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Martial Arts for Seniors: Getting in Step with Tai Chi 
(Published 02/07 as T’ai Chi Ch’uan: Gentle, Relaxing Exercise) 

 
Back when my body could recover quickly from the pounding, I ran a lot. On a morning run 

in Hong Kong, I came across a group of seniors performing the most graceful and 

magnificently choreographed routine I had ever seen. Their slow, methodical motions brought 

me to a halt. I watched, mesmerized by the beauty of what I came to learn was Tai Chi, a 

martial art. (pronounced tie-CHEE).   

 

I promised myself I would look into Tai Chi; however, as with so many health promises I 

have made to myself, this one quietly slipped off the to-do list and vanished to some dusty 

corner of my mind.   

 

Over the years, I adjusted my exercise routine to meet the constantly devolving capacity of 

my body. Running gave way to a cross-country ski machine. The indoor skiing gave way to 

biking. Biking succumbed to a brisk walk. The brisk walk became more of a leisurely stroll.  

All the while, I could feel my body and mind needing something more, but I had no idea what 

it was.       

 

Then I saw it, an ad for a Tai Chi class. Could I take a martial arts class at my age? It looked 

easy enough, but the seniors in Hong Kong had probably been doing Tai Chi for a long time, 

maybe a lifetime. Even if I could, what would I look like? It is one thing to be gangly and out 

of step as a twenty or thirty-something, but at my age? The horror!   
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After some research, I found not only is Tai Chi do-able at my age, it is considered a 

wonderful physical and mental exercise program for seniors. In fact, the Arthritis Foundation 

endorses Tai Chi calling it “particularly effective for people with arthritis.” I signed for a class 

the next day at St. Joseph’s/Candler Center for WellBeing. 

 

Unsure what to expect, I arrived a little anxious. My reservations, it turns out, were totally 

unwarranted. Dimming the lights, the instructor, Rena Su, immediately set an inviting mood 

and started us off with a series of mild warm-up exercises. It was clear Rena, who was born in 

Taiwan and has taught Tai Chi for over 7 years, knew how to ease new-student anxiety. With 

a calm and soothing voice, she showed us how to gently flex and loosen joints in our feet, 

legs, torso, and arms.   

 

“The warm up gets the synovial fluid moving and warms the joints,” Rena advised. Obviously 

hearing my joints talking up a storm, she added, “You will hear less cracking.” I smiled at the 

tone of her promise. 

  

Following the warm up, we began stretching and working on how to stand, postures as they 

are called. Here we focused on gaining and maintaining balance. Though each of us bent or 

stepped with some variation—Rena was an encouraging coach, not a drill sergeant—we 

generally moved in unison, transferring our weight from one leg to the other, and then back 

again. While simple, these slow actions allowed me to understand where I should place my 

feet when I moved and how best to position my legs in order to properly support my upper 

body.   
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According to Rena, the postures also strengthen the legs, an important part of improving 

balance. Bobbie, a classmate who first began Tai Chi three years ago following major back 

surgery, agreed, “It has helped my strength a lot.”    

 

A number of medical studies aimed at gathering scientific data on the benefits of Tai Chi   

have reported evidence of increased muscle strength and flexibility, lowered blood pressure 

and enhanced immune function.   

 

In two studies at Emory University, researchers documented a significant improvement in 

balance among seniors who participated in Tai Chi. The first study, done in 1996, assessed a 

group of seniors over the age of 70 after 15 weeks of twice-weekly Tai Chi training. The Tai 

Chi students reduced their risk of multiple falls by almost 48% over a control group.   

 

The second study, done in 2004, looked at a larger and frailer group of participants aged 70 to 

97.  This group, selected for being in “transition to frailty” and at high risk for falling, 

participated in Tai Chi for 48 weeks. The study found the exercise reduced their falls by 40%.   

 

My fellow students attributed a range of physical and mental improvements to their 

participation in Tai Chi. Barbara, 67 years old and a two-year veteran, spoke glowingly about 

using less pain medication and sleeping better. “I buy a lot less ibuprofen now,” she said.  
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Barbara’s experience echoes the observations of Dr. Helen Taggart, Undergraduate 

Coordinator for the Department of Nursing at Armstrong Atlantic State University. Dr. 

Taggart, a 20-year veteran of Tai Chi exercise, led two studies researching the benefits of the 

art. Her 2003 study, published in Orthopaedic Nursing, found Tai Chi had a positive effect on 

people suffering from Fibromyalgia, a complex syndrome that produces severe chronic pain 

and difficulty sleeping.  The study documented enhancements in “symptom management and 

health related quality of life.”  

 

“The participants in the study reported improvement in pain management, loss of weight and 

better sleeping,” said Dr. Taggart. 

 

You do not have to show Dan Everette, 64, a medical study to convince him Tai Chi is a 

beneficial exercise program; he has seen it first hand.  Dan began attending class over 3 years 

ago after suffering a severe stroke that took away his speech, strength and balance. “I first 

came to class leaning on a cane and wearing a leg brace,” he said. Though not very mobile in 

the beginning, Dan did what he could, even participating while sitting in a chair.   

 

Today Dan needs no assistance and has put away the cane and brace. “I am not ready to join 

Chippendales yet,” he quipped, “but it is hard to believe I am doing what I am doing today.  

Tai Chi will help you with problems you didn’t even know you had.” 

 

As our class progressed, I felt a sense of relaxation unmatched in my other workout routines. I 

am used to tension being part of the exercise package, especially during a long workout where 
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you try to exhaust your body’s energy. You know the motto: no pain, no gain.  It was just the 

opposite in Tai Chi class.  The longer we worked, the more relaxed I became. It felt 

wonderfully different.    

 

“Lots of folks comment after class about how relaxing it was,” said Rich DeLong, 

Administrator of Magnolia Manor on the Coast, a senior living facility located in Richmond 

Hill, and a Tai Chi instructor.  

 

An aspect of Tai Chi not readily apparent to an outside observer is the art’s emphasis on 

proper breathing. Throughout class, Rena continuously prompted us to inhale and exhale, 

adding a key component to the character of each exercise. Additionally, she gently reminded 

us to breathe from the diaphragm area and not the chest. I found myself working as hard on 

breathing properly as on moving properly. “It’s like relearning how to breathe…like we first 

breathed as children,” Rich said. 

 

Tai Chi’s focus on breathing directly supports the art’s ability to reduce stress and improve 

circulation. It also helps you focus and control your “Qi” (pronounced chee).    

 

“Qi is the energy, or life force, we all have,” Rena explained. “Tai Chi helps you learn to 

control, move and use your Qi to promote health and healing.” 

 

The concept of Qi is somewhat difficult to grasp for those of us grounded in Western, or 

“show me” philosophies. Eastern culture, however, is replete with an understanding of this 
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spiritual energy. My more experienced fellow students have come to “feel” their Qi through 

their participation in Tai Chi. They are quick to describe it as a warming energy, almost like a 

current running through their bodies.        

 

Towards the end of the class, Rena led us through a sequence of the flowing movements that 

distinguish the art. With enchanting names like White Crane Spreads Wings, Grasp Bird’s 

Tail and Fair Lady Waves the Shuttle, the movements built on the stretching and postures we 

worked on earlier. Though I was not nearly as smooth as my fellow classmates, I did not have 

much trouble keeping up. 

 

“You should enjoy the movements and not try to look exactly like another student,” advised 

Mark Goldstein, a Master of Tai Chi who teaches in the Hilton Head area.   

 

Performed in a continuous sequence, the movements felt like a slow, graceful ballet with an 

inner partner, the same beautiful dance that stopped me in my tracks in Hong Kong. 

Experiencing it from within a group, I found it even more stunning, amazingly relaxing and 

extraordinarily inviting. 

 

Dottie, a vivacious 93 years young Tai Chi participant at Magnolia Manor said, “It’s 

beautiful, like birds in flight.” 

 

The hour-long class passed in what I would have guessed had been only 20 or 30 minutes. We 

concluded with a short cool-down where we minimized motion, slowed our breathing and 
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focused on our Qi. I have to admit I felt as though the exertion and controlled breathing had 

created some type of new energy flowing through me that had not existed prior to class.      

  

Though it is too early to claim any specific results, my exposure to Tai Chi has reaffirmed my 

belief that we are never too old, and that it is never too late, to do something good for our 

body and spirit.   

 

“I tell students to think of Tai Chi as a course, not a class. Take what you learn and apply it to 

everyday life. Apply the motions to tasks you do everyday,” said Mark. 

 

When asked for advice for seniors getting started in a new exercise program, Dr. Keith Cobb, 

Adjunct Professor of Medicine at Memorial Health University, suggested they should consult 

their doctor to discuss their specific health needs and limitations. He added, “It’s important to 

find something you are comfortable with and then being willing to stick with it.” 

 

I can see how a regular dose of Tai Chi can help improve my balance, relieve stiffness and 

reduce stress. Besides, there is something delightful about declining an invitation to sit and 

play cards with my friends while telling them I have to go to my martial arts class.  

 

Ruth, 75 and in her first few months of learning Tai Chi, said with a smile, “When I tell 

friends where I am going, they get excited and want to know more.” 
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