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True workout freedom
Royal A. Shepherd, Democrat staff writer 2:15 p.m. EST February 9, 2015

Valerie Sanchez is passionate, adventurous and free spirited. Recently, she accomplished one of her biggest
dreams — giving up everything and taking off on a two-year trip around the world. She said she did so to
experience the many cultures of NIA.

When Sanchez came across NIA for the first time in 2011, she was the only student in the class but was
instantly hooked. Dancing without a care in the world and letting her body experience the true “joy of
movement,” she said she found what she’d been looking for from a workout. She has since traveled to over 21
countries teaching it to people across the globe and now, Tallahassee.

Sanchez instructs the class at the Queen of Hearts Fitness Studio on North Monroe. The Miami native said coming back to the city where she spent her
college years was a no-brainer.

“My motives for coming back to Tallahassee are simple; I like a relaxed atmosphere,” said the Florida State grad. “More than that, I want to share with the
Tallahassee people a gift — the gift of NIA.”

According to the official NIA website, NIA stands for neuromuscular integrative action and “while it’s just catching on nationwide, the workout dates back
to 1983 — the height of the aerobics boom.”

NIA uses elements of yoga, modern dance and martial arts, including tai chi. Participants do the combination of 52 NIA moves barefoot to the sound of
music from all over the world.

“Sometimes NIA can be invasive. People don’t want to be seen as acting silly, but that is a part of the freeing experience,” Sanchez said. “I was afraid in
my first class because the teacher was making these sounds and faces, but midway through I was doing it too. It was liberating.”

Jennifer Barton lives in Altha, Calhoun County, 65 miles away from Queen of Hearts Fitness. Sanchez encouraged her to participate in her first class last
week.

“The teacher made me come. She is wonderful,” Barton said. “My favorite part is that it allows you to be yourself in the middle of it — nobody is expecting
anything from you. I plan to come this time next week.”

Dera Gaston, 26, danced freely during her first session with Sanchez. Her goal is to find alternatives to standard exercise.

“I just wanted to try something different to get a workout in,” said Gaston, also in her first time with NIA. “It’s a good experience that allows you to work at
your own pace. The exercise lets you have freedom.”

Sanchez said NIA revolutionized her body and mind. She plans to help others achieve the same results.

“I’m just so happy to have people willing to try us out,” Sanchez said. “I guarantee if people fully embrace what’s going on in this studio, their eyes will be
opened.”

IF YOU GO

•Classes are Mondays 5:30-6:30 p.m. and Wednesdays 8-9 p.m. at Queen of Hearts Fitness Studio,1660 N. Monroe St. in the Lake Ella Plaza.

•For more information, visit NIA with Valerie Sanchez on Facebook.
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