VHQC Partnership Helps Petersburg be ‘Fit for Life’ through Co-sponsored Zumba Class
Thanks to shared funding by VHQC’s Step Up project and AHA,
Farid and her fellow participants paid a nominal $10 per person
for the entire session.
Farid has described Zumba as the “dessert of all movement
activities,” so it’s no surprise she has taken classes before.
However, she pointed out that gym memberships and private
classes are expensive. “Many of us taking this class could not
afford a twice-weekly Zumba class for four months, and this
opportunity has really changed our lives for the better.”
The City of Petersburg continues to fall behind national and state
health averages. According to the 2014 County Health Rankings,
an annual report by the Robert Wood Johnson Foundation, the
city’s rate of premature death was more than twice the state’s
average; its rates of obesity, smoking, and physical inactivity
were about 10 percent higher than the state average.

If we could empower 50 percent of
our city to engage in regular physical
activity, it would change our culture.
For years, Petersburg resident Rasheedah Farid has found
inspiration in music and dance. So when she heard about the
American Heart Association (AHA) and VHQC offering a Zumba
class, Farid was among the 70 community members to register
for the 16-week session, which began in January 2014. Held
at the Freedom Support Center in downtown Petersburg, the
biweekly classes included an hour-long aerobic activity with
blood pressure checks and health education.
Zumba combines Latin and international music with dance
moves; studies show that this can reduce health risks, keep
excess pounds at bay, strengthen the heart, and boost emotional
health. Participants who enjoy Zumba are more likely to do it
regularly, while experiencing the benefits as an aerobic exercise.
As Farid said, “Exercise on the treadmill and elliptical is tolerated.
Zumba is celebrated because I love it—the music, the instructor,
and the social interaction with kindred spirits assembled for one
common goal.”

- Rasheedah Farid

Zumba provided Farid with more than aerobic activity and
camaraderie from fellow enthusiasts. Through support and
involvement from VHQC and the American Heart Association,
participants committed to monitoring their blood pressure
through required blood pressure checks before the hour-long
class. They were shown how to enter their numbers into the
American Heart Association’s Heart360®, a confidential online
health vault that allows participants to upload and track their
blood pressure numbers, as well as physical activity, diet, and
other health-related information. This can all be printed and
shared with their healthcare providers.
“The theory behind our Zumba program is that individuals who
check their blood pressure at least two times per month, for
four months, most likely will be empowered to improve it,” says
Dionne Henderson, community and multicultural health director,
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American Heart Association. “In communities like Petersburg, which
are plagued by high poverty rates and numerous health risks, our
Zumba classes are a tangible tool that motivate women to take a
proactive approach to improving their health.”
Prior to starting the Zumba class, Farid had been on blood pressure
medication. Like her fellow participants, Farid is not alone in her
struggles with hypertension.
The Community Health Data Initiative, in its Community Health
Status Indicators (CHSI) report, revealed that nearly one-third
(32 percent) of the City of Petersburg’s
population has high blood pressure,
higher than the national average of 26
percent. Petersburg also has a “no exercise”
rate of about 31.8 percent, a rate that is
10 percent higher than the national “no
exercise” rate (21 percent).
In August 2013, VHQC initiated Step Up,
a special innovation project funded by
the Centers for Medicare and Medicaid
Services, focused on reducing the rate of
high blood pressure in the Crater Health
District (CHD), which includes Petersburg.
Through Step Up, Medicare beneficiaries and their families have
access to free resources that help reduce high blood pressure
through activity, better food choices, and smoking cessation.
The cosponsored Zumba class is among Step Up’s numerous
community partnerships.
For its session that began in January 2014, AHA and VHQC enrolled
more than 70 women in Petersburg who, like Farid, shared a
common goal to get active and regularly monitor their blood
pressure. VHQC worked with the Crater Health Department to

ensure licensed nurses were on hand to provide participants with
assistance in blood pressure checks. To help participants stay
focused on improving their health outside of class, VHQC also
provided printed materials on lowering sodium intake, reading
nutrition labels correctly, understanding blood pressure numbers
and more based on participant feedback.
“We were given the opportunity to get active, combined with
learning how to incorporate routine exercise and good nutrition
into a healthy lifestyle as a means of reducing hypertension, and
for that I am most appreciative,” says Farid. “We all need to be aware
of our numbers because that impacts what
we eat, what physical activities we choose
to do, and our overall stress levels. This class
is my ‘me-time’ when I can get away from
everything else in my life. I enjoy the social,
emotional and companionship aspects of
being in this class.”
Beyond the 16-week class, Farid will remain
active for the rest of her life, and she
hopes that Petersburg will provide more
opportunities for others in the community
to do the same.
“If we could empower 50 percent of our city to engage in regular
physical activity, it would change our culture,” she says. “Access
to affordable activities, like Zumba, shows an investment by our
citizens to improve their physical, mental, and financial health.
“Petersburg is moving in a positive, ‘fit for life’ direction to improve
our overall health rankings. Step Up is an example of the city’s
commitment to change, and I am so happy we have the opportunity
to participate.”
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