HOW TO DEVELOPE BALANCE

“Balance means the ability to remain in standing or walking position and to control one`s positions both whwn stationary and when moving”

DEFINING BALANCE

Balance means the ability to remain in standing or walking position and to control one’s positions both when stationary and when moving. 

The choice of an appropriate strategy of balance is influenced by the task to be performed, the requirements caused by the environment, the experiences of the person, and the state of his/her nervous system. Balance is a skill that the nervous system learns to keep up by utilising several physiological structures: the different sections of the central nervous system, the senses, muscles, and the bio-mechanical factors required by the performance in question. The sense structures involved in controlling position include:

The sense of vision, the balance organ in the inner ear, and the sense of touch, which provides information for instance on the skin, joints, and muscles. 

Balance is needed

· when standing and sitting: the person must be able to keep the centre of gravity inside the support surface. In many movements, he/she is required to move the centre of gravity on the support surface. For example in order to stand up from a chair, the person has to be

 capable of moving the centre of gravity of his/her body sufficiently forwards. 

· Balance is also needed when moving. The 

person must continually be able to move the centre of gravity across the borders of the support surface. When walking, controlling the balance is made more difficult by the fact that the weight of the body is on one leg only. 

· Balance is needed especially when outside forces are threatening the control of position: for instance the quick stops or movements of a bus or an escalator. 

Problems connected with keeping the balance are common among the elderly. They are a significant factor at the background of falling accidents. 

The balance problems of an aged person may be caused by many different reasons: the muscular strength decreases, the visual acuity and sensitivity to contrasts weaken, there may be increasing problems with the balance organ of the ear, the touch feedback on the positions and movements of the body becomes less accurate. The carriage of the body and the mobility of joints get worse, reactions are slowed down. The well-differentiated movements of the different body sections  decrease. The ability to co-ordinate one’s movements weakens. Physical exercise and activity decrease. 

When the person’s age increases, the ability of the brain to combine the data coming from the different systems controlling the balance and to produce the appropriate reactions decreases. This ability is no longer sufficient to handle information coming from many sources as well as in the case of younger people. 

Because of the deficiencies in his/her senses, an elderly person with problems of both hearing and vision typically has particularly great difficulties with balance. Due to the sensory problems, movements are stiff, uneconomical, and filled with tension. The fear of falling is great, and the sensory disabilities make the possibilities of participation scarce. The decrease of physical exercise easily leads to the decline of general health and functional capacity. 

It is possible to improve the functional capacity of the balance system by exercise. When age increases, the importance of the information received through the sense of vision gets more emphasis, although many destructive changes also occur in the vision itself. Elderly people with visual impairments should be enabled to function in conditions that are as good for their eyesight as possible. They should also be able to develop their system of balance and sense of touch to compensate for vision – the third essential strategy of balance which is weakening. 

The balance organ in the inner ear can be taught and adapted to function in an appropriate way in the situations in which the movement of the head in relation to the body has produced an undesired reaction: dizziness.

It is possible to ”teach” the system of touch to recognise the positions of the different body parts and the changes of these positions better than before. 

The functions of vision, the balance organ, and the system of touch in controlling the balance can be improved by sensory exercise, in which disturbance is caused to one or two section(s= of the balance system. 

SENIOR DANCE

Senior dancing provides multiple kinds of exercise to all sections of this system. Moving the weight, sequences of steps, co-ordination tasks, and mental images are essential parts of the implementation and choreography of senior dances. 

When dancing, the person functions close to the limits of his/her ability to remain in standing and walking position. The balance system of the dancer must handle many things simultaneously. When dancing, the body must be controlled even when the eyes and the head are moving. 

The system of touch is activated, when the visual system and the functions of the balance organ of the ear are disturbed by the flow of the dance. 

In dancing, the muscle groups and joints that are essential for balance receive useful exercise. 

So do the blood circulation organs. 

Dancing is a holistic experience. It combines physical, mental, and social elements. Dancing or music itself may awake memories. Functioning in a group is a social event. Gaining the experience of dancing by practising separate sequences of movements creates feelings of success.

Slight shortness of breath and tiredness of muscles provide feelings of the body.

In senior dancing, it is essential to provide the group members with a wonderful experience. In the choreography and instruction, a skilled instructor can also pay attention to the phenomena that are necessary to balance. 

From the view-point of rehabilitation, senior dancing can be seen as a good form of exercise in order to keep up and develop the balance. 

Good balance protects an ageing person from falling accidents and enables him/her to live a mobile and active life

Before dancing, it is essential to look for a symmetrica
 position for sitting. From the view-point of practising the balance, a good ”dance position” when seated means sitting with the weight symmetrically divided between both buttocks. The back does not touch the back rest, and the upper part of the body is in a natural position. (a picture of seated dancers)

Stamping and clapping the thighs activates the system of touch in the legs. 

Walking backwards activates the system of touch particularly well.

Moving the head in relation to the body provides good exercise for different senses. The mobility of the back of the neck is important to the balance.

Following the movement of one’s arm with the eyes activates the movement of the head in relation to the body. Thus it provides exercise for the system of touch and the balance organ of the ear. 

In dancing when seated, it is essential to keep the distance between the chairs sufficient to enable the members of each pair to reach out and move their weight effectively enough. Each dancer must be able to move the centre of gravity to the edge of the support surface and back again. 

When reaching out forwards, the dancer must be able to move the centre of gravity to the edge of the support surface and back again. 

In sequences of steps, the dancer must control the centre of gravity on a changing and often small support surface 

When people are dancing in pairs, in a circle, or in a queue, the movements of other dancers may make the movements easier by providing additional support. They may, however, also cause outside swaying and thus develop the ability to control the rapid changes of the centre of gravity on the support surface. 

Varying the speed of performance and moving according to the music improve the speed of reactions and activate muscles. 

Movements of stretching out and bending the ankles keep up the mobility of the ankles, which is important from the view-point of controlling the standing and walking position. They also activate the leg muscles. 

Crouching keeps up the strength of the leg muscles, which is essential in controlling movements. 

Movements that include turning the body without moving the legs keep up the mobility of the back and activate the system of touch.

Stretching out the body keeps up and improves the carriage and activates the back muscles and the system of touch.

Intentional swaying movements of the body keep up the mobility of the back and activate the system of touch.

