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Experts and area active  
seniors agree that exercise  
sharpens the brain and  
improves stamina, balance

BY SHARI GASPER

SPECIAL TO ACTIVE LIVING

B
etty Skalitzky, Sun Prairie, believes staying active is 

good for the body and the mind. At age 75, she main-

tains a busy social calendar, including weekly dance 

lessons at the Fred Astaire Dance Studio on Eagan 

Road in Madison. 

“Dance is good exercise, but it’s so much more,” Skalitzky, 

who has taken lessons for the past year, said. “Every cell of your 

body is involved when you dance. It’s beneficial at all levels —
social, physical, mental, emotional.”

Skalitzky is onto something and other seniors may want to 

heed her example. 

Research shows exercise is not only smart for your heart and 

weight, it also affects mood, vitality, alertness and feelings of 

well-being. 

Jill Barnes, PhD, assistant professor of kinesiology at the 

University of Wisconsin–Madison, is investigating interaction 
between exercise and blood flow to the brain and how it changes 
throughout the aging process. Her studies have shown a clear 

distinction in blood flow to the brain between those who exer-
cise and those who don’t. 

“A lot of brain activity happens when exercising,” Barnes 

said. “During exercise, neurons in the brain require increased 

blood flow to deliver oxygen and nutrients. Exercise increases 
blood flow to the brain, causes growth of new blood vessels and 
enhances brain function.”

Barnes compares exercising the brain to exercising a leg 

muscle: working a leg muscle increases metabolic demand and 

more blood flow goes to the leg. When performing exercises, 
such as dancing, a person is coordinating movement, learning 

new skills, memorizing routines and working the brain, thereby  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

increasing blood flow. 
As noted in a recent press release by the National Heart, Lung  

and Blood Institute, the basic hypothesis of Barnes’ work is 

three-fold: the efficiency of blood vessels decreases as we age; 
brain blood flow is directly linked to several potential biomark-

ers or indicators of risk for cognitive decline; since exercise 
improves vascular function, it should improve cerebral micro-

vascular function and stave off vascular dementia. 

Barnes said that forced exercise, as seen in animal studies, is 

not as beneficial as voluntary exercise.
“An exercise you don’t enjoy causes stress, and then the re-

sponse in the brain is not as robust,” she said. “Find an exercise 

you enjoy to see the most benefits.”
Skalitzky said she doesn’t enjoy traditional exercise classes. 

Dancing is her exercise. She loves the music and camaraderie 

at the Fred Astaire Madison East. Dancing uplifts her mood and 

puts a smile on her face. 

She encouraged her friend, Dean Strohmenger, Sun Prairie, to 

take dance lessons with her. At age 84, Strohmenger found that 

dance lessons dramatically improved his balance. In less than a 

year, he went from a wheelchair to a walker to a cane. Today, he 

uses his cane only on rough terrain or in large crowds. 

Furthermore, Strohmenger credited dance lessons for his 

    Fitter Seniors may have 
healthier brains


