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part 1 : overview
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forever fit

In the United States, people are staying younger longer and engaging in active lifestyles like never before. The mantra of today’s older adult is “Life begins at 50.” We’re in better health, are better educated, and are wealthier than any previous middle-age generation. The 50-plus age group goes by many names—“baby boomer,” “older American,” “mature adult,” “retiree,” while some prefer to be called “master athlete” or “vintage athlete.” Our group is not satisfied by living on past achievements. We’re looking for new challenges physically, academically, and socially.

 



Today’s master athletes are seeking far more than an exercise program that improves their health or physique—they desire a challenging exercise program that will help them cultivate the way they function in everyday activities as well as how they function while playing. As one master athlete said, “Life is not a journey to the grave with the intention of arriving safely, with a pretty and well-preserved body, but rather to skid in broadside, thoroughly used up, totally worn out, and loudly proclaiming, WOW, what a ride!”

Many master athletes are revisiting the games and sports they were devoted to in their youth, while some are discovering new recreational activities: fun runs, century bike rides, triathlons, open-water swims, track and field, basketball, softball. Age, gender, and even physical limitations pose no barrier. Proper training and good equipment will allow master athletes to enjoy their sport as long as their passion exists.

Join the ranks of those who understand that age is no excuse to be sedentary and weak. Age is just the number—what’s more important is how you feel, how you act, and how you play. Most of us don’t want to live long to only survive—we want to thrive and enjoy a fulfilling quality of life. In fact, a private secret that numerous master athletes have is that  they can’t wait for their next birthday so they can move up a category to compete against a different group.


Total Sports Conditioning for Athletes 50+ strives to present techniques to foster better health and wellness and, more importantly, to provide some training tips that will allow you to continue competing as you age and help you preserve and improve your sports performance. You’ll learn how to train smart and not get hurt so that you can truly age to perfection.
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Author Karl Knopf (right) makes some adjustments.
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the perks of play

On the journey of life, the road to health and wellness is determined by the daily choices we make. Good choices make the road smooth, uneventful, and satisfying, and more Americans than ever before are enjoying longer rides. In 2000, there were 120 million Americans 40 years and older. By the year 2020, there will be 160 million Americans who are 40 plus. The 85-plus age group is swelling but the centenarians are the fastest-growing group.

 



The Centers for Disease Control attributes this increased longevity to the reduction of six of the fifteen leading causes of death, most notably heart disease, cancer, stroke, the flu, liver disease, and accidents. With improved antibiotics, water quality, and sanitation, life expectancy has improved. In the 1880s, people died in childbirth and from pneumonia. Today, we’re dying from the consequences of too much food and inactivity.

Countless older adults are rusting out long before they wear out. Much of what we associate with aging is really the culmination of misuse, disuse, and abuse of our bodies. This can be the result of poor health habits, inactivity, or simply overdoing it. A multitude of people age as a result of disusing their bodies, perhaps living a sedentary, zoo-like existence in front of the TV or computer; these people suffer from hypokinetic disease or couch potato syndrome. Misusing their bodies can also hasten the aging process; this misuse is usually the by-product of chronic and habitual improper body mechanics while playing or working. The people who are aging faster than most are doing so by abusing their internal systems, either through smoking, drinking, or eating excessively.

Our objective in our golden years should be to increase  both our life span and our health span. Most of us know what life span is but most people are not familiar with health span. Health span includes being more energetic, being more flexible, and being able to enjoy life more fully. Simply put, it’s being fit for life and for the challenges and demands presented by it. Staying active can halt the damage of normal aging and perhaps even reverse it.

Professional athletes in just about every sport attain their peak in their late 20s, with the onset of decline occurring in their early 30s. Many sports such as baseball require a complex combination of many skills. Speed in these sports peaks around the age of 23, while power tops out at age 26. In general, power wanes sooner and more dramatically than endurance, with most athletes showing some loss in their early 30s. Endurance performance peaks for men in their 20s, declining by about four percent between the ages of 25 and 55; women peak in their 30s, although their strength and power show a faster decline.

In normal aging, we decline about two percent a year; active and fit people age at about half a percent. Multiply two percent versus half a percent over 30 years and that decline can be the difference between remaining independent and being confined to a wheelchair or nursing home. As we age, we lose about six to eight percent in relative power. Power declines to a greater degree than strength over time, and it accelerates even faster after the age of 60. Flexibility declines about five percent each decade, which can lead to impaired balance and difficulty in doing simple things like tying your shoes. After 70, we experience a significant loss of aerobic ability.

Don’t despair, though. How we age is largely influenced by how we live. Our longevity is in our hands: 30 percent of it lies in our genes, leaving 70 percent up to us. We have the knowledge to make a significant change in our quality—and quantity—of life, and what we do today will determine how we live tomorrow. The fountain of youth has been discovered. It’s not in a bottle, in an injection, or in a pill. It’s found in a daily dose of sensible physical activity. Research shows that, with proper exercise and nutrition, fit 60-yearolds can retain 80 percent of the strength they had when they were 25. Just walking briskly can slow down the effects of aging and can improve aerobic capacity by 15 to 20 percent. Lifting weights two to three times a week for 20 minutes can recapture strength and rebuild muscle. Engaging in power training minimizes losses in power while proper sports conditioning can bring back strength and functional ability.


A national study found that women are generally happier after 50 and reach their peak of satisfaction with life in their 70s.



The sport-specific exercise programs in Part 2 will further help you improve and/or maintain your physical abilities. They’ll also contribute to a positive self-image, foster better quality of sleep, enhance bone density, and assist in weight control.
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what is total sports conditioning?

We’ve all envied athletes who move effortlessly when performing their sport. The goal of sports conditioning is to help all athletes move in a similar manner no matter what our age. Fitness training, while good for health, will not elevate your sports skill to the next level.

 



The primary difference between fitness training and sports conditioning is that fitness training is more general and less intense than sports conditioning. Training for a sport requires specificity of training, which means if you want to be a better swimmer, you need to perform tasks that are directly related to the muscles that are engaged in the activity of swimming.

Every motion or exercise performed in a sports conditioning program should replicate those activities performed within the sport or activity, and should also be as useful, safe and effective as possible. Sports conditioning is simply another application of SAID, or Specific Adaptation to Imposed Demands. This means that muscles will adapt to specific demands placed upon them. Therefore, if you want to learn to run faster, you must do activities that engage the fast-twitch muscle fibers. A SAID exercise that most sprinters perform involves doing sprints, resting and repeating. On the other hand, marathon runners must engage in LSD, or long slow distance, which specifically trains slow-twitch muscle fibers to contract and relax over a prolonged period of time. The bottom line is that sports conditioning is exercise with a purpose.

Perhaps you’re one of the many 50-plus athletes who’ve attempted this kind of training but are reluctant to give it another try because you injured yourself in the process. If you followed protocols laid out in magazines, you should know that the majority of  those conditioning programs are geared toward younger athletes; thus, they include many ballistic and high-impact moves that are not worth the risk for mature athletes. Or perhaps you’ve been incorporating outdated principles you learned in college or while in the service when you were 20 years old. The younger body is more tolerant of biomechanical errors. The more mature body must be treated like a vintage car if you don’t want it to break down.

Fitness and exercise science have evolved significantly over the years, but many of the principles and training methods used in the gym today are still dominated by the bodybuilding principles of the old Muscle Beach days. The whole point of bodybuilding was to enhance the way muscles appeared; it was not about how the muscles functioned. Often when we train to make muscles bigger, we often create muscle imbalances that lead to chronic injury. In addition, these old principles neglected the deep-lying muscles of the body, focusing on the primary muscles but not the stabilizers, which hold a body part in position while other parts are moving.

In many cases the way we train muscles in the gym is not at all related to the functions that those muscles perform out in the real world. For instance, some evidence suggests that doing weight-bearing exercises such as leg extensions have no real carryover benefit to running and jumping. Total Sports Conditioning for Athletes 50+  presents functional moves that have been used successfully and safely by many vintage athletes. By training muscular patterns for specific tasks, you’ll improve your overall performance.
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principles of training

Training for sports takes time. Scientific research has concluded that it takes a minimum of ten years or 10,000 hours to reach elite athlete status. That equates to three hours of training a day. Over the past decade, sports conditioning has evolved more into a science rather than just spending time performing the sport and learning strategies. Today, training to play requires a whole new set of training concepts, from physiological aspects to motivational skills as well as techniques such as plyometrics and multijoint lifts, and power training and speed and agility work.

 



The role of your exercise program should be to foster functional fitness for life and sport. However, the human body is a delicate machine. Without a basic understanding of this machine, it’s doomed to break down. This section provides the essential information needed to train smart and obtain optimal results.

Bones are functional levers that connect to one another, forming numerous types of joints in the human body. They’re attached with ligaments (bone to bone) and/or tendons (bone to muscle). Some joints are fused together, such as in the skull; others are hinged joints, such as in the elbow; and yet others are called the ball and socket joint, as seen in the hip.

Flexibility is the ability of the joint to move freely and comfortably through a complete range of motion. A moderate amount of flexibility is necessary in most sports and is critical in the game of life.
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