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Abstract 
This motion-sensing inquiry into ageist attitudes and beliefs in competitive partnered dance and active aging research offers new insight into to the phenomenon of being “active for life”. The dual positionality of the researcher as being both an emerging leader in active aging research and a follower in salsa dance adds a unique, embodied perspective to leadership scholarship. Her approach is vulnerable as she reveals her own ageist assumptions when studying physical activity in senior living communities. She also reflects upon the ways she experiences ageism in her recreational partnered dance pursuits. The aim in sharing lived experiences through first-person perspectivity is to inspire age-friendly practices in higher education and more positive perspectives about getting older – that optimal challenge, creative engagement, and joy may be inherent in active for life pursuits at any age.
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Introduction
Being both a dancer and a researcher disrupts stereotypical assumptions of professors in higher education. The late Sir Ken Robinson’s famous Ted Talk – Do Schools Kill Creativity? – provides comical context. He paints a picture of professors as being a particular kind of life form that live in their heads and notably to one side. Yet, laughter aside from the offbeat writhing he describes when conferencing professors dance, what might we learn from a professor who adds a counter-narrative to this disembodied academic existence? Might it add a new motion-sensing dimension to inclusion and leadership research? Might it also give unique insight into active aging education? 
Let me introduce myself. My name is Rebecca and I am a competitive salsa dancer (see https://www.instagram.com/p/DNp9AbZg3yv/?hl=en.) Dance isn’t just something I do; it is who I am. Back when I was a pre-tenured professor, I was hesitant to lean into and write about the dancing side of me. But, as my confidence grew from being mentored by movement and art-based curriculum scholars, namely Stephen Smith, Celeste Snowber and the late Carl Leggo, it became a means for me to make sense of the ways I move in and through life as an emerging leader in teacher education, physical education, and phenomenological methodology (e.g., Lloyd, 2012a, 2012b, 2015a, 2015b, 2015c, 2017, 2021a, 2021b; Lloyd & Smith, 2021, 2023).
Last night, for example, I attended Salsa at City Hall, run by the City of Ottawa. It is one of my favourite weekly events, as it combines Latin music with fresh summer air. As an attendee, I have opportunity to interact with familiar faces, as well as with people I have never met before, many of whom are new to Canada. Within moments of nodding yes to an invitation to dance and sharing first names, what happens next is so much more than a generalized form of “nonverbal behaviour,” a descriptor that says nothing about postural pressure, the multitude of ways hands touch, or feet, knees, hips and torsos interpret rhythm (Lloyd & Smith, 2023). Over the span a two-to-three-minute song, over 150 negotiations of leading cues and following responses take place. Leadership is not “distributed” (Lizier, et al, 2024; Spillane, et al., 2004), as leader and follower roles are defined. Nor is the partnered dance reflective of dominance and submission, like the way followership is misunderstood in leadership literature, i.e., as docile or subordinate (Matshoba-Ramuedzisi et al., 2022; Stern, 2021). 
When I was new to social dance, I initially approached following with trepid anxiety, as I associated it with a socially constructed view of compliance (Lloyd, 2015a; 2015b). Such a perspective is harmful, not just psychologically but also physically, as it can lead to injury if a repertoire of adaptation is not learned in the ways one might respond to unanticipated pressure, i.e., how to maintain composure in alignment when extra force comes your way (Lloyd, 2021a). 
To follow with agency (Lloyd, 2021a) is to experience, what has been described in leadership literature, a continuum of passivity to activity (Matshoba-Ramuedzisi et al., 2022). Such an embodied presence, to be an active follower, is not something that one may automatically assume. It is a combination of both an attitude and a learned skill that can only be refined within improvisational contexts, i.e., practice. Last night, for example, when I engaged in the customary switch of partners after every song, some dances felt reciprocal and joyous while others felt forced and constrained. One dance ended early because the lead continued to close his fingers and thumb around my fingers and didn’t appreciate my reaction of spreading my hands in seeking release (ideally hands touch in social dance with mutual agency which is manifested in an open palm connection). Such a reaction aligns with what has been described as “courageous” following (Chaleff, 2009), as the spreading of my fingers to break his grip challenged the leader, so much so that he walked away from the dance before the song ended. While his abrupt reaction came as a surprise, my confidence was not shaken. Within minutes I accepted another dance and remained open to the joys that moving with others affords. One leader’s touch was so light and free, for example, that it afforded a flow communication of vibrant energy (Lloyd, 2021; Lloyd & Smith, 2023), a connection that was so delightful that we ventured off the “123, 567” rhythmical pattern of salsa (expected and predictable territory) and shared moments of spontaneous musicality (a deeper level of engagement). 
While such aforementioned dynamics in partnered dance pick up the dimensions of followership in leadership literature, i.e., that following is both a learned behaviour and social-construction (Matshoba-Ramuedzisi et al., 2022), what took me by surprise was an ageist encounter, a moment where my “courage” and “engagement” as a follower faltered….
“You’re such a good dancer…for your age,” my sparkly-eyed friend utters as we release our bachata embrace. I know he is speaking from his heart, given that he regularly watches me compete and perform. Yet, I do not glow as someone normally would when receiving praise. My eyes softly lower and my lips press together in a slow forming smile, a subtle gesture that weighs on him just enough to hesitate as we part ways on the social dance floor and follow up with me the next day to ask if I was okay. 
Despite my years of developing confidence on the social dance floor in responsive movement expression, my lowered eyes in response to a comment directed toward my age, is not reflective of the fierce salsera I have become. I spin into a world of wonderment… 
At what age does the recognition for being good at something come into play without reference to one’s age? Is there a magical zone between adolescence and early adulthood where one is simply recognized for their grace, fluidity, strength or skill without comparative reference to age-related expectations? When does sport participation or, in my case, dancing become an activity that exceeds age expectation? While compliments are a wonderful thing to receive, to be told one is good at something for their age invites a deeper line of questioning. What is expected of me, a single mother in her mid-fifties? Should I succumb to the pressure I get from friends to spend less time training with coaches and make more of an effort to date and find a romantic partner? Should I be content to engage in dancing at a recreational level and be satisfied with physical activity aimed at maintaining a healthy weight, muscle to fat ratio, and optimum level of bone density? Is it wrong of me to want to learn new skills and compete alongside 20-year-olds…and win? Should I stop chasing dance dreams and engage in age-appropriate activities instead? And when it comes to physical activity, what is age-appropriate anyway?
If I compare my competitive dance training to conceptual frameworks that guide physical education and physical activity participation across the life-course, such as Canada’s “Long-Term Development in Sport and Physical Activity Framework 3.0” (Higgs et al., 2019) that is based on the concept of physical literacy, a holistic understanding of what it means to have the motivation, confidence, physical competence, knowledge and understanding to value and take responsibility for engagement in physical activities for life (Canada’s Physical Literacy Consensus Statement, 2015; IPLA, 2017; Whitehead, 2010, 2019), there are developmental milestones that depict age-related targets in the early years up to adolescence, i.e., ACTIVE START, FUNDAMENTALS and LEARN TO TRAIN. Following that, however, depending on the bifurcated pathway of becoming either COMPETITIVE FOR LIFE or ACTIVE FOR LIFE, age-related expectations for teens morph into one blurred category of adulthood. And for those who TRAIN to WIN (see the blue zone in Figure 1), there is a notable age cap on the visual chart. 
[Place Figure 1 about here.] 
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While such a graph might be helpful to guide podium preparation programs for youth and early adult sport, if I compare my physical literacy journey (Taplin, 2019) to Figure 1, there is nothing in this linear depiction of physical literacy that resonates with the many bumps and setbacks I have experienced in my adult years. From giving birth to two beautiful boys, to finding balance between being active and securing tenure and promotion as a full professor, to experiencing rehabilitation from double knee surgery, a car accident that injured my spine, and a concussion that required extensive treatment over the course of two years, I cannot locate a pathway from doing my best to be FIT FOR LIFE when I was regaining baseline levels of function to entering the TRAINING TO WIN zone. It seems that my progression from dys/function to flow (Lloyd, 2015a) is an anomaly and that my friend who gave me the age-qualifying compliment about my dancing was likely accurate, not only for my age, but my pathway in terms of progression. But why didn’t his compliment make me glow with gratitude? Why did the descriptor of “being good for my age” rub me the wrong way?
Perhaps it is because I have never put restrictions on my capabilities and what is possible for me to achieve. I still remember the surprised look I received when the neuropsychologist in the hospital-based brain injury rehabilitative program that I attended read the goal setting form I was asked to complete. Instead of receiving encouragement for what I wrote down – that I wanted to publish academic articles again and compete in the national salsa dance championships— I was told that I should just focus on acquiring basic writing skills and follow a simple treadmill-based fitness program. In other words, I should stop dreaming and accept my new reality – that my depth perception, visual acuity, and my language centre was damaged and that I may never regain the abilities I once had. I know that my comeback to competing in the 2018 national salsa competition one year after I was released from the rehabilitative program, and publishing an article in Qualitative Research in Sport, Exercise and Health, which was first published online in 2020 (Lloyd, 2021a) was not expected. Deep down, however, I knew that my goals of both writing and dancing at competitive levels were not only meaningful to me but within reach.
When I first started to dance salsa eleven years ago it was just for fun. I was newly single and wanted to find something to fill my aching heart, as I tried my best to grow accustomed to my new reality of seeing my young sons every other week. And so, my love affair with salsa dance began. My salsa teacher must have seen something special in me, as he suggested an arrangement where we would exchange personal training sessions for private salsa lessons with the condition that I compete in the pro-am novice division later that year. He valued my background as a former personal training educator and physical activity researcher, and I wanted to learn enough salsa technique to stop bouncing like a fitness instructor and acquire enough skill to participate in social dancing at my local community centre. That October I exceeded my recreational focused goals and won my first gold medal at The Canada Salsa & Bachata Congress in the novice ladies division. 
Eleven years have gone by and salsa continues to be an activity that brings me immense joy and a feeling of connection to those who are also drawn to the Latin dance community. I have opportunity to compete solely in the over 40 and over 50 divisions; yet, the category that excites me the most, which I entered just this past year for the first time, is the one that is open to advanced dancers of any age. Such a jump in skill level, however, is not without consequence. The pressure and push back for engaging in high level sport at my age is not imaginary. From my mother suggesting that I should just relax more and enjoy a cup of tea, to my friends wondering what is wrong with me for not spending more of my free time swiping left or right, I continually sense both interpersonal and societal pressures of ageism directed toward my physical activity choices. And, as my skill level and time dedicated to training increased this year, questions of self-doubt, for what someone in their mid-fifties could or should accomplish, also crossed my mind. In so many ways, I am challenging my own beliefs about active aging as well as the embodied stereotype (Levy, 2009) of what courageous (Chaleff, 2009; Matshoba-Ramuedzisi et al., 2022) following could be.
If we return our attention to Figure 1, it is not surprising that my inner beliefs and passions for competitive dance are challenged, for I do not see myself or my physical literacy journey (Taplin, 2019) reflected in this depiction of physical literacy. I see no pathway that connects the ACTIVE FOR LIFE zone to those who wish to TRAIN TO WIN. What sense, then, am I to make of my competitive aspirations, to win a world title at The Summit Championship next week? Might I conclude that this long-term development physical activity model is ageist? Might we rethink some of the assumptions we have about active aging and consider new possibilities for physical activity engagement across the life-course that at least afford opportunity for adults in mid- to later life to TRAIN TO WIN?
Ageism in Education and EDI Research
As a motion-sensing phenomenological researcher (Lloyd & Smith, 2021) who orients to her inquires first-hand, through a participatory first-person consciousness, it is important that I situate this inquiry into disrupting ageism in relation to my own life (as I have done though my experience of salsa dance). It is also important to maintain this personal orientation as I transition into describing my lived experiences with active aging research. By orienting to my topic of ageism in active aging research through my lived experience, I am not only following recommended guidelines for phenomenological inquiry (van Manen, 1997), I am also including myself as a member of the aging population, a group that tends to be othered – as in considered to be separate from ourselves, and understood in negative rather than positive ways (Graham, 2022). However, before I fully turn my attention to other peoples’ experiences of ageism with respect to physical activity engagement, we might first take a moment to consider - what is ageism? And why is it something we must disrupt?
Ageism is a term used to describe “stereotypes (how we think), prejudice (how we feel), and discrimination (how we act), [that may be] institutional, interpersonal or self-directed” (World Health Organization, 2021, p. xv). In other words, we may encounter ageism in schools, universities, healthcare settings, or the workplace, as well as in our daily interactions with friends and family members. We may also be unknowingly ageist towards ourselves in terms of limiting thoughts and beliefs that prevent us from experiencing what Durden-Myers and Whitehead (2019a; 2019b) describe as “human flourishing” and living our best lives as we actively age.
Despite recommendations from the chair of the Canadian Coalition Against Ageism (CCAA), that we raise awareness, systematically include older people in educational initiatives, promote intergenerational engagement, and support research aimed at enhancing as well as including lived experiences of older adults (Rabheru, 2024), when it comes to Equity Diversity and Inclusion (EDI) research in both K-12 (i.e., Estaiteyeh & DeCoito, 2023) as well as post-secondary education (i.e., Ikebuchi, 2023), little attention is directed to the discriminatory power that age holds (Age-Friendly University Global Network, 2024). Ageism is not only an oversight in EDI research in education, it is neglected in EDI research that targets all areas of life, from the workforce to healthcare to daily function (Jin & Harvey, 2021; Perez, et al., 2023). At the University of Ottawa, for example, online resources and guidelines for valuing plurality, strengthening “EDI skills” and outlining strategic areas of research are provided, yet ageism or older adults are not visible. Attention is drawn to five underrepresented groups: women, visible minorities, racialized persons, persons with disabilities and LGBTQI2S+ ( see: https://www.uottawa.ca/research-innovation/equity-diversity-inclusion ), yet the older adult is not overtly included. As a result of presenting this paper at the recent uOttawa/ University of Mauritius collaborative EDI conference in the fall of 2024, and joining conversations about EDI in higher education, my hope is that the voices of elders/older adults will be added to the list of underrepresented groups, a rationale further expanded upon by the Canadian Coalition Against Ageism (see https://ccaageism.ca/). I also hope that uOttawa considers how they might become more of an age-friendly university by including older adults in their policies, research and programs and work (Age-Friendly University Global Network, 2024; Takagi & Takahashi, 2023).
Ageism is prevalent, not just in higher education, but across the life-course, so much so that it has become normalized. Much of what we do, particularly in the early years, is dictated by age. Learning theorists from Piaget to Vygotsky have mapped out developmental stages for when we are expected to differentiate ourselves from environment and use words and symbols to communicate in concrete to eventual abstract ways at age-categorized times in our lives (e.g., Davis & Francis, 2022). Despite individual differences, cultural backgrounds or readiness for learning, age is the strongest indicator for expected learning outcomes across all subject areas from kindergarten to Grade 12, physical and health education included. Yet why is age and ageism arguably invisible in education, higher education, and EDI research? 
Ageism in Physical Education
As someone who has been engaged in physical education research for the past twenty years, a subject centred upon the over-arching goal of preparing students to be “active for life,” it is only recently that I started to deeply question our institutional failures in preparing our future generations to be active now and across the life-course (i.e., Kirk, 2020; ParticipACTION, 2024). To be active for life is a global aim of physical education, as well as sport and physical activity associations (i.e., Higgs et al., 2019; Whitehead, 2019), yet we might question why the voices and experiential wisdom from older adults are missing from physical education curricular models and resources (i.e., Davis, et al., 2023). Would it not make sense to learn from those who have found ways, despite life’s challenges, to be active for life? Physical and health education (PHE) curricula and resources prepare students to be active until the end of Grade Nine but, following that, as pressures to prepare for university entrance exams, college or the workforce ensue, the focus on being active throughout the school day dissipates. Little preparation is given for students to imagine their future realities and to develop strategies needed to maintain physical activity levels as they navigate life’s challenges and stages from early to older adulthood. 
Conceptualizing one’s ebbing and flowing levels of physical literacy (Whitehead, 2019) to be a journey (Taplin, 2019) is an approach that invites students to make sense of their physical activity progress (Green et al., 2018) beyond normative comparison (i.e., Tremblay & Longmuir, 2017). Yet emphasis placed on physical-literacy-as-a-journey assessment is historic, as one is asked to look back and build from previous experiences while, at the same time, embrace the present moment (Taplin, 2019, p. 241). Given the anticipated proportional increase of older adults in our future populations, i.e., that “the number of persons aged 80 years or older is expected to triple between 2020 and 2050” (WHO, 2022, n.p.), might we give more thought to not only looking back but to also look forward with the aim of positively shaping attitudes, beliefs perceptions and actions pertaining to active aging? And might we not embrace the recommendations from the CCAA and prioritize intergenerational physical activity/education research so that older adults can move and be moved by K-12 students and vice versa?
InterActive for Life and the International Council of Active Aging Partnership 
With the aim of bringing experiential knowledge from the active aging population to university-based physical education teacher education programs and, in turn, to children in schools, I am leading a research team in the study of older adults who are active for life. Together with my research partner, Stephen Smith, and graduate students who form the InterActive for Life (IA4L) research team, we partnered with the International Council on Active Aging (ICAA) to study physical activity programming in senior living communities. Prior to engaging in our data collection, we formed strategic alliances with organizations with “active for life” aims, namely, Sport for Life, the International Physical Literacy Association and Physical and Health Education Canada, who became members of our “advisory board”. My goal in securing these community connections was bidirectional in that we sought guidance as we headed into this study. We also wanted to include them at different stages of our analysis to ensure that our findings would be understood, translated and mobilized in ways that were applicable and appropriate for physical activity leaders, coaches and teachers affiliated with their organizations. While active aging is a new area of focus for the IA4L team, we are quickly becoming leaders in disrupting ageism in active for life conversations and resources. At present, conceptions of intergenerational engagement are one-sided in terms of the energy that is directed toward youth (not older adults) in transformative conceptions of leadership (Sánchez-García et al., 2024). Other intergenerational interventions, through pro-social conceptions of leadership, position the older adults as someone in need of help (Ruiz-Montero et al., 2025). With a focus of prioritizing the wisdom of older adults and conducting research with, not on, them, our advisory board included representative residents from communities we visited. The three communities were selected on the basis of receiving the prestigious ICAA NuStep Pinnacle “Best in Wellness” Award. Our research focus was to learn what inspires joyful and relationally connected physical activity across the life-course. 
Supported by the Social Science and Humanities Research Council (SSHRC) of Canada, we were afforded the opportunity to learn from wellness directors, instructors and residents in the ways wellness-oriented communities experience joy-in-action and interaction. The three communities we visited and continue to maintain contact with include Mather Splendido in Arizona (King, 2023), Sunnyside in Virginia (Halpert, 2020) and Tapestry (now Victoria Harbour by Chartwell) in Victoria (King, 2022). The IA4L team spent up to a week in each location to get a participatory sense of the physical activity programming first-hand. During each immersive visit, the IA4L research team participated in daily physical activity classes scheduled up to four times a day at each of the three communities. After each activity from Tai Chi, chair volleyball, aquamotion, aerobics, strength, balance, boxing, cardio drumming, yoga, posture class, kayaking or nature walking was experienced, participants were invited to participate in focus group discussions and share: a) what motivated them to participate in each activity, b) what parts of the activity they liked the most, and c) what it was like to experience the activity with others, i.e., to describe the difference between experiencing the activity by oneself versus with others. Over 29 classes were sampled, 33 focus groups were conducted and 19 follow-up interviews were performed.
The rationale, which guided the study design, was based on learning from positive examples, i.e., engaging with and learning from older adults who prioritized wellness and physical activity programming to such an extent that it guided where and with whom they wished to live in their later years. Through the methodological lens of motion-sensing phenomenology (Lloyd & Smith, 2021), kinaesthetic knowledge was prioritized in that participants were asked to describe their experiences of joyful action and interaction in tangible, palpable ways, through example. While many unanticipated insights and learnings emerged as we engaged with active aging participants and programs, what I would like to home in on are those that relate to disrupting ageism in active aging education. I would also like to disclose how my unknowingly ageist beliefs also surfaced, which created opportunity for them to be disrupted as a new appreciation and understanding of active aging education across the lifespan emerged. 
To contextualize my awareness of ageism, or lack thereof, in active aging education, I must point out that I have been a leader in physical activity research for the past twenty-five years. I have studied experiences of flow in group fitness and personal training encounters (Lloyd, 2004; Lloyd & Smith, 2006), physical & health education (e.g. Lloyd, 2011a, 2011b, 2012a, 2012b; Lloyd & Smith, 2009), outdoor pursuits (Lloyd, 2011a), teacher education (Lloyd, 2012a), children’s climbing (Lloyd, 2012b, 2015b, 2016), salsa dance (Lloyd, 2015c, 2017, 2021a, 2021b; Lloyd & Smith, 2023) as well as other partner practices such as push hands tai chi, equestrian arts, and acroyoga (Lloyd & Smith, 2022a, 2022b, 2023). I have only recently turned my attention to active aging (Lloyd, Smith & Sahingil, 2024) and what it means to be not only “active for life,” the goal of physical education programs worldwide (Kirk, 2020; Whitehead, 2019), but also “interactive for life,” as in relationally connected to ourselves, others, communities, as well as the world in which we find ourselves (Lloyd & Smith, 2022a, 2022b). Nothing prepared me for the ways in which I was deeply moved, as I was welcomed into three senior living communities and invited to experience physical activity with those who found ways to be active and meaningfully interactive for life. Looking back, before I began the data gathering phase, I imaged that I would be interacting with people who were different than me in terms of age, stage in life, aspirations, and physical activity engagement. What I found instead was a feeling of being welcomed and a feeling of belonging. I did not engage in a study “on” active aging from a detached stance. I experienced instead a deep connection with the people who shared moving moments alongside and “with” me, not only in conversation, but in the studios, the walking trails, the weight room and the pool.
Ageism and Activity Levels 
Like many of the active seniors I met, who formed assumptions prior to taking part in group fitness programming at the senior living communities, I walked into this study with the assumption that the classes were going to be easy. The study design reveals this bias, as my goal as a researcher was to participate in as many scheduled activities as I could each day (which, in some locations, turned out to be three or four per day). I did not take a moment to imagine the degree to which I would be challenged in terms of the amount of energy I would need to move alongside active seniors and, then, turn my full attention to soaking in their wisdom, as we engaged in focus group discussions. I couldn’t have been more ageist as a new active acting researcher! 
Laura (pseudonym), a resident who went out of her way to open up and share her experiences with being active over her life-course, had a similar bias about fitness classes programmed for seniors, before she tried her first class. She said: 
I was working with a personal trainer […and she] said that there was a half-hour chair exercise class. I turned my nose up, and [thought] I don't need that kind of thing. I'm way better than that! And so, I went to the gym by myself, and I continued with my personal trainer. And then one day I was… I don't remember the exact reason, but I thought, “Oh, what the heck. I'll just try one of those classes.” And I went. “Holy crap. It was hard!” I was shocked by most of these people [who] are over 80, and I'm having trouble keeping up! Fitness has been my adult life. And I think I'm in pretty good shape for my age.... I came into this class and was like, “Wow, look at this!” So that's my experience of the first time I came into one of these classes, and I have been coming fairly regularly ever since.
A resident from a different community had the same initial assumption about senior fitness classes being too easy and shares why challenge is key to her enjoyment. She, like other residents have access to regular instructors who get to know participants and offer progressive options to complexify movement patterns and progressions; but, every now and then, they have a substitute or a young college student doing a practicum placement who underestimates what they can do. The following excerpt gives perspective on what it is like to experience ageism in physical activity pedagogy. Lucy (pseudonym) shares:
When I came here, I first thought I'm not going to like these classes because this is the Senior Centre. I'll go back to my gym and the community. But I've stayed and one of the things I like, besides the variety and the enthusiasm of the instructors, is they don't talk down to us like we are old people. [They give us] options, so you know, it's like, take your choice.... There's an option. Yeah. Here's variation. And people know what size weights to use. 

Some of the [college] students have come here to observe and they think they're going to see 90-year-old mobility-impaired people doing classes and you saw today that's not how it is. This class is cardio strength plus…. It’s the attitude, instead of embracing us as a part of their world, it's kind of like we exist outside of their world.… They might say to you, “Well, you might not be able to do this, but you could work up to it?”.... [I will usually do...] like 20, 25 push ups. I've had a [substitute] instructor who said, “Well, can you give me five?” Yeah. I mean, that's insulting. You always get the sense when somebody's talking down to you, versus when somebody's trying to motivate, right?
No matter what the level of class, from chair fitness to cardio plus, progressive levels of challenge and choice were paramount for feeling good in a group class across the three research sites. No one wanted to be singled out for choosing an easier or harder option. Participants like different options, from selecting a heavier to lighter weight, to no weight at all, to sitting, to standing, to assuming a one-leg balance, or sitting an activity out. Louise (pseudonym) provides perspective on what it is like to experience choice and challenge alongside people with different levels of function and ability:
I like the fact that we can do what whatever we're able to do. If we don't think we can do or should not do something, we don't have to do it…. Each individual can regulate. I really like the fact that there are many different levels of ability, but they all feel very comfortable coming. You know, they may sit in the back, which is okay. Yeah. But they're participating and they feel comfortable doing that.
Challenge then, experienced with agency for intensity and complexity, was paramount for active agers to be inspired and motivated to attend class, with opportunities to adapt as needed. 
I am not sure why I, or the participants I interviewed, imagined group fitness classes designed for seniors would be easy. Such a bias, as indicated by Laura (pseudonym), was an initial deterrent to participating in a group activity when she first moved into her community. Looking to what the research says, we can contextualize these perceptions that older people would be less active, as only 12% of older adults meet the physical activity guidelines set by the World Health Organization (Cornish et al., 2020) and, as the population gets older, participation rates significantly drop (Jin & Harvey, 2021). On the rare occasion that a medical doctor prescribes physical activity to an older adult, measurable increases in physical activity participation rates ensue (Taylor, 2014); but, for the most part, doctors under-prescribe physical activity to older adults (Eswaran & Meisner, 2022; Jin & Harvey, 2021) or avoid conversations pertaining to physical activity intervention all together (Zaleski et al., 2016). Given that less than 130 minutes of medical school education is directed toward physical activity consultation across the entire medical school curriculum, content that tends not to be assessed nor introduced in a manner where competence develops (Capozzi et al., 2021), the importance of progressive physical activity challenge for active agers is not reflected in mainstream consciousness. While it was not accurate to assume physical activity programming for seniors would be easy, ageist assumptions about physical activity engagement are well documented (Eswaran & Meisner, 2022; Jin & Harvey, 2021). By taking time to visit and participate in wellness-oriented award-winning communities, opportunities to experience physical activity challenges in terms of balance, strength, cardio and flexibility classes were abundant. What we may conclude is that any senior living community physical activity program would benefit from offering progressive levels of challenge to all participants with options to choose one’s level of intensity accordingly.
Ageism and Play 
While I was somewhat prepared to learn of the difficult circumstances that touched the lives of the many residents I met, from losing a spouse, a friend, or a transition from moving away from a family home to adapting to life in a new community, what was unanticipated was the degree to which these same residents, who suffered loss in so many areas, had both the resilience and openness to experience joy and a sense of play. Whether it was a game of Ping-Pong or chair volleyball, something magical happened when physical activity was experienced in spontaneous, interactive ways. In chair volleyball, for example, where a massive beach ball was batted over a net, the focus was not placed on keeping score but on passing the ball in creative ways with the aim of promoting inclusion and joyful interaction.
Ben (pseudonym) talks about the importance of laughter in chair volleyball (N.B. this game is played with a big beach ball that is soft): “What moments bring the laughter out? When you hit somebody in the head! It’s funny sitting in the back row seeing the ball bouncing off people’s heads.” Another resident talks about how chair volleyball improves his reflexes: “Reaction time – this is the best practice! Sometimes it floats over and sometimes it’s “whachooo” [as skill progresses] we go from reacting to passing.”
What George (pseudonym), who took a leadership role in this game, reveals was the importance of inclusion and encouraging other people to play. He says:
I like to play. And I encourage people to play. I try and get people not to hit it directly back. It is a much better game when people are paying attention. “Good pass, good pass!” [is what I say to] get them encouraged. Every 20 minutes, I try to get people to move around because the ball basically stays in the centre. People on the edge don’t move much; so, every 20 minutes, people on the edge sit in the centre and people in the front sit in the back. It’s more interesting [when we rotate and participate] instead of just watching.
George would also yell out jokes about where the party or “group shower” was after the game, which got everyone roaring with laughter. 
While I have not engaged in quantitative research for quite some time, I am inspired to listen to the audio recording I took of the hour-long chair volleyball game we experienced and create a frequency count for the bursts of laughter that emerged as the beach ball was passed in spontaneous and creative ways. From head butts to elbow or foot engagements with the ball, and reminders from George to “Keep one butt cheek on the chair!!!” I never imagined how much joy and laughter a cooperative game with a beach ball could generate. What I sensed in these chair volleyball moments was that joy-in-action-and-interaction was possible to experience at any age, providing one is ready for unbridled silliness. Compared to laughter research focused on the older population, where different interventions and approaches to generating laughter were measured in terms of their influence on wellness (Gonot-Schoupinsky & Garip, 2018), what stood out in this chair volleyball game was the naturalness of its occurrence. Unlike programs such as laughing yoga, where laughter is forced, the spontaneous nature of laughter in chair volleyball spoke to its genuineness and the communicative quality that the feeling of joy exuded. Eruptions of joy in chair volleyball aligned with Cottrell’s (2016) phenomenological analysis, that joy can exist in brief, sudden and spontaneous bouts, that it can be experienced by both children and individuals of all ages, including older adults, that it can be involuntary, that it can result from a connection to others, and is a solicitation from something larger than ourselves. 
Perhaps the most touching moment I witnessed occurred when a new resident, Charles (pseudonym), who was hesitant to join the game for the first time because he did not see the point of not keeping score, started to show signs of joy-in-action. I met this resident the day prior, who told me how he only moved into the community to appease his wife. He wasn’t quite ready for this change in his life and, when residents in the focus group started talking about how much they liked this game, he challenged them by saying they weren’t playing “real” volleyball. Well…after much banter, in terms of deciding what was or wasn’t volleyball, it was very touching to see how the residents who Charles had challenged the day prior, welcomed both him and his wife into the game. It was also moving to see how, as time progressed, his frown turned upside down. 
Like Charles, I was surprised by the amount of enthusiasm the chair volleyball generated, given the simplicity of the game. There was no competitive edge. The moments that tended to raise conscious awareness were the ones that were most funny, like when Doug (pseudonym) would get wacked in the head and act like nothing happened. The ball just continued to bounce, and the randomness of moments like that prevented boredom from taking over. Counter to progressive levels of challenge and skill that result in the onset of flow states, i.e., positive experiences of immersed action (Abuhamdeh & Csikszentmihalyi, 2012), the lack of skill and effort that this game hinged upon likely contributed to its enjoyment (Jarosz, 2021). Research indicates that, in the older adult population, effort trajectories associated with joy-in-action are U-shaped, meaning: a) joy is experienced when older adults are challenged and experience success and a sense of self efficacy and b) joy is experienced when activities are effortless (Jarosz, 2021). 
Ageism & Physical Activity Goals 
The final disruption of ageism that I would like to touch upon was the assumption that, at a certain age, one would stop setting new goals as physical indications of decline took hold. I couldn’t be more wrong! This perception is the one that distanced me the most in terms of separating myself and the way I live my life, with a passion for setting new goals and learning new things, from those with whom I was interacting. 
I met residents who said that they have engaged in more physical activity since they moved into the senior living community, compared to any other time in their life, because they had the time. I also met residents who designed their own strength and balance activities in the gym, with equipment such as the half dome shaped ball, otherwise known as the BOSU. What inspired me more than any other interaction, however, was a 102-year-old sharing with me how her posture teacher helped her change her gait pattern in the past two years and, as a result, she no longer needs steroid shots in her knees. I never imaged that, at age 100, one could become more somatically aware and actively reduce pain by improving movement technique and function. Rachel [pseudonym] reveals:
The reason I'm 102 is because I came [here] when I was 88. The Fitness Center has been my priority. I have always exercised through my life – tennis or golf. And it’s just great here. People ask me how I came to be 102 and I always say exercise and diet and my loving family, and a good doctor, and good friends, social things, and we can get all that here….
Friday is a hard day because we have 10 o’clock posture and 11 o’clock yoga and then I come back at 1pm for the sit posture…. Gina [the posture class instructor] came last August... She taught us from the very beginning, how to walk. I must have been doing it wrong for 100 years [she erupts in laughter] and exclaims, “I [was]...more flat-footed.” And she taught us like this [demonstrated action of articulating her feet], so I emphasized that and for the past two years I haven’t needed a steroid shot in my knees.
Another resident also shares how much she loves posture class and the experience of seeing progress and becoming more bodily aware. Sherry [pseudonym] reveals:
We're very, very lucky to have [our posture teacher]. She's very knowledgeable. She knows all the muscles, which I love, because I like to visualize the muscles, and think about them.… It’s a totally different level of doing exercises in a group…just because of the way she teaches the class. She integrates the neurological component with the physical component. She knows all the muscles structures. She talks about the alignment and what's aligned with what… She's funny but she doesn't miss a trick - if you're a little bit off [she’ll say], “Your shoulders have risen. Get them down”.… I’ve been working really hard to keep my hips from rotating when I’m doing stuff and, just over the last couple of weeks, it’s been like magic for me. All of a sudden, I’m not tilting anymore. I could feel that. She said to me, “Watch my hip headlights,” so many times. I have had so many surgeries. It is such a joyous feeling when you can feel yourself be aligned and to do something you haven’t been able to do for so long.
What Rachel and Sherry speak to is the delight in setting postural and alignment related goals and tracking progress over time. I feel these, as well as other perceptions from participants, who shared their accomplishments in posture class, speak to the importance of lifelong learning and engaging in meaningful goal-driven physical activity. Recent research indicates that over 60% of older adults from six regions of the world engage in goal setting behaviour (Burton et al., 2024), which means seniors don’t want to just experience variety in programming, they want to track intentional progress. Hearing Rachel, the 102-year-old, speak about her delight in noticing how she could stand up taller from one day to the next, despite her reliance on her walker touched me in a way that caught me off guard. For, when she was speaking, she was no longer the “objective other” that is easy to form in qualitative research (Visse & Levitt, 2024) – a blurring between her lived experience and who I could become as the years go by began to merge. Her fascination for foot articulation, gait and alignment—elements of movement I highly value as a dancer— surprised me. It also disrupted the perception that people with observable signs of reduced mobility cannot make gains in form and function. What Rachel revealed is that lifelong learning with respect to enhancing physical activity participation can happen at any age.
Conclusions: Getting Older, Getting Stronger?
What my interactions with residents from three different senior living communities taught me is that it is possible to experience improvements, new levels of challenge, and new activities that call forth both silliness and joy, as we actively age. I had no idea that such creative and advanced levels of physical activity programming existed in senior living communities. My unconscious ageist attitudes towards active aging were disrupted. I saw myself not as an observer but as someone experiencing active aging. Likely due to the participatory approach to motion-sensing inquiry (Lloyd & Smith, 2021) that was employed, I moved alongside and with seniors, and experienced active aging joys, laughter and moments of growth first-hand. Rather than researching and then imagining my own experience of the aging process in a detached way, I sensed what it was like to see and be seen, not just as a researcher but as someone with a shared desire to be active for life. I no longer think of my participants as older people living in communities, I think of them by name and for the wonderful, moving, and quirky details of their lives that they shared with me.
My hope in sharing moments where my ageist assumptions about active aging were disrupted is that others might do the same, both in research practices and life. I am now curious to apply the lessons I have learned from this research project to my next, which is targeting inactivity in the older adult population. I am also keen to lean into my affiliation with the LIFE Institute at the University of Ottawa, alongside my colleague and friend Maurice Taylor, a professor emeritus who also has a passion for promoting Age-Friendly universities (Montayre et al., 2023). And when it comes to my personal life, I am now more aware of ageist jokes or put downs and speak up with encouraging words to inspire those closest to me to become more appreciative of the wisdom that aging affords.
In conclusion, as my final point to disrupt ageism in active-for-life pursuits, programs and practices, I invite you, the recipient of this inquiry, to take a moment to imagine yourself twenty years from now. What comes to mind when you think of yourself as an older person? What do you look like? How do you move? What qualitative descriptors come to mind? Can you see your posture? Your pace? Can you feel the lightness or heaviness in the way you are traversing space? What about the amplitude of your action? Are your movement smaller, bigger or just the same? And what does your trajectory, what we might think of as your future physical literacy journey, say about the phenomenon of ageism and being active for life?
And in closing, as I turn attention to my life in 20 years from now, I wonder if they will open a new 70+ category for me at the world level, Summit Championship? I imagine myself wearing a sparkly costume with feather-inspired accessories, spinning on one foot, kicking high with the other, and then dropping into the splits, causing a crowd-erupting commotion. I can also, after engaging in this inquiry, see myself responding to age-oriented compliments in a new manner. I will no longer look down and press my lips together in a slow forming smile when someone says I am a good dancer for my age. I will become a “courageous follower” (Matshoba-Ramuedzisi et al. 2022) as I maintain eye contact, widen my stance and say, “Hey, I am just a good dancer! Period!”
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