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Preface

So, you want to be an awesome instructor. 
You want to be confident that the programs 

you offer will help others live better, more capable 
lives. ABLE Bodies Balance Training is designed for 
you and any exercise leader or personal trainer 
working with frail populations.

The ABLE in ABLE Bodies is an acronym 
that stands for Adventures in Better Living 
through Exercise. This phrase reflects two of 
my core beliefs. First, I believe that life should 
be an adventure. Just how adventurous depends 
on the person, of course, but living enthusiasti-
cally and being able to do what you enjoy make 
life better. Everyone deserves the opportunity 
to set and work toward goals that have personal 
meaning. Having purpose and facing challenges 
are important to quality of life. Everyone values 
having choice and capability, regardless of age.

My second core belief is from the perspective 
of an exercise science professional: I believe that 
physical activity offers incredible tools that we 
can use to get the results we want. Exercise gives 
us a stronger, more capable body that allows us to 
continue doing what we choose and enjoy. Appro-
priate physical activities can restore, maintain, and 
improve physical capabilities. Different physical 
goals require the use of different exercises. Olympic 
sprinters train for their events by using bursts of 
speed to create power; cross-country skiers train for 
endurance using activities that improve their ability 
to ski at high intensities for long amounts of time. It 
follows that older adults who want to improve their 
balance should train using a wide variety of physi-
cal activities that engage the principle elements of 
balance and the tasks of everyday living.

What makes ABLE Bodies a credible program 
for working with the frail elderly? ABLE Bodies 
techniques were proven effective in a randomized, 
controlled trial that used multiple components 
involved in balance, and meet American College 
of Sports Medicine (ACSM) guidelines for bal-
ance in the frail elderly. In 2003, a grant from 
the National Blueprint–Active Aging Partner-
ship evaluated the effectiveness of ABLE Bodies 
techniques. The subjects were 70 years of age or 

older and living in assisted living or retirement 
facilities; 38 percent used walkers. Results showed 
that ABLE Bodies training significantly improved 
balance, mobility, and activity levels in subjects. 
A main conclusion was that the multicomponent 
nature of the program (weaving many types of 
training together into one program) contributed 
to its success. This finding is consistent with other 
research and with current ACSM best practices 
for working with older adults. Understanding and 
applying those kinds of ideas is what makes ABLE 
Bodies training both credible and effective.

I have worked exclusively with the elderly for 
more than 15 years, and on a daily basis I see the 
high costs of inactivity and disease. Fear of falling 
and diminution of balance skills are devastating. 
They affect quality of life, self-efficacy, physi-
cal capabilities, and families and their finances. 
Previously, little other than strength training was 
used to bolster balance skills for frail populations. 
Now there is another tool—ABLE Bodies Balance 
Training.

This book brings together a much broader 
range of physical activities than has been used 
previously to improve balance and mobility skills 
in frail populations. Many activities in this book 
start simply and become progressively more 
challenging. This allows for progress to be made, 
measured, and celebrated. And for older adults 
who are already fit, the more challenging activi-
ties help improve their balance, mobility, and 
fitness. Because learning is always better when 
participants enjoy and are engaged in the process 
of learning, these activities are also designed to 
be fun and even a little adventurous!

TEXT ORGANIZATION

Before jumping into the activities, it’s important to 
understand how the ABLE Bodies system works. 
Part I explains the layout of the program and ways 
to use this book safely so that it best fits your pro-
gram and population. Chapter 1 looks at the five 
components of ABLE Bodies training and explains 
the use and benefits of multicomponent training. 
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Chapter 2 focuses on how to create programs, set 
up classes, and progress through activities using 
the ABLE Bodies activities, and chapter 3 looks at 
safety concerns when working with frail elders.

Part II provides activities that focus on the five 
components of ABLE Bodies training: flexibility 
(chapter 4), posture and core stability (chapter 5), 
strength for a purpose (chapter 6), balance and 
mobility (chapter 7), and cardiorespiratory endur-
ance (chapter 8). The activities in these five chap-
ters are outlined so that you know exactly how to 
prepare for and teach each activity. Every activity 
includes some or all of the following elements:

Benefits —Lists what participants will gain 
by completing the activity.

Set It Up —Describes work you need to do 
before the activity, such as preparing equipment 
or practicing the activity a few times so that you’re 
familiar with the steps.

How to Do It —Provides step-by-step 
instructions for exactly how to execute the activ-
ity, including the beginning positions, specific 
movements, and sample phrasing you can use to 
encourage participants. Photographs illustrate 
various movements of the activities.

Take It Further —Provides ideas for making 
the activity progressively more difficult.

Give It More Balance —Provides ideas for 
increasing the balance challenge of the activity.

Keep It Safe —Offers reminders and tips to 
ensure that each activity is done safely.

Live It —Provides quick reminders of why 
the activity is helpful. Stressing these reminders 
with participants will help them live the lesson 
of the activity outside of class.

As discussed in chapter 2, activities from each of 
these five areas can be combined to create a solid 
program for improving balance. The book can be 
used as if it were a big box of tools with sections 
for various or specific balance maladies. You can 
choose to use the tools you like where needed in 
your class or with your private clients. However, if 
you prefer more guidance and would like to start 
with a prepared lesson plan, then appendix A will 
be particularly useful. Appendix A provides 16 
progressive lessons that you can follow when you 
teach your first courses. These 16 lessons give an 
idea of how you can combine activities to create 
effective classes. After a few times through, you 
will be able to make this program your own, using 
what works for you and your students.

You can use the Activity Finder provided at 
the beginning of this book to quickly find a par-
ticular activity. The Activity Finder has four sec-
tions, shown as groups of shaded or non-shaded 
columns. Each section of the activity finder lists 
in the top row categories that will allow you to 
locate an activity in several different ways. You 
can find an activity by its page number, the ABLE 
Bodies training component that it focuses on, its 
intensity level, or the specific need it addresses. 
The second section of the Activity Finder lists 
the components as they appear as chapters in 
the book and shows in which component you’ll 
find an activity. The next section shows the 
intensity level of each activity, which increases 
as the activity works multiple muscle groups or 
combines different tasks. The last section of the 
Activity Finder shows which specific needs are 
addressed by each activity, such as conceptual, 
somatosenory, vision, vestibular, gait, rhythm, 
integrated movements, or activities of daily living. 
Using the Activity Finder should make it easier to 
locate activities that will fulfill the specific needs 
of your training sessions.

ONLINE RESOURCE

A companion online resource provides many 
items in PDF format, making it easier for you 
to print out items. Every activity in the book is 
available, and you can print them out, making 
it easier to structure and plan your classes. The 
online resource also features 15 homework 
handouts that you can give to your participants 
so that they can practice different activities at 
home. A certificate of completion is also avail-
able for you. You can print and fill out the cer-
tificate as a “Congratulations, you did it!” reward 
for your participants. The online resource is 
available at www.HumanKinetics.com/ABLE
BodiesBalanceTraining.

ABLE Bodies Balance Training will change your 
view of frail adults and what you can do in your 
classes. I sincerely hope this book will be a favorite 
resource for you that will inspire you to do more 
balance activities with your clients. Preventing, 
deterring, or reversing declines in health and 
function with appropriate physical activities is one 
of the most important contributions an exercise 
leader can make in the lives of others. Take this 
journey with me and change a few lives for the 
better. Able, capable living is what we all want. 
Soon you, too, will be ready, willing, and ABLE!
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