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You CAN grow younger and one of  
the best anti-aging action steps is 

exercise. But ‘use it or lose it’ doesn’t 
apply only to muscle fitness or sex. It 
also applies to the brain.

Our brains change as we mature 
but it’s not all about decline. I recently 
read about a brain scientist with two 
teenage sons who noticed such chang-
es in their personalities that she started 
studying all the research reports of  the 
brain during that phase of  life. Turns 
out that a lot of  the bad decisions 
teens make is due to the fact that the 
brain hasn’t finished developing and 
there’s a gap between two important 
sections of  the brain.

I mention this only to point out that 
as adults, we do have fully mature 
brains, and contrary to an outdated 
but prevailing myth, we can stimulate 
new neural pathways and cell growth 
no matter how old we live to be.

Advances in brain imaging and neu-

roscience have enabled 
scientists to learn more 
about the brain and how 
it works. While research-
ers at the University of  
Kansas have found that 
getting plenty of  physical 
exercise may keep your 
brain fit too, there’s even 
better news.

The latest scientific 
research shows that your 
brain performs best when 
it has its own fitness pro-
gram, fostering a whole 
new industry – neurobics, 
exercise for the brain.

Neurobics can take the form of  
mental exercises, brain teasers and 
puzzles. Studies show that by exercis-
ing your brain, you can actually create 
new neural pathways and reverse 
cognitive decline.

This contradicts the old belief  that 
our brain cells are just dying off as 
we age. The truth is we can stimulate 
growth in our brain cells at any age!

Every day I exercise my body and 
my brain, but that’s a big change. 
Before I began my ‘Grow Younger’ 
program, every time I got the urge 
to exercise, I’d lie down until it went 
away. Now I exercise every day and 
it’s fun!

I had a special reason for begin-
ning brain exercises and changing my 
negative mental chatter about aging: 
my mother died of  Alzheimer’s. Mom 
spent over three years in a nursing 
home and every time I visited her, I 
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absorbed those images of  her wasting 
away. I’d read a lot about Alzheimer’s 
and that it’s hereditary, so I worried 
that I’d have the same kind of  deterio-
ration of  mind and body as I aged.

It’s very easy to fall into habits of  
doing the same things and not trying 
anything new. Routine actions and 
thoughts become so automatic that 
most of  our actions are governed by 
‘muscle memory’ and we do them 
largely unconsciously.

To activate new brain circuits we 
need to stimulate our brain chemistry 
by doing something new, like eating 
with our non-dominant hand or closing 
our eyes during some routine action.

Sudoku is good for the brain and 
so are crossword puzzles, especially if  
you set a time limit for yourself  and do 
them quickly. 

Another way to stimulate your brain 
is by learning how to do something 
completely new – to speak a foreign 
language, a new skill such as knitting or 
how to play an instrument – perhaps 
the piano, banjo or guitar.

The best book I’ve found for in-
creasing my brain power is Train Your 
Brain: 60 Days to a Better Brain by Ryuta 
Kawashima.

The brain can be exercised and be-
come more flexible just as our muscles 
can. So use it, don’t lose it, and you can 
forget about memory loss.

Author, anti-aging coach, columnist and speak-
er, Ellen Wood helps men and women grow 
younger with body/mind/spirit action steps. 
She is living proof  that they work. Sign up for 
three free gifts at her website: http://www.
howtogrowyounger.com.

Caregiver Spotlight—Avis Thompson Walker

This quarter we are spotlight-
ing our team member Avis 
Thompson Walker.  Avis 

has been with the agency since 
November of 2014 and works 
as a Certified Nursing Assistant 
providing personal care to a 
client that resides in an assisted 
living facility.  Avis stands out as 
true professional caregiver.  She 
makes loving connections with 
her clients and is compassionate 
in their care.  She is extremely dependable and is 
always willing to help out when asked.  

Avis is originally from the Clarendon parish 
in Jamaica, which is located on the south of the 
island, roughly halfway between the island’s eastern 
and western ends.  Her father worked as a farmer 
and her mother worked raising Avis and her siblings.  
The first job that Avis ever held was in a super 
market.  Avis enjoyed it so much that she stayed for 
21 years!  

Avis married and had four children.  Her oldest is 
Julia, then Michael, Debra and her baby is Tanesha.  
Avis has always had a desire to travel.  When two of 
her nephews died unexpectantly,  Avis came to the 
U.S. for the first time to attend their funeral.   After 

the death of her husband, Avis 
moved to the states perma-
nently.  

Living in Alexandria,  Avis is 
now married to Joseph and en-
joying life in Virginia.  Her favor-
ite activities, when not visiting 
with family, are watching Wheel 
of Fortune and Jeopardy as 
well as shopping.  Avis’ children 
have grown and live in a variety 
of areas. Her son Michael lives 

in Canada and Julia lives in Georgia. Debra and 
Tanesha live in Florida.  Avis is also blessed with 10 
grandchildren.  Her blessings will increase when her 
11th grandchild is born in the next few months.  

Avis has always had a heart for caregiving and 
loves taking care of people.  When her grandmother 
was ill, Avis stopped attending school for a period 
so that she could care for her.  Avis’ advice for other 
caregivers is that you must love what you are doing 
and you cannot do it for the money.  Caregiving 
must come from your heart.  She also reflects that 
you must have respect for your client but some-
times you must take charge to see that your client 
is loved and well cared for.  We feel so fortunate to 
have Avis on our team!   
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The holidays are a time when family 
and friends often come together. But 

for families living with Alzheimer’s and 
other dementias, the holidays can be 
challenging. Take a deep breath. With 
some planning and adjusted expec-
tations, your celebrations can still be 
happy, memorable 
occasions.

The holidays are full 
of  emotions, so it can 
help to let guests know 
what to expect before 
they arrive. 

If  the person is in 
the early stages of  
Alzheimer’s, relatives 
and friends might not 
notice any changes. 
But the person with 
dementia may have 
trouble following 
conversation or tend to 
repeat him- or herself.  
Family can help with 
communication by be-
ing patient, not inter-
rupting or correcting, 
and giving the person 
time to finish his or her thoughts.

If  the person is in the middle or late 
stages of  Alzheimer’s, there may be 
significant changes in cognitive abili-
ties since the last time an out-of-town 
friend or relative has visited.  These 
changes can be hard to accept. Make 
sure visitors understand that changes 
in behavior and memory are caused by 
the disease and not the person.   

You may find this easier to share 
changes in a letter or email that can 
be sent to multiple recipients. Here are 
some examples:

“I’m writing to let you know how 
things are going at our house. While 
we’re looking forward to your visit, 
we thought it might be helpful if  you 
understood our current situation before 

you arrive.
“You may notice that ___ 

has changed since you last saw 
him/her. Among the changes 
you may notice are ___.

 “Because ___ sometimes has 
problems remembering and thinking 
clearly, his/her behavior is a little 
unpredictable.

 “Please understand that ___ may 
not remember who you are and may 
confuse you with someone else. Please 

don’t feel offended by this. He/she 
appreciates your being with us and so 
do I.”

Adjust Expectations:  
• Call a meeting to discuss up-

coming plans. The stress of  caregiv-
ing responsibilities layered with holiday 
traditions can take a toll. Invite family 
and friends to a face-to-face meeting, 
or if  geography is an obstacle, set up a 
telephone conference call. Make sure 
everyone understands your caregiving 
situation and has realistic expectations 
about what you can do. Be honest 
about any limitations or needs, such as 
keeping a daily routine.

• Be good to yourself. Give 
yourself  permission to do only what 

Caregiving Tips  
for the Holidays
from Alz.org
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you can reasonably manage. If  you’ve 
always invited 15 to 20 people to your 
home, consider paring it down to a few 
guests for a simple meal. 
Let others contribute. 
Have a potluck dinner or 
ask them to host at their 
home. You also may want 
to consider breaking large 
gatherings up into smaller 
visits of  two or three people 
at a time to keep the person 
with Alzheimer’s and your-
self  from getting overtired.

• Do a variation on a 
theme. If  evening con-
fusion and agitation are a 
problem, consider changing 
a holiday dinner into a holiday lunch or 
brunch. If  you do keep the celebration 
at night, keep the room well-lit and try 
to avoid any known triggers.

• Build on past traditions and 
memories. Focus on activities that 
are meaningful to the person with de-
mentia. Your family member may find 
comfort in singing old holiday songs or 
looking through old photo albums.

• Involve the person in holiday 
preparation. As the person’s abil-
ities allow, invite him or her to help 
you prepare food, wrap packages, help 
decorate or set the table. This could be 

as simple as having the person measure 
an ingredient or hand decorations to 
you as you put them up. (Be careful 

with decoration choices. 
Blinking lights may con-
fuse or scare a person with 
dementia, and decorations 
that look like food could be 
mistaken as edible.) 

• Maintain a normal 
routine. Sticking to the 
person’s normal routine 
will help keep the holidays 
from becoming disruptive 
or confusing. Plan time for 
breaks and rest.

Remember, a holiday is 
still a holiday whether it is 

celebrated at home or at a care facility. 
If  Mom or Dad lives in a facility, here 
are some ways to celebrate together:

• Consider joining your loved one in 
any facility-planned holiday activities

• Bring a favorite holiday food to 
share

• Sing holiday songs and ask if  other 
residents can join in

• Read a favorite holiday story or 
poem out loud 

From:  Alz.org 
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Senior Fitness: Exercises To Do Indoors

During the winter season, the opportunities to exercise become more 
difficult.  Getting to a gym or activity center is more challenging (and less 

desirable) when the weather is inclement.  However, exercise is something 
that must be done year-round. There are many senior fitness regimens that 
may be carried out within the house during winter or on a rainy day, giving 
your body the full workout that it needs.

The importance of  exercise cannot be denied, especially for the elderly. 
With regular exercise, senior citizens will 
be able to maintain a good level of  energy 
and independence, while many ills and 
pains may also be kept at bay. Exercise 
also helps improve mood and memory.

Including some exercise in your regi-
men is a good idea whether you are an 
active senior citizen with good general 
health or are managing an illness.
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While there is no denying the overall 
benefits of  exercise, take a look at 

these forms of  exercise which are ideal 
for senior citizens:

1) Endurance exercises
Mild aerobics and other activities 

that increase your breathing as well as 
heart rate are called endurance exer-
cises. Some exercises are brisk walks, 
spot jogging, swimming and cycling.

2) Strengthening exercises
As we grow older, there is an in-

creased need to strengthen the mus-
cles. Lifting light weights or using 
weight bands will help.

3) Balance
As we age, it gets difficult to remain 

balanced. Often, sudden movements 
may result in falls. Balancing exercises 

help us to stay cen-
tered physically.

4) Flexibility
It is important 

that our limbs 
remain supple to 
a certain extent to 
enable free move-
ment, and senior 
fitness regimens 
help promote this.

8 Indoor Exercises 
for Senior Citizens

Keeping their 
age in mind, 
exercises for 
senior citizens are 
often low impact 
ones. Below are 8 
that can be done 
indoors if  weather 
conditions are not 
ideal.

Walking
There is no 

pre-planning 
involved in going 
for a good walk. It 

helps strengthen the joints and keep 
them supple as you grow older. To 
ensure a good walk, choose a pair of  
walking shoes that will provide good 
support. You should also make sure 
you stretch before and after your 
walk. It is important to have good 
posture and keep your shoulders held 
back but relaxed when walking.

Swimming
This low impact exercise is a great 

endurance exercise, and it also helps 
give flexibility to the limbs. The water 
relieves stress on the bones and joints, 
and there is very little chance of inju-
ry; it is even beneficial to post-meno-
pausal women. Always stretch the 
muscles of  your back, arms and legs 
before swimming. This is an exercise 
you could do in an indoor pool during 
winter.

4 Types of Exercises  
and Their Benefits
by Shawna Epstein
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Cycling:
This is very 

easy on the 
joints and may 
even be done 
on a stationary 
cycle if  you are 
worried about 
facing traffic. 
You may choose 
from an upright 
or a recumbent 
bike depending 
on your comfort 
level. These bikes 
are generally 
lower and more 
comfortable. 
Cycling exercises 
relieve arthrit-
ic pains and 
improve blood 
pressure levels 
too.

Stretching:
An integral part of  any exercise, it is 

important to include stretching at the 
beginning and end of  every exercise 
routine. It improves flexibility and 
prevents any injury from exercise.

Weightlifting:
It is best to do this with dumbbells 

instead of  wrist or ankle weights if  you 
are worried about injuring joints. It is 
best to get some hands on guidance if  
you are weightlifting for the first time. 
Again, stretching is a very important 
aspect to enhancing benefits from this 
exercise.

Windmills:
If  you have a strong back, then this 

exercise is one that can help strength-
en and tone your entire body.

Yoga:
Both internal and external physical 

benefits come from this popular activ-
ity that can be done at any pace, with 
any level of  experience.

Tai chi:
This gentle 

activity provides 
many health 
benefits, includ-
ing a positive 
effect on muscle 
strength, flexibil-
ity, and balance.  
It also helps to 
ease the mind 
and spirit, which 
can’t be over-
looked.

It is important 
that you do not 
push yourself  at 
any point with 
these exercis-
es. If  you feel 
a sudden pain 
or get out of  
breath, then you 
will need to stop 
immediately and 
take necessary 

action.
Carrying out a senior fitness routine 

almost every day is the best way of  
ensuring a healthy and strong body as 
you age.

How an Exercise Partner Can Help
Having a person to guide you 

through an exercise can help make 
sure that you aren’t going to injure 
yourself, and that you’re getting the 
most out of  each movement. In ad-
ditional to the physical benefits, the 
social element is important, too: en-
couragement and companionship can 
go a long way.  Retire-At-Home’s care-
givers can help a senior reach their full 
potential while paying attention to his 
or her personal exercising limitations 
and abilities. For More Information

In order to get a visual sense of  some 
of  these exercises, here are some links 
to videos that teach simple exercises for 
seniors.

 From www.retireathome.com
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Nutrition

Here are 6 tips to help you find the 
best foods for your body and your 

budget.

1. Know what 
a healthy plate 
looks like

You might 
remember the 
food pyra-
mid, but the 
USDA recently 
unveiled a 
simpler way 
to help people 
see what they 
should eat each 
day. It’s called 
MyPlate. The 
simple graphic 
shows exactly 
how the five 
food groups 
should stack up 
on your plate. 
These are the 
building blocks for a healthy diet.

2. Look for important nutrients
Make sure you eat a variety of  foods 

to get all the nutrients you need. Your 
plate should look like a rainbow—
bright, colored foods are always the 
best choice! A healthy meal should 
include:
• Lean protein (lean meats, seafood, 
eggs, beans)
• Fruits and vegetables (think orange, 
red, green, and purple)
• Whole grains (brown rice, whole 
wheat pasta)
• Low-fat dairy (milk and its alterna-
tives)

Remember to choose foods that are 
high in fiber and low in sodium or salt. 
Also, look for Vitamin D, an important 
mineral as we age.

3. Read the Nutrition Facts label 
   The healthiest foods are whole foods. 
These are often found on the perimeter 
of  the grocery store in the produce, 
meat, and dairy sections. When you 
do eat packaged foods, be a smart 
shopper! Read the labels to find items 
that are lower in fat, added sugars, and 

sodium.

4. Use recom-
mended servings

To maintain 
your weight, 
you must 
eat the right 
amount of  
food for your 
age and body. 
The American 
Heart Associ-
ation provides 
recommended 
daily servings 
for adults aged 
60+.

5. Stay hydrated
Water is 

an import-
ant nutrient 
too! Don’t let 

yourself  get dehydrated—drink small 
amounts of  fluids consistently through-
out the day. Tea, coffee, and water are 
your best choices. Keep fluids with sug-
ar and salt at a minimum, unless your 
doctor has suggested otherwise.

6. Stretch your food budget
Want to get the biggest nutritional 

bang for your buck? The Supplemental 
Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) 
can help you afford healthy food when 
you need it. Over 4 million older 
Americans use SNAP to buy food, and 
the average senior receives $113 each 
month. Visit BenefitsCheckUp.org/
getSNAP to see if  the program can 
help you.

Gillian Kruse is a freelance writer in Houston.

Use recommended 
servings

Stay hydrated
Stretch your food 

budget

Read nutrition labelsLook for important 
nutrients

Know what a healthy 
plate looks like
See how to build a 

healthy plate at 

Get help paying for 
healthy food at 

Be a smart shopper! 
Find items that are 
lower in fat, added 

sugars, and sodium.

1 2 3

4 5 6

   Water is an 
important nutrient 

too! Drink fluids 
consistently 

throughout the day.

Learn the recomended 
daily servings for 

adults aged 60+ at 

Eat enough protein, 
fruits and vegetables, 
whole grains, low-fat 
dairy, and Vitamin D.  

BenefitsCheckUp.org/getSNAP  heart.org

ChooseMyPlate.gov

6 Ways to Eat Well 
As You Get Older

Tips for Picking 
Healthy Food as You 
Get Older
Gillian Kruse
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