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ACL REHABILITATION PROGRAM 

OVERVIEW 

This detailed ACL knee recovery program 

has been prepared to assist you with your 

rehabilitation following an Anterior 

Cruciate Ligament reconstruction.  It is 

recommended that this program is used in 

conjunction with attendance at your post-

operative appointments with your 

orthopedic surgeon or physio.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

It is also important to have your exercise 

program reviewed on a regular basis as 

progress can be different for each 

individual depending on a number factors 

including how your knee naturally 

responds to the ACL reconstruction, the 

levels of swelling in the knee pre and post-

surgery, your motivation and application 

to adhere to a specific ACL reconstruction 

rehabilitation program (such as that listed 

below), and your general fitness levels. 

Your progress should essentially be guided 

by the amount of pain and swelling you 

experience and using common sense 

when looking to increase the level of 

difficulty of exercises and the amount of 

load put into your reconstructed knee.  

The pain and swelling should slowly 

decrease as you improve your ability to 

conduct each exercise however it is not 

uncommon to experience temporary 

increases in pain of less than 48 hours 

which simply indicates you are probably 

overdoing things.  In this case it ok to 

revert back to exercises that can be 

performed properly without pain, and 

then when you feel comfortable look to 

move towards more difficult exercises 

that increase your knees level of agility 

and flexibility as well as strength.  

It is also important to really focus on 

reducing the level of swelling and heat 

within your reconstructed knee by using a 

compression bandage and by regularly 

icing the injured knee for at least the first 

two to three months.  Reduced swelling 

will assist with being able to complete 

exercises that improve your knees 

flexibility and strength. 

The Goal of ACL Reconstruction 

Rehabilitation 

The most important goal for you to focus 

on following an ACL reconstruction is to 

restore full knee functionality without 

harming of rupturing your ACL knee.  

Therefore dedicating the time towards a 

specifically tailored ACL rehabilitation 

program and developing daily habits 

focused on completing your exercises up 

to 3 to 4 times per day whilst applying ice 

regularly to reduce swelling is very 

important.  It is also critical to complete 

the right exercises designed to restore full 

knee functionality rather than exercises 

which can cause pain or even harm your 

new ACL graft.  Do not push through pain 

at any stage.    
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The most important aspects of your ACL 

recovery are to achieve and maintain full 

knee locking and straightening of the knee 

as well as restoration of the quadriceps 

muscles at the front of your thigh. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Precautions of ACL Reconstruction 

Surgery 

There are a number of key precautions 

that you need to be aware of post ACL 

reconstruction surgery which include: 

 Most importantly do no harm or 

damage to your ACL knee post-surgery 

in particularly it is very important to 

avoid loosening or rupturing your new 

ACL graft.  In this sense it is advisable 

to avoid open kinetic chain exercises 

such as leg extensions as this may lead 

to stretching or loosening of your ACL 

graft 

 Post-operative rehabilitation is critical 

to the success of an ACL 

reconstruction.  If you are not 

prepared to commit to a specific ACL 

reconstruction rehabilitation program 

for its full duration than you are 

probably best not to have had the 

surgery in the first place 

 Performing your exercises in the first 

two weeks after returning home from 

surgery is of the utmost importance to 

ensuring the greatest possible benefit.  

If you cannot perform the basic action 

of locking your knee at 3 weeks post-

surgery your chances of requiring an 

arthroscope (to restore extension in 

your reconstructed knee) are 

significantly increased 

 There should be little or no pain 

associated with exercises performed 

in your program.  With all activities 

and rehabilitation you should be 

guided by the level of pain and 

swelling.   

 The new ACL graft is at its weakest 

point around 6 to 9 weeks as the 

blood supply is just starting to 

establish.  It is important to be aware 

that your reconstructed knee will 

continue to be vulnerable to injury 

until full knee functionality is restored. 
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ACL Rehabilitation Program Post 

Reconstruction Surgery 

The following ACL Rehabilitation program 

for simplicity has been split into five 

distinct phases starting with weeks 0 to 2 

post-surgery.  The program is designed to 

assist you through your recovery following 

an Anterior Cruciate Ligament 

reconstruction.  The duration of the 

phases may vary depending on how your 

knee responds to the rehabilitation 

program and everyone heals differently.  

Therefore you may find yourself 

progressing faster or slower than this 

program as a result. 

 

 

Phase 1 - 0 to 2 weeks post-surgery 

Key goals 

Your post-operative rehabilitation begins 

immediately after surgery.  After surgery 

you will be seen by a physiotherapist who 

will provide you with exercises for your 

knee and assist you in walking. Once you 

are safely mobilized and pain is controlled 

you will be able to go home which is often 

on the same day as surgery or the next 

day. 

Once you have returned home, at this 

point your key goals in the first two weeks 

include: 

 Returning normal range of motion 

especially knee extension 

(straightening).  In other words 

achieving and maintaining full 

extension of your knee 

 Reduce swelling and inflammation in 

the knee as much as possible 

 Full quadriceps function and activation 

starting by regaining function of your 

quadriceps at the front of your thigh 

 Reduce swelling in your ACL knee as 

much as possible 

 Try to walk normally using crutches 

where required 

 Developing a strong routine and habits 

to complete the recommended 

exercises and icing 3 to 4 times a day   

FULL KNEE STRAIGHTENING (LOCKED) 

Locking out your knee straight is very 

important in the early stages of 

rehabilitation.  Practice locking the knee 

as often as possible by sitting on a flat 

table or couch with legs extended out 

straight, placing a rolled towel under your 

heel (do this for 30 minutes, 3 to 4times 

per day). You need to ensure that you can 

lock your knee within the first three 

weeks post-surgery otherwise you run the 

risk of developing scar tissue in the joint 

and requiring an arthroscopy to restore 

knee extension.   

DO YOUR EXERCISES 3 TO 4 TIMES A DAY 

You need to do your exercises 3 to 4 times 

a day where progress should be gradual 

and guided by the level of pain and 
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swelling in your knee. Begin Phase 1 of 

you ACL rehabilitation program with 

exercises 1 and 2 below, the day after 

your operation and add exercise 3 after 2 

weeks post-surgery.   

Exercise 1 – Knee Locking 

With a rolled towel or pillow under the 

heel, contract the quadriceps muscle to 

push the knee further down into the 

bed/couch holding for 5 seconds then 

return to relaxed extension.  You can lie 

on your back or sitting with legs extended 

horizontally on a couch/bed or table.  

Repeat this exercise 20 times before 

moving onto exercise 2 below.   

Exercise 2 – Seated Heel Slides  

Sitting on a chair with a slippery floor (e.g. 

tiles) slide your heel on the floor towards 

your buttocks as far as comfortable and 

hold for 3 seconds.  Then slide your heel 

forwards to a relaxed normal sitting 

position in line with your other foot.  

Repeat this exercise 10 times. This 

exercise will assist with improving flexion 

of your knee which will also improve 

steadily as swelling around the knee joint 

decreases 

Exercise 3 – Prone Leg Hangs (Add this 

exercise 2 weeks after the operation) 

Lie on your stomach with knees just 

overhanging the edge of a table or bench 

with knee caps just off the end.  Hang 

your legs for 2 minutes in a fully 

extended/straight position.   You can use 

a weight or the heel of your good leg to 

push down on the heel of your operated 

leg if struggling with full extension.  Apply 

pressure as long as it is comfortable to do 

so.  

 

REDUCE THE SWELLING AND 

INFLAMMATION (R.I.C.E) 

Also within Phase 1 of your ACL 

rehabilitation program, it is very 

important to reduce the level of swelling 

and inflammation in your reconstructed 

knee as much as possible.   

It is important to follow the RICE 

principles mentioned below to reduce 

swelling in the knee for improved ACL 

injury recovery.   

 REST – limit any sudden movements 

or twisting.  You should basically be 

resting at home in the first week post-

surgery by keeping the knee as 

elevated as much as possible.   In the 

second week you can gradually come 

off the crutches but essentially still 

staying at home and limiting any 

uncomfortable movements 

 ICE – A Cryo Cuff is a more advanced 

method of decreasing inflammation if 

you have one available.  Otherwise 

you can use a standard ice pack or bag 

of frozen vegetables.  Ice at least 3 to 

4 times a day for 20 minutes in the 

first week.  In the second week ice 

after exercise (and preferably before 

exercise as well) and before you go to 

bed.  Anti-inflammatory medication 

can also help you reduce swelling 

around the knee joint. Moving into 

later Phases of your ACL rehabilitation 

program it is important to continue 

icing to decrease swelling 
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 COMPRESSION – Wear a compression 

bandage or sock for at least the first 6 

weeks after surgery (for example: 

Tubigrip).  This will assist with 

reducing swelling in the knee 

 ELEVATION – Keep your reconstructed 

knee elevated as much as you can by 

lying on the floor/couch/bed with 

sufficient support under the knee such 

as a towel or pillow.   

 

TRY TO WALK NORMALLY (Weight 

Bearing) 

Within the initial few weeks of your ACL 

reconstruction injury recovery it is 

important to aim towards walking in a 

normal way and improving your gait by: 

 Initially using crutches for at least the 

first two days post surgery with 

minimal weight bearing 

 Gradually increasing weight bearing 

whilst walking at a comfortable level, 

using the crutches for as long as you 

feel you need them.  You may require 

crutches to walk for as little as a 

couple of days or as long as two 

weeks.  A good progression is to just 

use the one crutch in the opposite 

hand when you are ready to progress 

from using two crutches 

 When you are ready to walk without 

crutches try to lock your knee and 

contract the quadriceps when you 

step.  This will assist with developing 

strength and control back into your 

injured knee 

Crutch Walking Technique Tips 

There are some simple crutch walking 

technique tips that may assist with using 

crutches in your first few weeks post-

surgery including: 

 Try to put your body weight on your 

hands rather than on your underarms 

when standing and walking 

 When resting on your crutches place 

them a short distance in front of your 

feet and lean slightly forward 

otherwise you risk losing balance and 

falling over 

 The proper sequence for walking on a 

flat surface is “crutches, bad leg, good 

leg”.  Being careful not to put weight 

on the bad leg.  Once you become 

more comfortable using crutches, and 

strength and control is starting to 

develop in your knee than the 

crutches and bad leg can move 

together  

 To walk upstairs the movement is: 

Good leg, bad leg, crutches 

 To walk downstairs the movement is: 

Crutches, bad leg, good leg 
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Phase 2: 2 to 12 weeks post-surgery 

Following on from phase 1 of your ACL 

recovery you move into phase 2 after 

approximately 2 weeks post-surgery.  The 

key goals and activities for Phase 2 

rehabilitation include: 

 Quadriceps strengthening 

 Hamstring curls 

 Stationary bike with elevated seat 

 At 5 weeks start a gym program to 

improve strength & mobility 

 Swimming pool – avoid kicking for 8 

weeks 

 Mini trampoline at 8 weeks post-

surgery 

 Introduce specific exercises to 

improve balance 

 Monitor pain & swelling on all 

exercises 

 

Exercises & Rehabilitation Essentials 

from 2 to 12 weeks post-surgery 

Essentially it is important to continue with 

your phase 1 exercises (0 to 2 weeks as 

noted above) and gradually add additional 

mobility and strength exercises as 

recommended by your physio or strength 

& conditioning trainer (generally this 

includes quadriceps and hamstring 

exercises).  Be careful not to do any 

exercises which may loosen or stretch the 

new ACL. 

As per all phases of the program, with all 

exercises be guided by the level of pain 

and swelling. 

Continue regular icing and wearing a 

compression sleeve for as long as swelling 

continues in your ACL knee which can 

usually last for at least 6 to 8 weeks if not 

longer. 

Quadriceps and Hamstring Strengthening 

 Quadriceps strengthening can 

commence with: 

 wall squats standing on both legs 

with your back pressed against the 

wall and flexing the knees forward 

to lower your backside and 

returning to a standing position, 

 straight leg raises lying flat on your 

back and lifting one leg straight as 

high as comfortable and lowering 

back down to the lying position, 

and  

 forward lunges by starting in a 

standing position and then 

stepping forward whilst 

simultaneously lowering your hips 

as much as comfortable then 

returning to a standing position at 

approximately the rate of 1 every 

5 seconds,  

 Do the above exercises 2 to 3 sets 

a day and building towards 20 

repetitions per set.  Initially 

complete these exercises without 

any additional weight 

 Hamstring curls should also be 

performed at a rate of 1 every 5 

seconds, 2 to 3 sets a day and building 

towards 20 repetitions per set.  Note 

you may find this exercise difficult in 

the first instance in particularly if you 

had a hamstring tendon graft.  In this 

case work into the activity gradually 

with smaller ranges of motion in the 

exercise in the first instance 

 Don’t forget about your knee 

extensions from Phase 1 and ensure 
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you can lock your knee straight.  It is 

essential that you continue to work on 

knee extension throughout the entire 

rehabilitation period 

Exercise Bike 

 You can commence using a stationary 

bike as soon as you are comfortable 

(approximately by 2 to 4 weeks) to 

increase your range of motion in the 

knee as well as provide light endurance 

exercise.  Initially begin with the seat 

elevated and as your flexibility 

improves you can gradually lower the 

seat position 

 There should not be any resistance in 

the first instance whilst using an 

exercise bike.  Once you reach 15 

minutes of light riding comfortably 

then you can look to increase 

resistance or the time on the bike 

 Gradually build up to 20 to 25 minute 

sessions on the exercise bike 3 to 4 

times per week. 

GYM 

 At about 5 weeks you can start a gym 

program 3 times per week for at least 

3 to 4 months  

 Talk to your physio or gym coach to 

design a program designed for 

strength, mobility and flexibility of 

your knee.  These exercises can 

include: 

 single leg press for both concentric 

and eccentric movements 

 half squats using only your body 

weight (That is do not add any 

other weights at this early stage) 

 hamstring curls 

 NB: Quadriceps extensions should be 

avoided at this stage as they may lead 

to loosening or damaging of the ACL 

graft 

Swimming 

After an ACL reconstruction your sutures 

are usually removed from the knee by 

around 2 weeks post-surgery.  Once the 

wound has healed, clean and free of risk 

of infection a pool program can 

commence.  Be careful to avoid kicking in 

the pool for at least 8 weeks. 

 

During an ACL tear recovery program, 

water exercises are meant to strengthen 

and enrich flexibility for your knee.  

 Start with walking in the water at 

approximately waist height. Begin 

with 5 minutes daily and slowly 

increase the time spent on water-

walking sessions up to 30 minutes 

with a focus on trying to walk as 

normally as possible. 

Learning to flex and extend your knee 

during an ACL recovery can be a 

demanding process, but water exercises 

are low impact and can help you a lot. 
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 Knee lifts are an excellent way to 

improve knee flexibility and your 

ability to extend.  Start standing 

straight in chest high water with your 

back to a wall for stability and then 

bend the affected knee up to the 

surface of the water followed by 

slowly straightening the ACL knee back 

down to a standing position. Repeat 

this exercise 10 times. 

 Knee-to-chest stretches are another 

crucial exercise during the early stages 

of an ACL recovery. Start with ten 

repetitions for each set and increase 

the amount of sessions as the knee 

recovers. 

 After strengthening the knee ligament, 

the next step in an ACL tear recovery 

is practicing water jogging. 

 You may also consider advancing your 

exercises with some lap swimming to 

improve fitness. However be sure not 

to do any kicking until at least 8 weeks 

post-surgery. 

Jogging 

 At 8 weeks try jogging stationary on a 

mini- trampoline with the view to 

progressing to running at 

approximately 10 to 12 weeks 

depending on your progress and 

surgeons preferences.  Jogging can 

initially be on a treadmill gradually 

building up to 10 minute sessions. 

 

Balance 

There are many exercises you can 

incorporate to assist with improving your 

balance.   

 A good way to start improving balance 

is by doing shallow squats on one leg 

of about one third and progression 

from there.   

 This type of exercise essentially 

involves standing on one leg, placing a 

hand on a wall for balance, flexing at 

the knee and lowering your body a 

small way and then returning to the 

standing position (in the first 

instance).   

 Once you become confident with 

shallow squats, you can increase the 

level of difficulty by using a pillow or 

wobble board to stand on rather than 

a flat surface.   

Once these are mastered you can 

progress to arabesque exercises including: 

 Reaching forward with your right arm 

out straight and balancing on your 

right leg (with your left leg in the air).  

Start with your arm pointing up 

vertically and gradually lean forwards 

until your right arm and left leg are 

parallel to the ground.  This will take 

some time to master in the first 

instance so you will need to practice. 

 This exercise can be made more 

challenging by picking an object of the 

floor with your right arm.  Keep your 

body as straight as possible.  Then 

swap to balancing on the left leg with 

the right arm pointing vertically and 

complete the exercise as per above. 

This ensures that the  exercise is 

performed on both the injured knee 

and good knee 

There are a number of exercises that can 

be completed to increase balance in your 
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injured knee so it is important to consult 

with your strength coach or physio to 

assist with developing a suitable 

progressive program. 
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Phase 3: 12 to 16 weeks post-surgery 

Following on from phase 2 of your ACL 

recovery you move into phase 3 after 

approximately 12 weeks post-surgery.  

The key goals and activities for Phase 3 

rehabilitation include: 

 Continuing with your gym program 

 Jogging in a straight line by 

approximately 3 months 

 Gradually building towards sprints 

when you feel comfortable 

 Gradually introducing jumping and 

landing drills 

 Maintaining your motivation to 

improve knee functionality 

Exercises & Rehabilitation 12 to 16 weeks 

At this stage of your rehabilitation you 

should continue with your gym program 

and looking to progressively increase the 

level of difficulty of the exercises to 

improve knee functionality.  You can look 

to add exercises such as: 

 “Step downs” standing on a step and 

balancing on your leg and lowering the 

other leg to the floor 

 “Bridging” which requires you to lay 

flat on your back and lifting your hips 

off the ground / table whilst balancing 

on your leg with the other leg in the 

air 

Other important part of your 

rehabilitation in Phase 3 includes: 

 Remembering to control swelling and 

inflammation by icing before and after 

exercise  

 Continue to extend and lock your knee 

as per Phase 1 and 2  

 If you have full range of motion and 

strength around your surrounding 

knee you can look to start a running 

program including using the treadmill 

for up to 10 to 15 minutes and then 

progressing to level surface running 

for 20 to 30 minutes and hill running.   

Begin on a flat and soft surface like 

grass or similar without any holes or 

divots  

 Initially start jogging at a slow pace 

and once you feel confident and can 

easily run 1500 meters you can 

introduce run throughs building up to 

sprints 

 Following the build up from jogging to 

sprinting (at approximately 3 months) 

you can progress to hopping and 

landing drills.  These drills should 

initially start with your feet together 

and knees slightly bent 

 It is very important to use proper 

technique with these hopping and 

landing exercises to avoid injuring 

your ACL.  Jumping drills can teach you 

how to land softly in more competitive 

sports.  The basic progression of 

jumping drill includes: 

 Start with both legs together with 

small backwards and forwards 

hops  

 Gradually increase the distance of 

the hops 

 Progress to side to side and 

diagonal movements  

 Building up to 10 repetitions and 

single legs hops if you are 

comfortable 
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Phase 4: 4 to 6 months post-surgery 

Following on from phase 3 of your ACL 

recovery you move into phase 4 after 

approximately 4 months post-surgery.  

The key goals and activities for Phase 4 

rehabilitation include: 

 Introduce changes in direction whilst 

jogging 

 Gradually increase sharpness and 

speed of turns 

 Consider use of ACL specific programs 

designed to prevent injury 

 Introduce drills and training specific to 

your sport 

Exercises & Rehabilitation Plan 4 to 6 

Months 

 Once you are confident with jogging, 

hopping and landing drills you can 

begin to introduce changes in 

direction by gradually increasing the 

sharpness and speed of turns 

 Increase or decrease the level of 

intensity of the activity depending on 

the level of pain and swelling 

experienced 

 There are some programs designed to 

assist with preventing ACL injuries 

called the FIFA 11+ and the PEP.  They 

are also useful for preparing you for a 

return to sport.  The FIFA 11+ program 

can be found at f-marc.com/11plus/.  

Completing either of these programs 

comfortably and without pain 

indicates that you are ready to 

commence non-contact sports training 

 

Phase 5: 6 to 12 months post-surgery 

Following on from phase 4 of your ACL 

recovery you move into phase 5 after 

approximately 6 months post-surgery.  It 

is important to remember that your speed 

of ACL recovery post-surgery will be 

different to other people depending on a 

number of factors mentioned previously 

and therefore only move into Phase 5 

once you are comfortable in completing 

the exercises for all previous phases. The 

key goals and activities for Phase 5 

rehabilitation include: 

 Non-contact sport specific drills or 

activities up to 6 months and 

potentially longer depending on the 

rate of healing of your knee 

 Gradually build the intensity of your 

activities and sports specific training 

 Returning to full activity or 

competition upon full ACL recovery 

Exercises & Rehabilitation Plan 6 to 12 

months 

Sports specific activities, drills and non-

contact training at 6 months.  

 Assuming you have full range of 

movement, regained at least 90 

percent of your strength in the 

hamstrings and quadriceps plus   
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 success in all landing and agility drills you can return to full light sport 

participation or similar type activities 

that you are involved with.  It should 

be noted that it can take up to 3 

months of participation in your sport 

or activity to regain control of all 

complex movement patterns that are 

impacted by your knee 

 Ultimately you can be in a position to 

return to full competition sport by 9 to 

12 months dependent on a number of 

various factors including: 

 

 speed of recovery within your 

injured ACL knee 

 your age and ability to heal 

 any associated knee joint injuries  

 importantly your own personal 

dedication to completing the ACL 

rehabilitation program 

 

It is very important that you have no 

swelling, excellent quadriceps strength & 

full range of movement to return to 

competitive sport 
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ACL Rehabilitation Checklist Post Surgery 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


