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Caution 

The Growing Stronger Program is an exercise program based upon 

extensive scientific research. The Growing Stronger Tool Kit contains 

instructions and safety precautions for community exercise leaders. It is 

essential that you read the entire Tool Kit carefully before implementing 

the program. Some exercises outlined in the program are not appropriate 

for individuals with unstable medical conditions or serious musculoskeletal 

problems. 

This Tool Kit is not intended to replace the services of a healthcare 

provider who knows the participants of your program personally. As a 

fitness professional, never give medical advice to a participant in your 

program. Always refer the individual to his/her healthcare provider. 

Individuals who participate in the Growing Stronger Program are strongly 

encouraged to talk with their doctors before starting this program. 

Every effort has been made to ensure that the information contained in 

this Tool Kit is complete and accurate. However, neither the authors nor 

Cornell University is engaged in rendering medical advice or services to 

individual participants in the Growing Stronger Program. The ideas, 

procedures, and suggestions contained in this Tool Kit are not intended as a 

substitute for consulting with a physician. All matters regarding a 

participant’s health require medical supervision. Neither the authors nor 

Cornell University shall be liable or responsible for any loss, injury, or 

damage allegedly arising from any information or suggestion in this Tool 

Kit. The opinions expressed in this Tool Kit represent the personal views of 

the authors and not those of Cornell University. 
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Mission 
To increase the number of older adults participating in safe and effective 

strength training programs throughout the United States and abroad. 

 
Objectives 

 
�™ To provide the necessary educational materials and training to 

Program Leaders to help them successfully implement and maintain the 

Growing Stronger Program. 

 

�™ To facilitate the implementation of the Growing Stronger Program in 

community centers, local health and fitness facilities, hospitals and clinics, 

cooperative extension services, businesses, and any other place where 

older adults come together. 

 
�™ To improve the health and well-being of older adults throughout the 

United States and abroad by increasing access to structured, safe, and 

effective strength training programs. 



© 
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showed that strength training increases bone density and reduces the risk for 

fractures among women aged 50 to 70.1 

 

Proper Weight Maintenance 

Strength training is crucial to weight control, because individuals who have 

more muscle mass have a higher metabolic rate. Muscle is active tissue that 

consumes calories, whereas stored fat uses very little energy. Strength 

training can provide up to a 15% increase in metabolic rate, which is 

enormously helpful for weight loss and long-term weight control.13 

 

Improved Glucose Control 

More than 16 million Americans have type 2 
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The Gap Between Knowledge and Practice 

Despite solid evidence of the many benefits of strength training, only 7% of 

older adults do this type of exercise.10 There are many reasons. Older adults 

are fearful of injuring themselves as a result of strength training; they are 

worried that they are going to bulk up; they have no experience with lifting 

weights; they lack access to a trainer who is experienced with middle-aged 

and older individuals; many fitness centers are not geared towards older 

adults and strength training; and there are very few community programs 

available, especially in inner cities and rural settings. 

Fitness centers, community centers, rural extension services, 

employee fitness programs, and congregate housing facilities are just now 

beginning to offer strength training programs for middle-aged and older 

adults, but these programs are still few and far between. In addition,
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�™ Certification by a reputable health and fitness organization. 

Organizations include the National Strength and Conditioning 

Association (NSCA), the American College of Sports Medicine 

(ACSM), the American Council on Exercise (ACE), the American 

Senior Fitness Association, the International Association of 

Fitness Professionals (IDEA), and the Cooper Institute for 

Aerobics Research. We realize that this is not a complete list of 

organizations that certify individuals; you may have a certification 

from another organization, and along with your education and 

experience, you may be qualified to become a Program Leader. 

 

Possessing the above three attributes will contribute greatly to your 

ability to safely and effectively implement the Growing Stronger Program. 

We recognize that some people who want to become Program Leaders may 

not have any formal education regarding health and fitness, and they may 

not possess a fitness-related certification. Ultimately, the decision of who 

becomes a Program Leader is in the hands of the manager of the facility 

that is going to run the program. We encourage the manager to strongly 

consider the recommendations we outline above. 

While degrees and certifications provide an excellent foundation for 

sound exercise instruction, we feel strongly that there is no replacement for 

hands-on experience – be it with exercise, nutrition, or working with older 

individuals. 

The basic responsibilities of the Program Leader include: 

�™ Contribute to participant screening and complete participant enrollment forms 

�™ Have an understanding of the principles of the Growing Stronger Program.
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�™ Be timely and organized for scheduled classes 

�™ Instruct classes using safe and proper exercise technique 

�™ Provide ongoing feedback, assistance, and support to participants 

�™ Provide leadership and inspiration to enhance compliance 

�™ Complete periodic evaluations 
 
 
Part B Identifying peer leaders 

We recommend that you as a Program Leader identify an individual within 

your community who can take on the responsibility of a Peer Leader. The 

Peer Leader can be instrumental in helping you with the administrative 

duties of running the program. He/she can maintain the compliance 

information, assist in gaining physician approval if needed, contact 

participants who have been absent, etc. The qualities that a Peer Leader 

should possess are described in greater detail later in the manual. 

 

Part C Range of sites that are encouraged to implement programs 

The Growing Stronger Program is appropriate for urban, suburban, and 

rural community organizations, such as senior centers, area offices on 

aging, assisted living facilities, other older adult housing complexes, health 

and fitness centers, hospital outpatient centers, employee wellness 

programs, places of worship, or any other community site where middle-

aged or older adults live or come together. 

 

Part D Suggested physical space and equipment needs 

To safely and effectively implement the Growing Stronger Program, we 

recommend a minimum of 200 square feet for a class of approximately 



The Growing Stronger Program 
 

© Cornell University 





The Growing Stronger Program 
 

© 



The Growing Stronger Program 
 

© Cornell University 21 

 

 



The Growing Stronger Program 
 

© Cornell University 22 

 

 

�™ Allow about 3-4 weeks between the informational meeting and the 

start date of the program to obtain participant medical clearance 
 
 
Part F Scheduling the program 

Each program site can run the Growing Stronger Program according to the 

schedule that works best for the community. Generally, the program is 

offered two days per week, but it can be run three days per week if desired. 

The only scheduling requirement is that the exercise sessions never meet on 

consecutive days of the week because participants will need at least one day 

off between sessions. Session length will be approximately one hour; this 

should be kept in mind when schedules are being made. We have found that 

12-, 14-, and 16-week sessions with scheduled breaks work well for 

programs in community settings. For instance, you may want to run a 12- 

week program followed by a 4-week break, and then begin another 12-week 

program. Another option is a 14-week session with a 2-week break. As the 

program gets under way, you and the manager of the program site should 

discuss whether the program schedule is working well and make 

adjustments at the end of the first session. 
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Part A Participant contact information 
 

Participant Summary Information Sheet 
 
 
Name:     

Address:     

 
 

 
 

 

 

Phone Number:        

Email address, if available:         

Date of Birth:     Age:         

Program Site:      
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Part B Participant’s medical history 

Medical History and Current Health Survey 
 

Name   

Please read the following list carefully and circle Yes or No as it applies to 

your medical history and current health. Please include any additional 

information and conditions for which you are receiving medical care. 

Medical History 

Aneurysm Yes No 

Arthritis (Rheumatoid or Osteoarthritis) Yes No 

Asthma Yes No 

Back Pain Yes No 

High Blood Pressure (Last reading / ) Yes No 

Low Blood Pressure (Last reading / ) Yes No 

Bone Fractures Yes No 

Cancer (Please provide type and treatment) Yes No 

High Cholesterol (Last reading / ) Yes No 



The 
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Part C PAR-Q (Physical Activity Readiness Questionnaire) 
 

 
Source: Physical Activity Readiness Questionnaire (PAR-Q), c. 2002. Reprinted with permission from 
the Canadian Society for Exercise Physiology. http://www.csep.ca/forms.asp 



The Growing Stronger Pr



The Growing Stronger Program 
 

© Cornell University 30 

 

 

 
 

Part D         Participant and physician consent 

Participant Consent 

I have voluntarily enrolled in a program of progressive exercise. The 
program is designed to place a gradually increased workload on the heart, 
lungs, muscles, and bones to help improve their function. I understand that 
participation in such a program may be associated with some risks. These 
risks may include but are not limited to muscle soreness, fainting, disorders 
of heart beat, abnormal blood pressure, and in very rare instances, heart 
attack. To the best of my knowledge I do not have any limiting physical 
conditions or disability that would preclude an exercise program. Effort 
will be made to minimize any risks to me by a pre-exercise assessment and 
a medical screening. I release everyone who has designed, promoted, or 
conducted the Growing Stronger Program from all claims or liabilities 
whatsoever resulting from my participation in this program. I assume all 
risks and responsibility for any injury, damage, or any other adverse event 
that may result from my participation in this program. 

Before I begin this program I understand that a pre-exercise 
assessment and physician screening consent form may be required. I 
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"Dear Doctor" Letter 
Date:             

Dear Dr.  , 

Your patient , is interested in 

participating in the Growing Stronger Program at   . This 

moderate intensity, progressive exercise program includes strength and 

balance training and is designed to improve muscle strength, dynamic 

balance, and flexibility. 

This program is based upon the results of strength training studies in 

older adults conducted by scientists at the John Hancock Research Center 

on Physical Activity, Nutrition, and Obesity Prevention at the Gerald J. and 

Dorothy R. Friedman School of Nutrition Science and Policy at Tufts 

University, Boston, MA. Scientists and exercise physiologists at Tufts 

University have designed this exercise program especially for older adults, 

and Program Leaders in your community are implementing the program. 

Your patient will be required to complete a Medical History Questionnaire 

and provide Informed Consent prior to participation in this exercise 

program. 

Please complete and sign the enclosed Physician Authorization Form. 

If you have any questions or would like to discuss your patient’s 

participation in this program in further detail, please call 

  (name) at: (phone number). 
 
 
Sincerely, 

  _ 
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Physician Authorization Form 

Patient Name:    

Address:  

      

Phone Number: Date of Birth:  

Date of Last Exam:    

Height: Weight: Pulse: BP:  Other: 

      

Medical Conditions:     

Medications:   
 
 

 

 

Special Considerations: 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 

Yes, my patient can participate. 
 

No, my patient cannot participate at this time due to his/her 

medical conditions and health status. 

 

Physician’s Signature: 

Print Name: 

Address: 

Phone Number: _Fax Number: 
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Chapter 4: The 
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Balance is the ability to maintain equilibrium when disrupted by an 

internal or external force. Many physical factors that affect balance include 

vision, hearing, muscle strength, flexibility, and posture. Certain medical 
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Technique 

The strength training exercises are performed slowly. All movements 

should be performed in a smooth, controlled manner through the full range 

of motion around the joint(s) of the exercising body part. 

To take full advantage of the benefits of strength training, it is 

important that participants continue to progress, or consistently advance the 

intensity of workouts to challenge the muscles with heavier weights. This 

continuous challenge allows the muscles to grow strong and stay strong. 

Progressing will increase feelings of independence, help avert the fear of 

falling that often develops as people age, and impart a sense of pride and 

accomplishment to participants. 

 

How to progress 

After the first week or so of strength training, participants should be 
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point at which you should encourage a small increase in the amount of 

weight being lifted or encourage participant to engage in higher level 

activity (as guided by the video). 

 

Intensity 

It is imperativ 
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The following series of questions will assist you in helping participants 

determine when it is time to increase the amount of weight being lifted for 

each exercise and change level of exercise. 
 
 

 
EXERCISE INTENSITY INDICATOR 

 Program Leader to ask participants these questions after each   
Exercise 

 
1. Were you able to complete two sets of ten repetitions in good form? 

No: Have participant reduce the weight to an amount that s/he can lift ten 
times in good form; then repeat for a second set. 

Yes: Please continue to question two. 
 

 

2. After completing ten repetitions, do you need to rest because the weight is 
too heavy to complete more repetitions in good form? 

Yes: Participant is working at the proper intensity and should not increase 
weight. 

No: Please continue to questions three and four to determine how to safely 
increase the intensity of the workout. 

3. Could you have done a few more repetitions in good form without a 
break? 

 
Yes: If participant can do only a few more repetitions (not the entire next set of 
ten without a break), at his/her next workout he/she should do the first set of 
repetitions with his/her current weight and his/her second set with the next 
weight up. For example, if he/she is currently using one-pound dumbbells, have 
him/her use two- or three-pound dumbbells for the second set. 
4. Could you have done all twenty repetitions at one time, without a break? 

Yes: At the next session, have the participant use heavier dumbbells for both sets 
of repetitions. 



The Growing Stronger Program 
 

© Cornell University 43 

 

 

 
 
Breathing 

Participants should breathe through the mouth continuously and regularly 

throughout the exercises. This can be done in one of two ways. First, 

participants may count out loud to keep the pace of the exercises. Talking 

(counting) ensures that participants are not holding their breath. The second 

method entails inhaling before the lift, exhaling through the mouth while 

lifting, often referred to as “exhale during the exertion,” and inhaling 

through the nose during the lowering phase. This method is more difficult to 

master initially but is very effective in reducing the monotony of counting in 

advanced or long-term groups. 

It is important for participants to start out at an easy or moderate level 

for all of these exercises. When the weight is light, the participant can safely 

learn the unique moves of each exercise and learn how to breathe properly. 

After mastering proper exercise technique, then the participants can start to 

progress and meet the appropriate intensity for an effective workout. 

 

Part B Program safety 

With any type of exercise, there is some degree of risk; however, the 

potential benefits are usually far greater than the chance of adverse events. 

In fact, the risks are generally lower with strength training than for many 

other sports and activities.16 It is extremely important that close attention 

be paid to the safety of participants at all times. This includes exercise 

technique and progression safety as well as general equipment safety. You 

should always be conscious of the technique and progression of each 

participant—correcting, demonstrating, and guiding proper form whenever 
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necessary. Discourage sudden or quick movements, particularly when using 

weight equipment. Movements to avoid include swinging of the legs, 

swinging out of the arms, and walking around the exercise area while 

wearing ankle weights. 

While encouraging progression is vital, you must always discourage 

participants from lifting any weight that is too heavy or from doing any 

exercise that causes pain or discomfort. Take a conservative approach until 

you have determined the participant’s level of ability. 

Drinking water should be readily available in the exercise area. 

Encourage the participants to drink water by taking drinking breaks 

throughout the exercise session. 

Encourage participants to breathe normally through their mouths.ir
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As a Program Leader for older adults, it is your job to be the eyes and 

ears of the physician. If there are any changes in the exercise participant’s 

condition, recommend that he/she consult his/her health care provider. 

Unstable medical conditions or severe trauma in the past six months 

are contraindications for exercise. Be sure that all potential exercisers are 

under a doctor’s care. Every week before beginning to exercise, ask each 

exercise participant if he/she has had any changes in his/her health or 

medication. 

Medical issues should always be referred to the participant’s 

physician or health care provider. Program Leaders should never give 

medical advice to participants. 

Pay particular attention to the back, shoulders, and knees. Emphasize 

the importance of protecting the lower back by bending down from the 

knees and not bending at the waist. Participants should be reminded to 

continually check the position of their knee joints when standing. The knee 

joints should always be slightly bent or “loose” and “soft,” which means not 

pushed back, locked, or excessively straight. The elbows should always be 

bent when lifting the arms overhead. If a participant reports arthritis, 

bursitis, or rotator cuff pain, replace overhead movements with lower 

movements in the pain-free range. 

To ensure general safety throughout the exercise sessions, you should 

make sure that ankle weights and dumbbells are always properly stored 

when not in use. It is also important that the exercise room and any 

adjoining area be well lit and free of clutter or spills. Any defective or 

damaged equipment – including chairs – should be removed immediately 
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until repaired. Coats, sweaters, purses, and personal items must be hung up 

or put in a designated area. They may not be kept underneath or near the 

participant’s chair. 

Participants should be encouraged to wear appropriate clothing and 

shoes. Comfortable clothes that are easy to move around in are 

recommended. Skirts may be worn; however, pants or shorts are 
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Chapter 5: Keeping track & participant assessments 
Part A 
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Part B         Participant attendance sheet 

As the Program Leader, you are encouraged to keep a record of participant 

attendance at each exercise session. This will help you monitor the success 

of your program. 

 

Participant Attendance Sheet 
Program Leader Name  Site   

Starting date     

Name / / / / / / / / / / / / / / / / / / / / / 
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Date    
Warm Up    
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Part D Participant evaluation 

At the completion of a 12-week session of a Growing Stronger Program, 

participants are strongly encouraged to fill out the following evaluation form. 

Participant Evaluation 
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The Senior Fitness Test contains the following: 

�ƒ Chair Stand Test 

�ƒ Arm Curl Test 

�ƒ 2-Minute Step Test 

�ƒ Chair Sit-and-Reach Test 

�ƒ Back Scratch Test 

�ƒ 8-Foot Up-and-Go Test 

�ƒ 6-Minute Walk Test (used if the 2-Minute Step Test is not performed) 

�ƒ Height and weight (optional) 
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Chair Stand Test 

Purpose: 

To measure lower-body strength. 
 
 
Equipment: 

Stopwatch and straight-back or folding chair with a seat height of 17 in (43.18 cm). 

Chair is placed against a wall to prevent slipping. 
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Arm Curl Test 
Purpose: 

To measure upper-



The 



The Growing Stronger Program 
 

©Cornell Universit



The Growing Stronger Program 
 

©Cornell University 116 

 

 

 
 
2-Minute Step Test 

Purpose: 

To assess 
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knee reaches the target. When the proper knee height cannot be maintained, ask 

the participant to slow down, or to stop until he/she can regain the proper form, 

but keep the time running. 

 

Scoring: 

The score is the number of full steps in 2 minutes; that is, the number of times the 

right knee reaches the proper height. Administer only one trial on test day. 

However, for maximal scoring accuracy, have participant practice the test 

(stepping in place for 2 minutes) on a day prior to the test. 
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2-Minute Step Test 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Adapted from Rikli & Jones 1999. Reprinted, by permission, from R.E. Rikli & C.J. Jones, 2001, Senior Fitness Test Manual, 

(Champaign, IL: Human Kinetics), pages 61-74 and 125-131. 
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Chair Sit-and-Reach Test 
Purpose: 
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Chair Sit-and-Reach Test 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 

Adapted from Rikli & Jones 1999. Reprinted, by permission, from R.E. Rikli & C.J. Jones, 2001, Senior Fitness Test Manual, 
(Champaign, IL: Human Kinetics), pages 61-74 and 125-131. 
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if the middle fingers overlap. Always measure the distance from the tip of one 

middle finger to the tip of the other, regardless of their alignment behind the back. 

 

Safety precautions:
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Safety precautions: 

When administering the 8-foot up-and-go test, stand between the chair and cone in 

order to assist the participant in case he/she loses his/her balance. With a more
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6-Minute Walk Test (to be completed if 2-min step test is not used) 

Purpose: To assess aerobic endurance. 

 

Equipment: 

Long measuring tape, two stopwatches, four cones (or similar markers), masking 

tape, magic marker, 12 to 15 Popsicle sticks per person (or index cards and pencils 

to keep track of laps walked), chairs for waiting partners and for walkers who need 

to rest, and name tags. 

 

Setup: 

Mark off in 5-yard segments a flat, 50-yard rectangle (20 yards by 5 yards). The 

inside corners of the measured distance should be marked with cones, and the 5- 

yard lines marked with masking tape or chalk. (In metric units, this is a 45.7-meter 

course marked off in 4.57-meter segments). 

 

Procedure: 

If the 6-  
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track of the distance walked, partners give Popsicle sticks (or similar objects) to 

participants each time they complete a lap. Or partners can mark a scorecard each 

time a lap is completed, using the “picket fence” system. 

The timer should move to the inside of the marked area after everyone has 

started. To assist with pacing, the remaining time should be called out when 

walkers are about half done, and when about 2 minutes are left. Participants can 

stop and rest on the chairs provided, but the time keeps running. The tester should 

encourage participants a few times by saying, “you’re doing well” and “keep up 

the good work.” When a participant’s 6 minutes has elapsed, the tester asks 

him/her to stop, move to the right (across from the nearest 5-yard marker), and 

slowly step in place for a minute to cool down. 

 

Scoring: 

Record the scores when all the walkers have been stopped. Each Popsicle stick (or 
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Arm Curl Test (Women) 
Percentile rank 60-64 65-69 70-74 75-79 80-84 85-89 90-94 

95 
90 

24 
22 

22 
21 

22 
20 

21 
20 

20 
18 

18 
17 

17 
16 

85 
80 
75 

21 
20 
19 

20 
19 
18 

19 
18 
17 

19 
18 
17 

17

17

17

 17 
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8-Foot Up-and-Go Test (Women) 
Percentile rank 60-64 65-69 70-74 75-79 80-84 85-89 90-94 

95 
90 

3.2 
3.7 

3.6 
4.1 

3.8 
4.0 

4.0 
4.3 

4.0 
4.4 

4.5 
4.7 

5.0 
5.3 

85 
80 
75 

4.0 
4.2 
4.4 

4.4 
4.6 
4.8 

4.3 
4.7 
4.9 

4.6 
5.0 
5.2 

4.9 
5.4 
5.7 

5.3 
5.8 
6.2 

6.1 
6.7 
7.3 

70 
65 
60 

4.6 
4.7 
4.9 

5.0 
5.1 
5.3 

5.2 
5.4 
5.6 

5.5 
5.7 
5.9 

6.1 
6.3 
6.7 

6.6 
6.9 
7.3 

7.7 
8.2 
8.6 

55 
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6-Minute Walk Test (Women) 
Percentile rank 60-64 65-69 70-74 75-79 80-84 85-89 90-94 

-
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Chapter 6: Leadership: how to maximize your skills to become the 
best leader possible 

 
Part A You’re already a leader – why should you read this chapter? 

Whether you are relatively inexperienced or extremely experienced as a trainer or a 

leader for an entire g
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the exercises (but don’t force it), smile when it’s over – GENUINE smiles make 

people happy, and happy people means healthy people! 

 

Learn names…and more 

Knowing a person’s name is a good preliminary way to make him/her feel 

important and to show that you really care. Fine, you say, but what if I’m just 

really bad with names? Here are some suggestions for learning names: 

�™ Ask the participants for a current photo when they register, and practice 

learning their names at home. 

�™ Have them wear nametags the first class, but be careful not to become 

dependent on the nametag. 

�™ Do an “ice-
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Part E Communication 

An important group dynamic to foster is that of open, productive communication. 

When the class i
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“difficult” participant; someone who talks constantly, interrupts as you teach the 

class, protests the activities, or someone with whom you just have trouble getting 

along. 

The worst-case scenario would be for one person to spoil the class for 

everyone involved, and as the instructor, you should try to prevent this from 

happening. Try to use the power you have as a strong leader to hear everyone’s 

voice and encourage everyone to be an active participant in the program. Here are 

a few suggestions for handling a problem presented by one participant that could 

damage the effectiveness of the program. 

�™ The first step is simply in remembering to stay on task. Try not to get 

caught up in difficult situations; just move on if possible. 

o If necessary, remind others to stay on task. No one wants to waste 

time. Hopefully this reminder with be enough to help the group move 

on. 

o Practice REDIRECTING 
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comments?” OR “Remember everyone, right now we’re doing 

stretches.” 

�™ If #1 doesn’t work, try changing the subject in a gentle way. 

�™ If someone is talking about something that is simply inappropriate for the 

class setting and she doesn’t respond to #1 or 2, tell him/her the 

comment or subject matter is inappropriate for the class. 

�™ Have a private meeting with the individual. 
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Leadership Compass 

The Leadership Compass helps us to assess and understand our personal 

style of leadership. Most times, the Compass is used by groups who need to work 

on projects together to accomplish specific goals. The Compass helps them 

become aware of their similarities and differences, as well as what they need to 

change to be able to work more effectively with each other. In the case of the 

Growing Stronger Program, we believe that the Compass can help an individual 

become a better leader by allowing him/her to look at his/her natural preferences 

when leading a group, giving orders or suggestions, or listening to feedback and 

advice. Realizing how you interact with others according to your style, or 

“direction” on the compass, may enable you to think of ways to be a more 

effective leader, by capitalizing 
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Potential Pitfalls 

You may face these “pitfalls,” or personal challenges when teaching the 

Growing Stronger Program. Pick out those you believe you may face while 
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Using the Leadership Compass to Understand A Simple Task 

1. Setting up the room before every class (taking out chairs and weights for the 
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Chapter 7: Physical activity 
The benefits of living a physically active lifestyle are amazing. As a Program 

Leader, it is important for you to understand what physical activity is and to be 

able 
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he/she should start slowly, with only five to ten minutes of activity, and increase 

the length of time as he/she adapts to the new activity. 

 

Intensity 

Intensity refers to how hard the body is working to perform a given physical 

activity. Intensity level is determined based on the type and the duration of an 

activity. Activities can be classified into one of three intensity levels: leisurely, 

moderate, or vigorous, typically classified by how much energy it takes to 

complete the activity. Leisurely activities can be described as “unhurried” and feel 

“easy” for a participant to complete. Leisurely activities typically last for less than 

10 minutes. Strolling to the mailbox, golfing with a cart, and light gardening are 

examples of leisurely activities. Moderate activities consist of movements that use 

large muscle groups and are usually performed for ten minutes or more. Walking 1 

mile in 15 minutes, bicycling 5 miles in 30 minutes, and heavy gardening are 

examples of moderate activities. Vigorous activities are rhythmic repetitive 

activities that use larger muscle groups. These activities are more intense and often 

last for 30 minutes or longer, though one can also complete a short burst of 

vigorous activity. Examples of vigorous activities are running 3 miles in 30 

minutes or swimming one-half mile or more, uninterrupted. The following are 

some additional examples of leisurely, moderate, and vigorous physical activities: 

 

�™ Leisurely activities: light cleaning, light gardening/yard work, hand 

washing a car, raking leaves, walking to a destination (less than 10 minutes), 

taking the stairs, golfing with a cart 
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�™ Moderate activities: heavy gardening, bicycling 5 miles in 30 minutes, 

raking leaves for 30 minutes, walking 2 miles in 30 minutes, doing water 

aerobics for 30 minutes 

�™ Vigorous activities: swimming laps for 20 minutes, bicycling 4 miles in 15 

minutes, jumping rope for 15 minutes, running 3 miles in 30 minutes, 

shoveling snow for 15 minutes, stair climbing for 15 minutes 

The current level of fitness of each participant will play a role in determining the 

intensity level of a particular activity as well. A one-mile walk in 20 minutes may 

be moderate for a participant who has been completely sedentary, but leisurely for 

one who has been jogging on a regular basis. Therefore, it is important to teach 

participants to “listen to their body” in order to exercise at an intensity that is 

appropriate for them. There are three different methods you can use to help your 

participants determine the intensity level of their activities. They are the “talk 

test”, the rate of perceived exertion (RPE) scale, and measured heart rate. 

 

Talk Test 

The “talk test” is a simple way to gauge the intensity level of a given activity. The 

test estimates a person’s intensity level by determining how well he/she is able to 

talk while engaged in an activity. If a participant can sing while performing an 

activity, the activity would be considered leisurely. If he/she can carry on a 

conversation reasonably well (but not sing), it would be considered moderate. If a 

participant is too winded to have a conversation during activity, then the activity is 

vigorous. 
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Rate of Perceived Exertion (RPE 
The RPE scale is another method of gauging the intensity of physical activity. 

RPE is based on one’s perception of effort and is generally an accurate determinate
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Type 

Type refers to the kind of activity that will be performed (biking, gardening, 

etc.). A single activity is not best for everyone. Each participant should choose 

an activity based on what he/she enjoys, what he/she has access to, and what 

his/her body can handle. Encourage your participants to try a range of different 

activities. 
 

Staying Active for Life 
Once you have given your participants the tools they need to understand why 

and how they should become physically active, it is important to help them 

learn how to sustain an active lifestyle. Below are some tips they can use to help 

them continue the good habits they have learned throughout your program. 
 

S.M.A.R.T. Goals: When taking on a challenge, such as staying physically 

active, it is a good idea to set goals. Having realistic, defined goals helps to keep 

one focused on and motivated for the challenge that lies ahead. Before starting a 

new physical activity program, encourage your participants to set both short and 

long- term goals related to physical activity. These goals should be S-M-A-R-T: 

�i  A Word of Caution �i ��
 
Other factors affect heart rate besides activity. If any of the following situations 
applies to one of your participants, he/she should NOT use heart rate as a measure 
of intensity. Instead, he/she should be instructeo 8

8 8 8 o8�tu mus 
8l Ts t u sc 8�). 

odkh8do8u
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S – specific…M – measurable…A – attainable…R – relevant…T – time-based 

 
For instance: A specific short-term goal may be to start a program of physical 

activity three days per week; the long-term goal may be easing the symptoms of 

arthritis, improving balance, or controlling weight. This goal is easily measurable: 

Have you or have you not begun the program? Indeed, this is an attainable goal, as 

long as the doctor approves. And this goal is certainly relevant to living a long, 

healthy life. Keep the goal on a schedule: I will start within the next 2-3 days and 

continue for one month. 
 
By setting S.M.A.R.T. goals, your participants will always be in the process of 

succeeding. These mini-successes will keep them excited and motivated to 

continue with their program of physical activity. 
 
Identify Local Public Facilities 
Many fitness and community centers have specific programs geared toward older 

adults. These programs are often not well advertised, making it difficult for your 

participants to learn about them. Inquire about these programs for your 

participants, and keep them informed as you discover new ones. 

Encourage your participants to inquire on their own as well. Keeping your 

participants aware of these programs will help to increase their physical activity 

levels outside of their participation in their strength training classes. Local public 

facility options include (but are not limited to): 
 

�¾ Gyms/fitness centers 
�¾ YMCA/YWCA 
�¾ Senior/community centers 

�¾ Church groups 
�¾ �¾�¾

� ¾ r
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A: No, we suggest that participants take the day off from exercise if they 

have had flu symptoms or feel sick. Their bodies need time to rest and to 

recover. A few days off from exercise will not diminish any of the benefits 

they have gained from exercising. 

 

Q: A participant has missed several exercise sessions. Should he/she use the 

same amount of weight that he/she was using before? 

A: Have him/her start back slowly by decreasing the amount of resistance -- 

approximately half the weight he/she was lifting before she stopped. He/she 

will quickly return in a couple of weeks to where he/she left off. 

 

Q: A participant has pain in her right shoulder. Can she just exercise the 

left arm? 

A: First, make sure the participant determines the source of the pain and 

possible treatments by talking with her health care provider. If she has 

already done this and has arthritis or bursitis or has had a radical mastectomy 

or a stroke, have the participant exercise only in a range of motion that does 

not cause pain, or try substituting a different exercise that uses similar 

muscles. We are all slightly stronger on one side of our body, called the 

dominant side. Strength imbalances – when one side is much weaker than 

the other – can lead to injury. Have the participant try to keep the weights 

equal or within 1-2 lbs (1 kg) of each other. 
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