foot inside the “circle” and one foot outside will provide you with a 
clear direction for your movement relative to that of the bag when engaged in a long series or 
combination. 
 
Freestyle work on the bag is great, but make sure focused drills are at least half of your bag 
practice.  When we tend to only do the drills we feel like doing, we also tend to ignore or neglect 
those more challenging or difficult skills that are also important. 



 
By focusing our work, and having a plan, we will ensure that we give equal (or equitable) 
attention to all skills. 
 
Concepts or drills to focus on: 

 
● Volume and technical drills -- K.I.S.S. (Keep It Simple Stupid) 
● Making sure to practice power safely: only strike the bag when it is moving towards your 

strike 
● Teeps and jabs are for control -- use them liberally to get the bag moving (or not moving) 

in your favor! 
● Be Specific!  Limit yourself to a basic combination, or a specific skill.  Dedicate an entire 

round to that skill.  
● FlowStyle -- Keep a rhythm and integrate as many different techniques and ranges into 

each combination 
● Teep-Away -- Keep the bag off the plumb line 
● Practice your tactical series -- use this as an opportunity to flex your Fight IQ.  If your 

opponent gets wise to, say, your left hook, how do you capitalize on that?  Set up a 
series of combinations, each of which works off the other.  Developing your Fight 
Literacy (ability to read your opponent) and Fight IQ (ability to capitalize on that 
information) are lifelong skills.  Start now! 

 
 
Putting it all together 
 
No one specific drill -- shadowboxing, bag work, pad work, dutch style, sparring, etc -- will 
provide the proper conditions for growth in all areas.  Learn to understand, and appreciate, the 
pros and cons of each method. 
 
Striking is a simple martial art.  There are only so many different things you can do with your 
limbs.  But don’t confuse breadth with depth.  Although the breadth of techniques in striking may 
be narrow, the depth of each technique is bottomless.  Refining your skills is a marathon, not a 
sprint, and there is no finish line. 
 
Focusing on slow, consistent growth will lead to sustainable gains.  One of the most important 
skills you can develop as a martial artist is self-correction.  This requires an understanding of the 
fundamental concepts of stance (Stability, Equilibrium, and Responsibility) and the ability to 
objectively capture feedback from your own training. 
 
Once you have an understanding of where you want to go, and you understand how to get 
there, you will be on your way to calibrating towards perfection! 
 
 


