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Young, old finding their stride
By Morgan Green

Fitness class embarks on physical, mental outing using “trekking poles”

The lifestyles of college students and seniors are generally poles apart, but “trekking poles” have brought together some Santa Barbara elders hoping to increase their fitness with young scholars seeking to expand their minds.


For eight weeks, 13 or so seniors averaging 86 years old and roughly as many Westmont College students have been marching around together throughout the Vista Del Monte retirement community with the poles in hand, pumping along like so many cross-country skiers through invisible snow.


At first, they turned many heads.


The use of specialized poles to work the upper body while walking is popular among young and old in Europe.  But trekking poles are relatively unknown here.


The students in Westmont’s Fitness for the Older Population class and their study subjects want to find out if their three-times-a-week routine has improved the seniors’ balance, strength, confidence, mobility and posture.


The results appear to be good so far, said Westmont kinesiology professor Gregg Afman, who organized the class with Peggy Buchanan, Vista Del Monte’s director of fitness, aquatics and physical therapy.


When the class introduced the seniors to the poles, called Exerstriders, the walking sessions lasted only 10 minutes, he said.  By Monday, sessions were 30 minutes, she said.


During Monday’s session, Jo Dushais, 88, said: “I couldn’t really stand up before because I’ve got arthritis in my knees.  But know I can.  And I know I’ve got more muscles.”


Meg Torbert, 92, “crashed” the class soon after it began when she saw the walkers in action.  “My breaking is better, my posture is better, and my stride is better.  I can get around the campus on these.  I don’t need a walker.”


The official research results won’t be known until the students administer a series of physical tests next week.  But Mr. Afman said the students have already discovered valuable lessons during their side-by-side walks and talks with their elders.

Before the class began, the students “were a little nervous,” he said.  Some wondered if they would have to speak slowly to be understood.  Others wondered if they would have to treat the seniors like children.


Ryan Wassell, 21, admitted he had incorrect notions because he has spent virtually no time with seniors.  “Our culture tends to separate the old and the young.


“I pictured getting old as kind of depressing, just down and out,” he said.  But the pole-walkers “seem to have this sense of immediacy.  They’re so open, they’re happy about just doing things.”


The class “has given me a new respect,” said Jenna El Fattal, 20. “Our generation is so into being young, and we think being old is bad.  This class took that away.  They have so much wisdom.  Just hearing their stories has really encouraged me, just to know that life is good.”


The feeling is evidently mutual.


“It’s good to be with young people who know what they’re doing,” said pole-walker Mina Launt, 93.  “It gives you fait in young people again.”

