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Exercise Expectations  

Today’s aging adults are increasingly more active than previous 
generations. This trend stems from healthier lifestyle choices and purposeful 
exercise habits.  Those who now seek support in a care home, or choose to move 
to a retirement community, have increasing needs and expectations for 
rehabilitation and for keeping active and fit. They are interested in a variety of 
options that recognize their individual preferences and needs.  

 
While many have experienced a health setback or condition that has 

affected their physical mobility, it is important to recognize that even those using 
walkers and wheelchairs can benefit from simple physical activities.  A few of the 
benefits of basic physical exercise include improved daily function, reduced fall 
rates, and cognitive stimulation.  Based on the unique needs of the population they 
serve, and individual preferences, assisted living providers must offer a wide range 
of fitness options, from creative small-group and one-on-one exercises to 
sophisticated fitness facilities.  What does your community offer in this important 
area?  What will your future residents expect in the area of exercise? 

 

The Benefits of Exercise  

Exercise at any age maximizes strength and improves functioning. 
Age no longer prevents activity.  Someone who might be considered to be 
in her “senior years” may continue an active, and even strenuous, workout 
regime.  Even so, for a variety of reasons – health setbacks, weak muscle 
fibers, diminished lung capacity, reduced desire – many people expect to 
exercise less as they grow older.   
 

While there is no evidence that exercise slows the aging process, it 
has been proven to positively affect the disease process, especially 
cardiovascular disease.   

 
Several other benefits of exercise include: 
• Improved sense of well-being 
• Reduced depression 
• Reduced anxiety 
• Decreased stress 
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• Reduced risk of several chronic diseases including: 
 Hypertension 
 Osteoporosis 
 Colon cancer 

• Improved strength and flexibility, increasing the ability to 
perform activities of daily living (ADLs) 

• Better balance and agility resulting in fewer falls 
 
An effective exercise strategy includes offering a variety of daily 

opportunities for exercise, individually as well as in groups.  This may 
include:  

 
• Strength training 
• Flexibility and range of motion 
• Balance and mobility 
• Aerobic exercise such as walking, biking, or swimming 
• Mind/body experiences including Tai Chi, Pilates or yoga 
• Competitive challenges 

 
 

Keys to Designing an Exercise Program 

Almost any fitness level can improve through involvement in basic physical 
activity.  Benefits may include better cardiovascular fitness, greater flexibility, 
increased strength, and a more resilient immune system.  Your exercise program 
should focus on the needs and abilities of your residents, engaging them in an 
appropriate level of activity.   You will find that much can be accomplished with 
even the most basic exercise strategies. 

 
Personality 
 Probably the most important aspect of your program, the personality 
of your leader will influence the participation of residents.  The face of 
fitness in your community should be someone who is energetic and 
outgoing – someone who will gain the trust and confidence of your 
residents while making exercise fun.  
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Functional 
The goal of exercising should be to improve daily function. It is 

important to meet with each resident to explore his/her specific needs and 
how he/she would like to improve.  Residents will be more inclined to 
participate if they can relate the exercises to specific activities of daily 
living (cutting with scissors, opening cosmetics, trimming hedges, stirring, 
picking up objects, etc.). 

 
Adaptive 

  Adapt each exercise to the unique needs of each resident or group.  
Customizing the fitness program to meet the specific abilities and 
limitations for each participant will enable them to feel as successful as 
their counterparts.  In addition, when residents realize the exercise program 
can be adapted to meet their challenges, greater interest may be generated 
among other residents who might have been apprehensive. 

 
Variety 

  The “one-size-fits-all” exercise program no longer applies since all 
residents have different skill levels and interests.  Now it is customary to 
give the residents a choice.  Ask them, “What do you want to do today?”  
By encouraging feedback, participants will assume a more active role 
within the class and may even suggest ideas for new exercises. 
 
Economical 
 Even if you have a limited budget for fitness, do not fret.  There are 
many cost-effective, familiar materials that can be used as exercise tools or 
props in lieu of purchasing large exercise machines.  For instance, items 
like resistance bands, balls, and therapy putty can be used to provide 
strength training.  Be creative. Equipment can often be used in more than 
one way. 
 
Strengthening 
 Making fitness a priority among your community amenities will not 
only strengthen individual residents by improving their self-confidence, but 
it will also strengthen the community as a whole by creating a more active 
resident population.  This helps to generate interest from family members 
and potential new residents. 
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Adding Life to Your Fitness Program 

 Below are some ideas on how to make it happen: 
 

1. Integrate exercise and fitness directly into your community’s 
activity planning through opportunities such as: 
• Movement to music 
• Chair aerobics 
• Walking clubs — indoor and out 
• Water exercise 
• Tai Chi/yoga 
• Line dancing 
• Agility trails
• Interactive video games 
• Modified sports drills 

 
2. Consider setting up a fitness room with items such as: 

• Treadmill (or recumbent step machine designed for seniors) 
• Weights and resistance equipment 
• Recumbent bike 
• Balance discs 
• Balls in a variety of sizes and shapes 
• Stepping stones and agility cones 
• Barre (like those used for ballet) for standing exercises 
• Hydration station 

 
3. Coordinate the use of community resources for participation in 

sports and fitness : 
• Local YMCA 
• Community recreation centers  
• Arthritis Foundation 
• Golf and tennis facilities 
• Exercise programs at senior centers 
• Parks and accessible nature trails 
• Senior Olympics 
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• Health fairs 
• Participating in Active Aging Week 
• Host fitness open house 
• Conduct fitness assessments 

 
4. Be sure that exercise and fitness activities are listed on the 

activity calendar and in the activity newsletter.  This will help 
residents become interested in the fitness activities. 

 
 

Maximizing Abilities 

 When planning exercises for residents, it is important to keep in mind the 
variety of physical limitations that may affect your participants.  As such, it is 
necessary to carefully examine and recognize the abilities of each resident.  Ensure 
that exercises are appropriate for participants.  Be prepared to offer alternative 
exercises.  

 
The following suggestions can be incorporated when working with 

residents who have special needs. 
 

Difficulties with mobility and balance 
• Remove all hazards. 
• Be patient.  Move slowly and tell the residents where, what, and when. 
• Support the resident’s weak side. 
• Provide assistance with standing; encourage pushing up on a chair’s 

armrests. 
 

Shortness of breath or emphysema/COPD 
• Provide adequate ventilation; minimize noxious odors. 
• Limit standing. 
• Use short lengths and motions. 
• Avoid hot or humid environments by monitoring the room temperature. 
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Arthritis 
• Conduct activities that emphasize extending rather than flexing. 
• Be aware of proper positioning; never move the resident’s limbs         

for them. 
• Avoid stress to the joints. 
• Include exercises that require frequent changes in movement. 

 
Osteoporosis 
• Control exercise speed while avoiding sudden movements. 
• Demonstrate exercises that encourage trunk extensions and a wide range 

of motion; omit exercises that require excessive or extreme trunk 
rotation or bending forward. 

• Include seated, light resistance (1 to 2 pounds) exercises so the residents 
do not overstretch muscles or joints. 

• Encourage isometric exercises (squeezing a ball). 
 

Cardiac conditions 
• Caution participants to not hold their breath. 
• Monitor resident for signs of overexertion. 
• Minimize repetitive overhead or resistive arm exercises. 
• Omit isometric exercises. 

 
Visual impairment or blindness 
• Remove all hazards.  Exercise in a non-cluttered room. 
• Provide specific and descriptive instructions. 
• Speak slowly, clearly and consistently to allow time for the resident to 

process the verbal instruction. 
• Assist the resident by physically guiding them through a new or 

unfamiliar movement. 
 

Stroke 
• Keep distractions to a minimum. 
• Try to arrange smaller, more intimate class sizes and setting. 
• Be aware of the risk to damaging structures that support the affected 

side of the body; pay particular attention to the shoulder. 
• If the participant is experiencing a contracture, avoid manipulating the 

affected limb. 
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Parkinson’s Disease 
• Participants may respond more successfully in a smaller group setting 

which permits more one-to-one instruction. 
• Remember that balance reactions are delayed and that increased 

stiffness limits flexibility. 
• Initiating and terminating movement is difficult. 
• Encourage slow, rhythmic rotation of the body (looking side-to-side, 

reaching across the body). 
• Incorporate leg extensions (straightening of the knees) and exercises 

that elongate the body while avoiding exercises that require flexing or 
forward bending movements. 

• Encourage standing and using a wide base of support. 
 

Dementia 
• Retain the dignity of the participants by choosing age-appropriate 

equipment.  It is especially important to avoid using equipment 
designed for children.   

• Engage residents who express the desire to participate in physical 
activities.  While many residents with dementia enjoy this type of 
experience, for others it may be a source of agitation. 

• Eliminate the “large-group” mentality by limiting class sizes which can 
otherwise be overwhelming. 

• Offer a variety of physical activities to appeal to individual preferences. 
 
 
Safety Considerations 

When conducting an exercise program, keep the following risks in mind: 
 
• Possible injury to participants 

o Equipment not properly stored 
o Inadequate room size and/or setting for the number of participants 

• Signs of overexertion 
o Sudden loss of coordination 
o Flush or pale skin 
o Wincing or pained facial expressions 
o Difficulty breathing 
o Profuse sweating 
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• Current or pre-existing health conditions 
o Recent or former injury from a previous fall 
o Orthopedic issues (i.e., joint replacements) 
o Foster communication with the care team.  This will enable you to 

learn about the resident’s current guidelines for participation and 
adapt the activities accordingly (i.e., discharge from hospital or 
physical therapy). 

o Refer to the Maximizing Abilities section for specific types of 
conditions and guidelines. 

 
It is recommended that you, the resident or an authorized family member 

communicate with physicians before enrolling the resident in your exercise 
program.  You may also consider having participants sign a fitness program 
release form.  Samples are provided at the end of this section.  

 
Another recommendation is to conduct fitness assessments to determine the 

resident’s starting point and to measure progress.  Examples of these assessments 
include: 

 
• Physical Activity Readiness Questionnaire (PARQ) 
• Chair sit-to-stand test 
• Manual dexterity tests 
• Timed reaction tests 
• Walking tests 
• Arm curl tests 

 
 
Tips for Creating Your Classroom 

A more intimate class size enables the instructor to better monitor the 
residents and to offer assistance as needed.  For safe and effective exercise classes, 
follow these suggestions for room set-up. 

 
Classroom set-up 
• Appropriate number of firm chairs with armrests for residents to use 

o Ensure participants are able to sit tall with their feet on the floor. 
o Some residents may require a lumbar cushion. 
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• Traffic flow 
o Can participants enter and leave the area safely?   
o Is there room for wheelchairs and walking devices? 

• Seating for ideal positioning (Refer to chart at the end of this section.) 
• Minimize distractions, interruptions and background noise. 
• Store equipment within safe reach of the residents.   
• Make certain participants know the location of the nearest restroom.  Is 

help nearby in case assistance is needed? 
• When possible, choose areas that allow participants to feel comfortable 

with their movement and not feel on display. 
 

 
Instructions for the Instructor 

Building Participation 

In spite of benefits of exercise, many may hesitate to participate in a 
group exercise class out of fear, a previous bad experience or because of 
limitations.  To help alleviate fear and inspire residents to participate: 
 

• Invite residents to observe a class; position them where they will 
be comfortable so they can easily watch the instructor and 
participants. 

• Have a resident spokesperson who regularly participates in the 
exercise program encourage other residents who may be hesitant 
to join the class. 

• Spend one-on-one time with new class members to introduce the 
exercises to them.  

• Know your residents and their abilities.  Reassure them exercises 
can be customized to match their abilities.  Identify their goals 
and individual preferences for exercising. 

• Make certain the individual service plan for each resident who 
participates in the fitness program accurately reflects his or her 
abilities and desires. 

• Engage new residents and their family members by informing 
them of the variety of opportunities for physical activities. 
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• Consider designing a brochure highlighting the fitness program 
and the range of class offerings. 

• Visit with residents and help them to select the type of class they 
will enjoy. 

 

Pre-Exercise Warm-Up 

A warm-up period is necessary to prepare the body for more 
demanding activity.  These exercises are designed to gradually increase 
circulation which will allow the muscles and joints to move with more 
comfort and will also help to reduce the risk of injury. 

As we age, the body requires more time to warm up before 
exercising.  Keep this in mind when conducting your class.  Begin the 
program with very small movements and very gradually progress to larger 
movements and more strenuous activity.   

 

Leading your Class 

• Welcome participants. Call them by name. 
• If using music, place the source behind the instructor.   
• It is important to try to choose instrumental music, rather than vocal 

music, so participants can clearly hear your instructions. 
• Ensure that your voice can be heard over the music. 
• Use the warm-up portion of the class to welcome new members and 

to introduce new exercises, movements and equipment.   
• Face the class to observe residents, when you give instructions and 

demonstrate visual cues.  Be prepared to cue exercises both visually 
and verbally. 

• Offer concise instructions. 
• Communicate with touch as much as possible. 
• Pay close attention to the position of objects and equipment.  Before 

releasing an object, make certain the participant has a firm grip on it. 
• Encourage good (upright) posture throughout the session. 
• Get up and move around the room to visit each of the participants; 

engage them with encouragement and feedback. 
• Recognize the progress of the participants. 
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• Educate participants.  Tell them where they should feel the exercise 
and how it benefits them. 

• Adapt current fitness trends and introduce new styles of physical 
activity. 

• Keep the classes interesting by periodically changing the exercises. 
• At the beginning of each new exercise, include body position in the 

directions and cues. 
• Clearly identify where the exercise movement begins and ends to 

ensure participants stay within a safe range of motion. 
• Movements should be slow and controlled to maximize the benefits 

of the exercise and to prevent injury. 
• Begin strength development with light weights or low resistance and 

slowly progress to heavier weights or greater resistance. It is 
recommended to have residents start with a one-pound weight. 

• Depending on the exercise, as few as four repetitions can be 
performed to be effective.  If a particular exercise feels “too easy” 
for some of the participants, introduce a gradual increase to the reps.  
Adding weights or resistance bands to the exercise can also increase 
the difficulty level. 

• Structure standing and seated exercises separately to reduce the 
amount of up-and-down movements required by participants. This 
helps to create an organized flow to the class and reduces the sudden 
changes in stature which can make participants feel light-headed. 

• Slow down and allow enough time for completing exercises.   
• Throughout the class, remind participants to breathe.  Encourage 

them to exhale on the exertion phase of each exercise. 
• Participants should stop any exercise if it is too painful or if they are 

too tired.  It’s okay to rest. 
• Thank participants and invite them back! 
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Post-Exercise Cool Down 

The cool down portion of the exercise class allows the body to 
gradually recover from the activities and physical demands.  An ideal way 
to finish the class would be to offer time for relaxation; a brief, seated 
massage; or the sharing of healthy living tips.   

 
Residents may also enjoy using this time to replenish fluids and 

socialize. In fact, don’t be surprised if the participants offer to assist with 
packing up the equipment after the class is over.  Allow them the 
opportunity to take ownership of their fitness program. 
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SAMPLE PHYSICIAN COURTESY LETTER 
 
 
Dear Dr.__________________, 
 
We are pleased to share that your patient___________________________ is 
interested in participating in the fitness program here at _____________________. 
Residents may choose from a variety of physical activities in group settings or 
individual sessions. 
 
The fitness program includes: 
 

• Static and dynamic balance classes 
• Group exercise such as Tai Chi, line dancing, and the Arthritis Foundation 

exercise program 
• Cardiovascular exercise using stationary/recumbent bicycles and walking 

programs 
• Strength training with hand held weights and resistance bands 

 
Please feel welcome to contact our fitness coordinator,______________________, 
if you have any questions or concerns regarding_________________________’s 
participation in our exercise program. 
 
 
Sincerely, 
 
 
 
_____________________ 
Administrator 
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SAMPLE FITNESS PROGRAM RELEASE FORM 
 
 
The undersigned hereby holds harmless__________________________________ 
and all applicable affiliates and their officers, agents and employees, from and 
against all claims, demands, costs, expenses, liabilities and losses, including 
attorney fees, which may be incurred as a result of any accident, illness or injury 
to me or by a person or persons, resulting directly or indirectly from my 
participation in the fitness program at___________________________________.   
 
The undersigned stipulates that he or she is physically sound and has medical 
approval to proceed with the fitness program and classes. 
 
I have read this release and understand its contents.  I acknowledge that I 
understand and approve this release and am legally competent to execute this 
consent form: 
 
Printed Name of Resident: ____________________________________________ 
 
Signature of Resident: ________________________________________________ 
 
Date: __________________________ 
 
Signature of Witness: ________________________________________________ 
 
Date: __________________________ 
 
Community Name: __________________________________________________ 
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Ideal Room Set-Up for Fitness Class 
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TAB
FOAM NOODLES





F
o

a
m

 N
o

o
d

le
s

Foam
 pool noodles are a unique, fun and cost-effective piece of exercise 

equipm
ent.   N

oodles can be used in a variety of exercises that can enhance the 
range of m

otion for participants.  T
he noodles are available in an assortm

ent of 
densities w

hich can provide various degrees of resistance during the exercises.

N
ot only are pool noodles easy to store and transport, they can also be cut 

into several sections - w
ithout m

uch effort - to create m
ultiple sizes that w

ork w
ell 

for different exercises.

N
ote:  w

hen using noodles during a fitness class, m
ake certain there is 

am
ple space betw

een the participants.
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Fire Starter

Hold noodle between 
hands and roll back 

and forth.  

Variety note:
This exercise can 
be done with arms 

positioned at various 
heights in front of 

the body.

© Senior Living University
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Fire Starter

© Senior Living University
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Wringer

Grip and twist 
the noodle as if 

the participant is 
wringing out a sponge.

© Senior Living University
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Wringer

© Senior Living University
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In a seated position, have participants hold the 
noodle with palms down, arms at chest height and 

elbows raised to their sides.  Bend the noodle in half 
while moving arms down close to their sides.  Gently 

squeeze the elbows against the body.  Release and 
return to the starting position with elbows raised to 

the sides.

Lat Squeeze

© Senior Living University © Senior Living University
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Lat Squeeze

© Senior Living University © Senior Living University
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Adaptability note:  To challenge participants’ 
coordination, have them squeeze their thighs together 

when elbows meet the waist. 

Lat Squeeze

© Senior Living University © Senior Living University
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Lat Squeeze

© Senior Living University © Senior Living University
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Elbow Raise

Hold the noodle with palms up and elbows tucked in 
at the waist.  Raise elbows to just below shoulder 
height while bending the noodle in half.  Pause. 

Briefly squeeze the ends of the noodle together and 
return to the starting position.

© Senior Living University © Senior Living University
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Elbow Raise

© Senior Living University © Senior Living University
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The Big Stir
Keep the inner thigh 
muscles contracted 
to hold the noodle 

while using the arms 
and trunk muscles to 
create a large stirring 
motion.  Participants 
should be reminded 

to emphasize the 
shifting weight and 

trunk movement while 
stabilizing balance 

with the legs.

While seated, clench 
one end of the noodle 

between the knees and 
hold the other end of 
the noodle with both 

hands.

© Senior Living University
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The Big Stir

© Senior Living University
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Every Which Way

While sitting tall, pass the noodle end-to-end under 
each knee.  Next, pass the noodle end-to-end around 

the waist.  

© Senior Living University © Senior Living University
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Every Which Way

© Senior Living University © Senior Living University
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Finally, pass the noodle end-to-end around the head.  
Participants should focus on the range of motion and 

coordination of movement.  

Every Which Way

© Senior Living University
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Every Which Way

© Senior Living University
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TAB
BALANCE DISCS





B
a

la
n

c
e

 D
is

c
s

A
s people age, one of the m

ost difficult issues faced is loss of balance.  A
 

report from
 the A

m
erican A

cadem
y of O

rthopaedic Surgeons (A
A

O
S) indicated 

that one-third of U
S residents 65 years of age and older fall every year.  

In fact, falls are the m
ain cause of both fatal and non-fatal injuries to 

seniors.  O
n an annual basis, the U

nited States spends m
ore than $20 billion for 

treating the injuries and com
plications related to these falls.

B
alance training has been show

n to help reduce the risk of falls in the 
senior population as w

ell as to stabilize posture for people w
ith osteoporosis or 

w
ho are recovering from

 a stroke.  T
herefore it is im

portant to incorporate balance 
exercises, along w

ith certain strength exercises, into the exercise program
.  T

his 
w

ill help to im
prove the ability to control and m

aintain the body’s m
ovem

ent 
w

hich, in turn, w
ill assist the resident w

ith retaining independence. 

A
n econom

ical and versatile balance training tool that can be used to 
im

prove balance and joint stabilization is a balance cushion or disc.  B
efore 

purchasing a balance disc, m
ake certain that at least one side is rounded (not flat) 

and the sides have a low
 profile.  O

ften, balance discs w
ill have one sm

ooth side 
and one bum

py side.  T
he textured side allow

s for air to circulate, w
hich helps 

to keep the cushion dry, and also provide sensory feedback.  O
ther cost-effective 

alternatives to balance discs are foam
 pads, pillow

s or cushions.  

For added safety w
hen practicing seated exercises, use chairs w

ith arm
rests.  

T
his w

ill allow
 the participants to hold on to the rests w

hile adjusting to the 
unstable surface.  In addition, spacing feet and knees w

ider apart provides a larger 
base of support and m

akes it easier for the participants to perform
 the exercises.  

L
ikew

ise, keeping feet and knees closer together creates a sm
aller base of support 

w
hich, in turn, increases the participants’ challenge of m

aintaining balance during 
the exercises.
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Toe to Heel Rocks

In a seated position, place a balance disc or cushion 
under the feet.  Rock feet forward and backward by 

pressing toes and heels firmly into the disc.

© Senior Living University © Senior Living University
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Toe to Heel Rocks

© Senior Living University © Senior Living University
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Straddle Steps

Begin seated with both feet on the disc.  Step off the 
disc with the right foot.  Do the same with the left 

foot so both feet now straddle the disc.  

© Senior Living University © Senior Living University
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Straddle Steps

© Senior Living University © Senior Living University
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Straddle Steps

Step back on the disc with the right foot and then the 
left.  Participants should sit tall, lift their knees and 

feet high and take solid “steps.”

© Senior Living University © Senior Living University
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Straddle Steps

© Senior Living University © Senior Living University
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Weight Shift with Balance Disc

Sit upright on balance disc with feet apart for a wide 
base of support and arms crossed over the chest.

© Senior Living University
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Weight Shift with Balance Disc

© Senior Living University
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Weight Shift with Balance Disc

Slowly shift weight to the right, front, left and to 
the back.  Participants should focus on engaging 

abdominal muscles, keeping feet planted and 
shifting weight.

Adaptability note:  To offer a greater challenge to 
participants, have them sit with their knees and feet 
closer together to create a narrow base of support.

© Senior Living University © Senior Living University
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Weight Shift with Balance Disc

© Senior Living University © Senior Living University
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With legs close together to create a narrow base of 
support, sit on the center of the balance disc.  Raise 
arms to chest height and then turn, from the waist, 

to one side. Participants should begin to shift weight 
and reach while turning. Return to the starting 
position and repeat movement to the other side.  

Remind participants to keep hips planted and feet on 
the floor while engaging the trunk muscles.

Shift and Reach

© Senior Living University © Senior Living University
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Shift and Reach

© Senior Living University © Senior Living University
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Knee Raise 
and Balance

Sit on top of the 
balance disc or 

cushion.  Contract 
abdominal muscles, 
raise arms to the 

sides and slowly lift 
one knee.  Focus on 
maintaining balance 
and correct posture 
while holding the 
position for a few 

seconds.  Return to 
starting position and 

repeat using the
other side.

© Senior Living University
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Knee Raise and Balance

© Senior Living University
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From a seated position 
on top of the balance 
disc, and with arms 
raised to the sides, 

extend one leg forward 
from the knee.  Keep 

the buttocks and 
foot anchored while 

stabilizing balance with 
abdominal muscles.

Leg Extension

© Senior Living University
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Leg Extension

© Senior Living University
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Traveling 
Sit-to-Stand The seated participant 

should stand up and 
move sideways to the 
next chair.  The sit, 
stand, and sideways 

move should be repeated 
until the participant 
reaches the end of 

the row.

Adaptability note:  
Challenge participants 

by placing a balance disc 
on a few of the chairs.

Create a few rows of chairs 
by placing several in each 

row. Have participants 
start the exercise by sitting 

in the first chair.  

© Senior Living University
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Traveling Sit-to-Stand

© Senior Living University
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TAB
BALLS





B
a

llsB
ounce your w

ay to fitness!  B
alls are a fun and cost-effective tool that 

can be used to give the body a total w
orkout; you can incorporate ball exercises 

that w
ill w

ork the legs, arm
s, shoulders and abdom

inals.  In addition, there are a 
variety of benefits that can com

e from
 exercising w

ith balls: im
proved balance 

and coordination, better posture, im
proved reaction tim

e, increased range of 
m

otion, strengthened m
uscles, and less stress on the joints.

W
hen selecting balls, choose a variety– soft, firm

, textured, sm
all, 

large, w
eighted or m

edicine balls – for the different exercises.  For instance, 
sm

all rubber balls (that are not too hard) or sponge balls are easy to grip and 
com

fortable to place betw
een the thighs for exercises.  R

etain the dignity of the 
participants by choosing age-appropriate balls.  A

void balls w
ith cartoons or 

juvenile pictures.  

To ensure that a stray ball does not get “under foot” and causes an accident, 
keep balls contained in a bin or zippered bag until ready to use. If residents enjoy 
exercises that require tossing the balls, stay alert and be prepared to intercept any 
loose or out-of-control balls that could hit som

eone.
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Balance Ball
Divide participants 
into groups of two, 

standing back-to-back.  
One participant passes 
the ball around to the 

other by bouncing, 
rolling or hand-to-hand 
passing.  Participants 

should turn side to 
side to coordinate the 

passing of the ball.  The 
receiving participant 
then returns the ball 

from the opposite side. 
Adaptability note:  This 

exercise can also be 
done while seated.

© Senior Living University
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Balance Ball

© Senior Living University

59



Balance Ball Variety notes:  One variation 
of this exercise would be to 

have the participants gather in 
a group of two or three facing 
each other and bounce, pass or 
roll the ball from one person to 
the other.  All of these exercises 
involve trunk movement, shifting 

weight and coordination. 

For something different, place 
“X” marks at random locations 
on the floor using masking tape.  
Participants can walk or wheel 
themselves to each target to try 

to bounce the ball on the X.

Another option is to place 
several buckets in a row.  Have 
participants use a broom to try 

to sweep the ball around 
the buckets.  © Senior Living University
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Balance Ball
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While sitting upright on a 
balance disc or cushion, and 
with feet and knees spaced 
evenly apart, bounce and 
catch the ball to the left, 

center and right. 

Directional Bounce

Adaptability note:  
For participants who are 
able, encourage them to 
stand to perform this 

exercise. 
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62



Directional Bounce
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Directional Roll

Stand facing a wall and press the ball to it.  While 
continuing to press the ball to the wall, roll the ball in 

various directions against the wall.  Suggestions include 
rolling the ball high, low, left and right.  Participants 

can also make shapes or spell names and words.  
Adaptability note:  Encourage participants to challenge 
their coordination by moving their feet and trunk, along 

with their arms, as they roll the ball.
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Directional Roll
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Shoulder to Shoulder

Sit tall with feet and legs wide apart for a support base.  
Begin by holding the ball between the legs.  Lift the ball to 
shoulder height while bending elbows and rotating to the 
right from the waist.  Return to the starting position by 
lowering the ball and straightening arms.  Repeat on the 
left side.  Have participants focus on posture and upper 
body movement and allow the head to follow the ball. 
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Shoulder to Shoulder
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Adaptability note:  This exercise can also be 
performed in a standing position.  In addition, 
advanced participants can use a weighted ball.

Shoulder to Shoulder
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Shoulder to Shoulder
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Knee Lift
In a seated position, 

place the ball on 
right thigh with right 

hand on top of the 
ball.  While pressing 
down on the ball, lift 

the knee upward.  
Hold the position 

while contracting the 
muscles in the thigh, 
abdomen and arm.  

Repeat using the left 
thigh and hand.
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Knee Lift
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Leg Press
While seated, place 

a ball under the 
right foot.  Focus on 

contracting muscles in 
the buttocks and thigh 
while pressing the foot 

firmly into the ball.  
Repeat with the left 
foot.  It is important 

that participants 
maintain good 

posture and use their 
abdominal muscles for 

this exercise.
© Senior Living University
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Leg Press
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Inner Thigh Squeeze

Sit tall in an upright chair and place a ball between 
the thighs.  Gently squeeze the ball by contracting 

the inner thigh muscles.  
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Inner Thigh Squeeze
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Leg Extension

From a sitting position, 
place a ball between 
the ankles.  Contract 
abdominal muscles to 

support the back while 
extending legs outward 

from the knees.  Pause and 
slowly lower the legs to 
the starting position.

© Senior Living University

76



Leg Extension
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Oblique Crunch

While seated, place the ball on top of the right 
thigh with the right elbow sitting on top of the ball.  
Contract the muscles on the right side of trunk by 

pressing down into the ball.  Pause briefly and repeat 
exercise on the left side.
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Oblique Crunch
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Overhead Arm Raise

Maintain good posture 
while sitting in a chair.  
Hold the ball at chest 

level using both hands.  
Lightly squeeze the ball 

while slowly raising arms 
forward and over the 

head, straightening the 
arms at the same time. 

© Senior Living University
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Overhead Arm Raise
Adaptability note:  For 

participants who are able, 
encourage them to stand to 
perform this exercise. In 

addition, advanced participants 
may use a weighted ball.

Variety notes:  A variation 
of this exercise includes 

rotating the upper body from 
side to side while holding the 
ball at chest level.  Another 

option would be to add a 
balance challenge by having 
participants gently sway the 
trunk from side to side while 

holding the ball overhead.

© Senior Living University
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Begin by sitting tall with feet firmly planted on the 
floor.  Slowly bend to one side while keeping buttocks 

on the chair.  Lift the ball while returning to an 
upright position.  Continue to raise the ball upward 

as the body weight shifts to the opposite side.  Try to 
keep the spine straight and avoid bending forward.  

Remind participants to keep buttocks firmly planted 
in the chair.

Side Bend and Stretch

© Senior Living University © Senior Living University
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Side Bend and Stretch
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Adaptability note:  
To challenge participants, have them place their 
legs and feet close together to create a narrow 

base of support.

Side Bend and Stretch
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Side Bend and Stretch
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TAB
WALKING POLES





W
alking Poles 

W
alking poles are a useful tool for w

alking, but also for standing 
and seated exercises.  These poles help by assisting balance, increasing 
confidence, providing relief for painful joints and building upper body m

uscles.    
 Poles should be lightw

eight and durable.  Suggested features to consider 
w

hen choosing w
alking poles include rubber tips, so the poles can be used indoors 

as w
ell as outdoors, and an adjustable height.  M

ost w
alking poles have 

instructions for determ
ining the proper height adjustm

ent for participants.   
 W

hen exercising w
ith poles, it is im

portant to rem
ind participants to avoid 

overuse of the shoulder.  Instead, they should try to engage the m
uscles of the 

trunk. B
y alternating periods of w

alking w
ith resting and stretching, participants 

w
ill eventually be able to increase their endurance.   
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Spine Extension

Sit tall on a balance 
disc with walking poles 

planted on the floor.  
Extend spine and engage 

trunk muscles.  Press 
down on poles to lift 

spine upward.  
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Spine Extension
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Back Row

In a seated position 
on top of a balance 
disc, sit tall with 

poles firmly in place 
on the floor.  Extend 
arms forward.  Pull 
arms back into the 

starting position while 
squeezing the shoulder 

blades back.

© Senior Living University
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Nordic Ski Arms
While seated, plant one 
walking pole on either 
side of the chair.  Use 
a push and pull motion 

with the arms while 
keeping poles in place.  
Encourage participants 
to move using the trunk 

and shoulders.

Adaptability note:  
For participants who 
would like more of 
a challenge, add a 

balance disc.
© Senior Living University
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Nordic Ski Arms
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Chest Fly

Sit tall and place poles on the sides of the chair.  Open 
arms wide to stretch the chest.  Bring arms forward to 

a closed position to stretch the upper back.
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Chest Fly
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Side Lean 
and Reach

From a seated position 
with arms bent and 
poles on the sides of 

the chair, shift weight 
and extend right arm to 
the side while keeping 
walking poles planted 
on the floor.  Balance, 

hold and return to 
the center starting 

positions. Repeat on 
the left side.
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Side Lean and Reach
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Reach and Gather
While seated with 

poles planted on the 
sides of the chair and 
bent arms, “reach” 

to the side with your 
right arm and sweep 
it around to the front 

and back into the 
center.  This should 

mimic a reaching and 
gathering movement.
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Reach and Gather
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Breast Stroke

To simulate a 
swimmer’s breast 
stroke, create a 

sweeping motion with 
arms reaching out to 
the sides, around to 
the front and back 
in.  The upper body 

should move forward 
and back to coordinate 
with the movement of 

the arms.To begin, plant the 
walking poles on either 

side of the chair. 
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Breast Stroke

© Senior Living University

103



Side Pole Plant 
Trunk Rotation

While sitting with 
poles, lift the poles and 
turn from the waist to 
plant poles on the right 
side.  Return to starting 
position by lifting the 
poles and turning from 

the trunk.  Repeat on the 
left side.  Participants 
should focus on using 

abdominals during 
this exercise.  
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Side Pole Plant Trunk Rotation
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Nordic March

Maintain tall posture 
while marching in place 
from a seated position.  
Coordinate marching 
with Nordic ski arms.
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Nordic March
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Heel Climb

Have seated participants 
place poles close together 
in front of them.  Rotate 
the hip externally while 
turning the knees out 
and bringing the ankle 

in.  Slide the heel up the 
pole a few inches.  Pause.  

Return to starting 
position.  Repeat on the 

other side.
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Heel Climb
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Plant, Stand, Sit, Pull

From a seated position, have participants lean 
forward, extend arms and plant poles.  Stand tall and 
slowly return to a seated position.  Retract arms and 

lean back into the chair.
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Plant, Stand, Sit, Pull
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Stand, Knee Lift, Sit, Leg Kick

Start seated.  Plant poles and stand.  Lift and lower 
the right knee.  Repeat for the left knee.  Return 
to a seated position.  Kick and lower the right leg 

followed by the left leg.
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Stand, Knee Lift, Sit, Leg Kick
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Trunk Circles

Sit with feet wide apart.  Plant poles in front, between 
the legs.  Shift the upper body right, forward, left and 

backward by engaging trunk muscles.
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Trunk Circles
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Hamstring Slide 
with Row Press foot down to 

the floor and slide 
it back into place 

while retracting the 
shoulders and arms.  
Repeat movements 
for the left side.  It 
is important that 

participants sit tall 
and engage their 

abdominals during
this exercise.

From a seated position, 
extend both arms and the 

right leg.  
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Hamstring Slide with Row
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Long Leg Nordic Ski

While seated, extend the right leg from the knee and 
tap the heel on the floor.  Coordinate the arms with 
these movements by incorporating the Nordic ski 

motion.  Return to the starting position.  This exercise 
should be done in an alternating pattern.
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Long Leg Nordic Ski
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R
e

s
is

ta
n

c
e

 B
a

n
d

s

For residents, stretching, flexibility and toning exercises can be beneficial 
even though the participants m

ay have reduced m
obility. In fact, these exercises 

are especially im
portant since it is essential for seniors to preserve or im

prove 
their flexibility and strength in order to prevent a decrease in m

obility. 

For exam
ple, resistance bands are a great w

ay for residents w
ith arthritis to 

im
prove their grip strength. Since m

ost activities of daily living require residents 
to be able to grip or grasp an object, they can strengthen their w

eakened grip by 
incorporating resistance band exercises into their w

eekly routine.   

R
esistance bands are available in different resistance levels and are 

usually color-coded by strength.  B
ecause a num

ber of m
anufacturers produce 

and sell resistance bands, not all com
panies use the sam

e color/resistance coding.  
T

herefore, w
hen purchasing bands for the com

m
unity, it is recom

m
ended that 

you first research and ask about the color(s) you plan to buy to ensure they are 
appropriate for the residents’ fitness abilities.  In addition, look for a band that is 
at least four feet long.  It w

ill be easier for the participants to use in exercises that 
require looping the band under the foot.

Som
e guidelines to keep in m

ind w
hen instructing participants w

ho are using 
resistance bands:

A
void w

rapping the band around fragile skin.  
•	

H
old the bands in a w

ay that w
ill cause the least am

ount of pulling against 
•	

the skin.  
Take tim

e betw
een exercises to open the hand and stretch the fingers.

•	
Perm

it residents to progress to a band w
ith greater resistance only if they 

•	
can continue to m

aintain proper exercise technique and posture.  
Som

e of the resistance band exercises on the follow
ing pages can be 

•	
perform

ed w
ith the ends of the bands in each hand (bilaterally) or both 

ends in the sam
e hand (unilaterally).
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External Shoulder Rotation
Sit tall, with feet firmly 
planted on the floor, and 
hold the resistance band 
with both hands, palms 

facing up.  Hands should be 
shoulder-width apart with 

elbows tucked in at the sides. 
Squeeze shoulder blades 

together as you stretch the 
band outward; keep the 

elbows tucked at the waist 
and exhale.  Inhale when 
returning the band to the 

starting position.  
Adaptability note:  

This exercise can also be 
done while standing.
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External Shoulder Rotation
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In a seated position, hold one end of the band in the 
right hand and place the right fist to the left side of the 

chest.  About 6”– 8” below the right hand, grasp the other 
end of the band with the left hand.  Straighten the left 

arm, keeping it close to the body, while pulling the band 
downward.  The right hand should remain planted firmly on 

the left shoulder. Repeat on the other side.  
Adaptability note:  For participants who are able, encourage 

them to stand to perform this exercise.

Triceps Extension

© Senior Living University © Senior Living University

124



Triceps Extension
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Shoulder Press
While seated, grasp one end 
of the resistance band in the 
right hand while holding the 
arm securely against your 

side.  With the left hand, hold 
the free end of the band and 
position the left hand just 

above the shoulder.  Keep your 
left arm close to the trunk.
Slowly raise the left arm, 
extending the elbow, and 

reach upward.  Return the arm 
to the starting position with 
the left hand stopping just 
above the shoulder.  Switch 
hand positions and repeat.

© Senior Living University

© Senior Living University

126



Shoulder Press
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Shoulder Press

Adaptability note:  If 
participants require 

greater stability, have them 
sit with their feet spaced 
apart.  For participants 
who would like more of a 

challenge, have them move 
their feet closer together. 
This exercise can also be 

performed while standing.
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Shoulder Press
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When seated, place a resistance band under one foot.  
Sit tall, extending the leg while keeping the foot in a 
flex position.  Begin with arms outstretched.  Retract 

shoulder blades, bend elbows and pull the arms 
back.  Pause briefly.  Slowly return arms to starting 
position.  Perform several repetitions before placing 
the band under the other foot to repeat the exercise.

Upper Back Row
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Upper Back Row
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Oblique Crunch

Sit tall with knees close together and feet firmly 
planted on the floor.  Wrap a resistance band around 
the middle of the thighs.  Secure the band by holding 

the hands against the outside of the thighs.  While 
pressing the knees apart, contract the muscles in the 

hips and buttocks.  Pause briefly.  Repeat.
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Oblique Crunch
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Calf Strengthener/Hamstring Stretch
From a seated position, wrap 

resistance band under the 
ball of one foot.  Sitting tall, 
extend the leg to stretch the 

hamstring muscle.  While 
holding the stretch, slowly 
point and flex the foot into 

the band.
Adaptability note:  Add a 

balance challenge by having 
the participant sit upright 

and away from the back of the 
chair.  Anchor the other foot 

firmly to the floor and engage 
the abdominal muscles during 

the exercise.
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Calf Strengthener/Hamstring Stretch
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Leg Press

While seated, place the resistance band under the 
ball of the foot with arms firmly at your sides.  To 
start, raise knee while keeping arms fixed to the 

trunk.  Extend the leg out and downward, bringing 
the heel to the floor and maintaining proper posture. 

Use the stationary leg to anchor the body and for 
balance during the exercise. 
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Leg Press
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Lay resistance bands 
flat on the floor in 
a “railroad track” 

pattern.  Have 
participants side-

step over the series 
of bands.  Remind 

them to keep the body 
positioned to step 

sideways, not forward.

Side Step
Balance
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Side Step Balance
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Create a crooked 
“balance beam” by 
placing resistance 
bands end-to-end.  

Instruct participants 
to walk heel-to-toe as 
they try to follow the 
directional changes.

Direction Change 
Balance Beam
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Direction Change Balance Beam
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Create hurdles by 
setting up two rows 
of chairs and tying 

bands between chairs 
on opposite sides.  

Select sturdy, high-
back chairs that 

residents could use to 
stabilize their balance 

if needed.  Have 
participants step up 
and over the bands 

one by one.
Adaptability note:  

Challenge advanced 
participants by 

varying the height of 
the hurdles.

Balance Hurdles

© Senior Living University

142



Balance Hurdles
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P
u

ttyT
he num

ber of older A
m

ericans w
ith arthritis has been steadily increasing 

during the last tw
enty-five years.  C

urrently, alm
ost half of those affected w

ith 
arthritis are age 65 or older.

A
rthritis affects the ability to perform

 activities of daily living including 
dressing, bathing and groom

ing. O
ne w

ay for residents to lessen the im
pact of 

arthritis and, in turn, im
prove grip strength, function and dexterity of their hands 

is by exercising w
ith therapy putty.  

Putty is a dough-like m
aterial w

hich is elastic, can easily be form
ed into 

various shapes, and can be bounced.   T
he surface develops a glossy “w

et” finish 
w

hen it is not used for aw
hile.  A

m
azingly, though, it is still flexible!  T

herapy 
putty is non-toxic and non-irritating to the skin and eyes. 

A
vailable in a variety of resistance levels, putty can be used one-on-one 

or in a group setting.  W
hen instructing a group in therapy putty exercises, try to 

gather participants around a table.  T
his w

ill help to prom
ote social interaction 

during the class w
hile the participants reap the benefits of exercising.

Putty exercises include pulling, pinching, pressing, tw
isting and rolling.  

T
hese m

ovem
ents can be related to pulling a zipper, turning a page, picking up a 

coin or dialing a phone.  
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Using the palm and full length of the fingers, roll the 
putty into a long cylinder.  Starting with the index 
finger, press finger tips into putty one finger at a 
time until the entire length of the cylinder is flat.

Log Roll to Finger Tip Press
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Log Roll to Finger Tip Press
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Pinch, Press and Roll
Pinch the flattened cylinder 

(previously created in the 
“Log Roll to Finger Tip Press” 
exercise) upward.  Flatten the 
putty using only the thumb.  

Start at one end of the 
flattened putty and roll using 

the thumb.

© Senior Living University

© Senior Living University

© Senior Living University

148



Pinch, Press and Roll
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Pull, Tear and Twist
Roll putty into a ball.  Hold the 

ball at the edge of the table 
while pinching and pulling it 
away from the table.  Next, 

roll the putty back into a ball.  
Tear the ball apart using both 
hands.  Return the putty back 

into a ball shape and begin 
twisting it, like a screw.
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Pull, Tear and Twist
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Using the putty, make a loop (or “bracelet”) that is 
just large enough to fit around closed fingers.  Begin 
the exercise by opening the hand wide enough to fit 

the thumb into the loop.  Continue to fan fingers until 
the hand has completely passed through the loop.

Finger Fan
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Finger Fan
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Flatten and Scrunch

Flex wrist on top of a ball 
of putty and spread fingers 
wide. Press putty flat into 
the table using the heel of 

the hand.  Once the putty is 
flattened, place fingertips 

around the edges of the putty 
and scrunch the putty inward 

to re-create the ball shape.
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Flatten and Scrunch

© Senior Living University © Senior Living University

155



Place a ball of putty between the pointer and middle 
fingers.  Squeeze fingers together.  Repeat the 

scissor exercise by changing the placement of the 
putty between different fingers and by using the 

opposite hand.

Scissors
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Scissors
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