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Wednesday, August 16, 2006

Tai One On

Tai chi instructor Ernie Sarro leads a class at the Rossetti-Cowan Senior Center. ‘Exercising with Ernie’ has been one of the center’s most popular programs for the past two years. 
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By Seth Daniel

Tai chi isn't a new blend of tea.
Nor is it an exotic dish on a Cantonese lunch menu.
It is one of two popular exercise programs that instructors Ernie Sarro and Nancy McInerney run at the Revere Senior Center.
Monday morning, when many are dreading the week ahead, a group of 20 seniors, men and women, ages 65 to 85 gather in the upper room of the Senior Center. They're laughing, listening to old-time music and are generally very happy-unlike most people on a Monday morning.
What they're so happy about is that they feel good. Part of the reason is Sarro's tai chi class, Exercising with Ernie, which has been going on for about two years. Tai chi is a type of martial art originating in China that was first publicized in the early 1800s. However, it's not the same type of martial art as karate or judo. Rather, it's a less strenuous exercise program that promotes healthy movements, breathing techniques and flexibility for the purposes of longevity. In China, many elderly people practice tai chi, and now that's also becoming more common around here.
"This thing about older people hurting themselves if they exercise is wrong," said Sarro. "What hurts people is inactivity. That's a guarantee. If you're inactive, you'll lose your functionality."
He added that most participants in Revere are pretty hip.
"These people in Revere, they're not like the other people I work with," said Sarro. "They're very open to try new things in the class. They like music and dancing. They're a very hip crowd here."
Most of the participants use a large rubber band to give some resistance to their movements, such as lifting their arms above their heads, leaning forward to touch their elbows to their knees or any variety of other movements. Most of the exercises are done while sitting on a chair, and Sarro emphasizes participants do only what they can. At the end, they finish with about 10 minutes of breathing and relaxation.
"You don't realize that you're breathing all wrong until you really think about how you're breathing," said Elena Cristiano, a member of the class. "I really need this. I'm 83, and I'm moving around, and I feel good. That's what exercise did for me."
Grace Silva, who has been in the class just three weeks, said coming there has helped motivate her.
"I have so many exercise tapes at home, but I never did any of the exercises until I came here," she said. "When I'm at home, I pick up a dust cloth and start cleaning or something. I don't exercise."
Said Tina Martell, "It really keeps us healthy. It's good for me physically and psychologically. You have so much energy afterward. Socially, it's good, too, because it helps you feel you're not alone."
Sarro, who is associated with Hebrew Rehab in Boston, said one of the big things is promoting exercises that are functional and help seniors with activities of everyday living.
"In our program here, we get up and out of the chair several times with an emphasis on breathing," he said. "It helps build the muscles around the knee and to strengthen the joints. What's more functional than getting out of a chair?"
For McInerney's class, which is every Thursday at 9:30 a.m., there is an emphasis on getting moving and staying moving - more of a cardiovascular workout.
"As seniors get older, they isolate and don't come out," said McInerney. "This is all about getting them out and interested. My class promotes flexibility, cardiovascular exercise and balance/coordination. We work out from head to toe in one hour, but we also have a lot of laughs."
She said many seniors have never exercised, just like older people in previous generations. For a long time, many considered old age as a time for sitting still.
"There are a lot of people who come here who have never done any exercise in their lives, but come at the recommendation of a doctor," she said. "When they come to my class, there's no pressure. Just by doing anything, they're doing something. Just by getting off the chair or couch, and getting out of the house, they're doing a good thing."
Sarro said the Hebrew Rehab and Tufts University conducted a controversial study in the late 1980s that had elderly people lifting weights and exercising. It was controversial because, just as McInerney said, older people were expected to be stationary; being an active older person was a risky venture. However, the study proved successful and eventually changed everyone's mind about exercises for seniors.
"It's been proven now, and we have people as old as 104 who are lifting weights and getting better at it," he said. 
Said McInerney, "If you're not progressing, you're regressing. We never stay the same, no matter what age."
For more information, contact Senior Center Director Al Morrelli or his staff at 781-286-8156.

