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Knowing How Hard to Exercise 
_________________________________________________________________________ 
 

About This Kit 
 

This kit is about a very important part of your exercise program  how hard you should 
exercise.  Doctors use the word "intensity" to describe how hard you are exercising.  There 
are two reasons why it is important to know how hard you are exercising.  First, you want 
to get the most benefit from the exercise you do.  Second, you want to be sure your 
exercise program is as safe as possible.  In this kit you will: 
 
Step 1. Know why exercise intensity is important 
Step 2. Learn ways to monitor your exercise intensity 
Step 3. Know the range of exercise intensity best for you 
Step 4. Practice monitoring your exercise intensity 
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Step 1 
 

Know Why Exercise Intensity Is Important 
_________________________________________________________________________ 
 
There are two reasons why it is important to know how hard you are exercising: 
 
1.  You want to get the most benefit from the exercise you do. 
 
Research shows you should try to exercise within your “target intensity range” to get the 
most health benefit.  If you exercise too easy – below the lower level of your target 
intensity range – you won’t get much benefit or improvement.  Likewise, if you exercise 
too hard – above the upper level of your target intensity range – you won’t get any extra 
benefit.  It is best to aim for an intensity level near the upper end of your target intensity 
range to get the most benefit. 

 
Target – the intensity level you should aim for in your exercise session 
Intensity – how hard you exercise 
Range – numbers with an upper and lower level 

 
2.  You want to be sure your exercise program is as safe as possible. 
 
Overall, exercise is very safe, but mishaps can occur.  If you exercise at intensities above 
the upper level of your target range, you are more likely to injure yourself.  Although it is 
extremely rare, you also are more likely to experience heart problems.  So always: 
 Warm-up by starting out slowly. 
 Exercise within your recommended target intensity range.   
 Cool-down properly by slowing gradually at the end of your exercise session. 
 Know the signs and symptoms of possible heart problems. 
 
Stop exercising immediately and call your doctor if you experience any of these 
symptoms: 
 Pain or discomfort in your chest, abdomen, back, neck, jaw or arms 
 Unusual shortness of breath during exercise 
 Nausea during or after exercise 
 Dizziness or fainting 
 An irregular pulse 



 
 

Step 2 
 

Learn Ways to Monitor Your Exercise Intensity 
_________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Your mentor will tell you the best way to monitor your exercise intensity.  Look on the 
second page of your Exercise Diary to see which method or methods are recommended for 
you. 
 
Using Rating of Perceived Exertion to Monitor Exercise Intensity 
 
One way to monitor how hard you are exercising is to give an overall, at-the-moment rating 
of how hard the exercise feels to you.  This simple, easy method has been used for more 
than 40 years by doctors and exercise physiologists to help them communicate with their 
patients.  The Rating of Perceived Exertion (RPE) scale has numbers from 6 to 20, with 
words describing the odd numbers on the scale.  You can use this scale for rating your 
effort during any type of exercise.  
 

Rating of Perceived Exertion (RPE) 
 
Read the words by the odd numbers and then pick the number that best describes how hard 
the exercise feels to you. 

Rating Description How and What You Can Expect to Feel 
6  
7 Very, very light 
8  
9 Very light 
10  
11 Fairly light 

 
 The exercise feels fairly light or even easier. 
 You don’t sweat much and your breathing 

only increases slightly. 
 It is quite easy for you to keep exercising. 

12  
13 Somewhat hard 

 The exercise feels somewhat hard. 
 You will definitely sweat and your breathing 

will be above normal.  At most, it is only 
moderately difficult for you to continue 
exercising. 

14  
15 Hard 
16  
17 Very hard 
18  
19 Very, very hard 
20  

 
 The exercise feels more than just somewhat 

hard. 
 It results in heavy sweating and breathing.  It 

is difficult for you to continue exercising. 
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Tips for Rating Perceived Exertion 
 The RPE scale is printed in your Exercise Diary.  Refer to it often until you learn the 

numbers and what they mean. 
 Don’t rate any one specific aspect of your exercise, such as breathing or tired legs.  

Focus on your overall feeling of effort. 
 Be honest in your rating.  If you are in doubt, pick the higher number. 
 
Using Target Heart Rate to Monitor Exercise Intensity 
 
Another way to know how hard you are exercising is to check your heart rate or pulse.  A 
heart rate monitor is easy to use and gives a more accurate measure of your heart rate than 
you can take yourself.  If you don’t have a heart rate monitor, you can learn to take your 
pulse.   
 
Tips for Using a Heart Rate Monitor 
 Wet the electrodes with water to ensure good conduction.  Adding some salt or saline 

solution also might help. 
 Fit the belt snugly and comfortably, but still allow yourself to breath normally. 
 
Taking Your Pulse While Exercising 
 You need to take your pulse quickly.  If you wait for more than one or two seconds 

after stopping exercising, your heart rate will already have slowed. 
 If you are exercising in a stationary position, such as on an exercise bicycle, you can 

count your pulse without stopping.  If you are walking or jogging, you’ll need to stop, 
but not completely. Walk in place while you take your pulse. 

 Locate the pulse in your wrist.  Place your index and middle fingers on the side of your 
wrist nearest your thumb.  Press lightly with the pads of your fingers.  You should be 
able to feel your pulse each time your heart beats. 

 Count your pulse for 10 seconds.  Multiply that number by 6 to get your heart rate 
(beats per minute).  See the chart below for 10-second pulse counts of 8 through 27. 

 
 
                10-Second Pulse Count =     10-Second Pulse Count = 

        Beats Per Minute           Beats Per Minute 
  8          =          48 18          =          108 
  9          =          54 19          =          114 
 10          =          60 20          =          120 
 11          =          66 21          =          126 
 12          =          72 22          =          132 
  13          =          78 23          =          138 
  14          =          84 24          =          144 
  15          =          90 25          =          150 
  16          =          96 26          =          156 
  17         =         102 27          =          162 
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Step 3 
 

Know the Range of Exercise Intensity Best for You 
_________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Your Target Range of Exercise Intensity 
 
Look on the second page of your Exercise Diary to see the target RPE range and target 
heart rate range recommended for you.  If it is appropriate for you to make use of these 
ranges, you will generally be provided with a minimum and a maximum number. 
 
For Target Heart Rate Range 
 Try to reach or exceed your minimum number to ensure you get major benefits from 

the exercise you do. 
 You should not go above the maximum number of your target heart rate range.  There 

is no real added benefit from working harder. 
For Target RPE Range 
 Try to reach or exceed the minimum number to ensure you get major benefits from the 

exercise you do. 
 Do not exceed the maximum number. 
For Both Target Heart Rate and Target RPE 
 Slow down if you exceed the maximum heart rate number or if you exceed the 

maximum RPE number. 
 You should not experience chest discomfort or other alarming symptoms while you are 

exercising.  If you do, slow down – even if you have not exceeded your maximum heart 
rate number and/or maximum RPE number. 

 
Warm-Up and Cool-Down 
For safety reasons, a warm-up period is recommended as you begin each exercise session.  
Likewise, a cool-down period should follow at the end of each exercise session.  The 
warm-up period allows the heart, muscles and joints to gradually adjust to the work they 
will be doing during exercise.  The cool-down period allows the body to gradually return to 
rest. 
 
Perform the exercise you intend to do, but at a slower pace, for 10 to 15 minutes at the 
beginning and end of your exercise session.  Walking is an excellent way to warm-up and 
cool-down for any type of exercise. 
 
The “Talk” Test 
 If you can’t talk comfortably while exercising, you are probably working too hard. 
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Step 4 
 

Practice Monitoring Your Exercise Intensity 
________________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Now is the time to put into practice what you have learned about exercise intensity.  Your 
goal is to exercise within your recommended target intensity range.  Perform the aerobic 
exercises recommended for you in your Exercise Diary.  Monitor your intensity using the 
ways recommended for you. 
 
Recording Your Exercise Intensity 
 
Keeping a record of your exercise intensity helps you to monitor your progress.  Get in the 
habit of recording these numbers in your Exercise Diary every time you exercise. 
 Record the highest heart rate you reach during your exercise session.  Check your heart 

rate every 10 to 15 minutes or so. 
 Record the average RPE for your exercise session.   
 
Example: 
Brenda is 50 years old.  Her recommended target heart rate range is 120 to 145 beats per 
minute and her recommended RPE is 12-13.  She enjoys walking in a neighborhood park 
for exercise.  She warms up by walking at a comfortable pace.  After about three minutes, 
she checks her heart rate monitor while continuing to walk.  It indicates she has not yet 
reached her minimum number of 120 and her RPE is only nine (“very light”) so she begins 
to walk more briskly.  After a few more minutes, the heart rate monitor indicates her heart 
rate is 130.  Now she feels like she is working “somewhat hard” – an RPE of about 12-13.  
She stays at that level for the remainder of this exercise session and checks her heart rate 
monitor every five minutes or so during exercise.  She never reaches 145 beats per minute, 
but gets to 138 a few times when walking up inclines.  After 24 minutes of walking at this 
pace, she begins her cool-down period.  She starts to walk at a slower pace again and 
continues to check the heart rate monitor.  At the end of three minutes, she is strolling 
easily and her heart rate is only slightly elevated.  She feels comfortable and confident she 
has benefited from the exercise she has done.  She records the following information in her 
Exercise Diary. 
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Knowing How Hard to Exercise 
_________________________________________________________________________ 
 

Before Your Next Visit 
 
In the time between your visits with your mentor, you should read and complete your 
educational kits.  Use this sheet to record your work.  Think of this as “homework.”   
 
 Practice monitoring your exercise intensity and record your results in your Exercise 

Diary.  Answer these questions about your last exercise session. 
 
Were you able to rate your overall feelings of effort using the RPE scale? 

Yes No 
 
Were you able to keep your heart rate within your target heart rate range?   
 Yes No 
 
Did you experience any unusual symptoms during or after your exercise session?  

Yes No 
 
Did you feel you were exercising at a safe level of intensity?   
 Yes No 
 
Did you feel you were getting a benefit from your exercise?     

Yes No 
 
Did you enjoy your exercise session?         

Yes No 
 
 Complete the statements in “Check Yourself” to be sure you understand the key 

concepts in this kit. 
 
Check Yourself 
1. How hard you are exercising is called exercise _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _. 
2. It is important to know how hard you are exercising so you can get the most  

_ _ _ _ _ _ _ from the exercise you do with the least amount of _ _ _ _. 
3. Exercising too hard increases your risk for _ _ _ _ _ _ or _ _ _ _ _   _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _. 
4. The Rating of Perceived Exertion Scale uses numbers and descriptors to give an overall 

appraisal of how hard the exercise _ _ _ _ _ to you. 
5. You can determine how hard you are exercising by measuring your _ _ _ _ _   _ _ _ _. 
6. The most accurate way to measure your heart rate is to use a heart rate _ _ _ _ _ _ _. 
7. Trying to stay close to the _ _ _ _ _ _ _ number of your target heart rate range is usually 

best. 
8. Do not exceed the maximum _ _ _ number. 
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9. The warm-up period allows the heart, muscles, and joints to gradually _ _ _ _ _ _ to the 

work they will be doing during exercise. 
10. The cool-down period allows the body to gradually return to _ _ _ _. 
11. The warm-up and cool-down periods should each last about _ minutes. 
12. If you can’t talk comfortably while exercising, you are probably working too _ _ _ _. 
13. _ _ _ _ _ _ _ is an excellent way to warm-up and cool-down for any type of exercise. 
14. You should check your heart rate every _ minutes or so during exercise. 
15. Record the _ _ _ _ _ _ _ heart rate you reach in your Exercise Diary. 
16. Record the _ _ _ _ _ _ _ RPE for your exercise session in your Exercise Diary. 
 
Answers:  1) intensity; 2) benefit, risk; 3) injury, heart problems; 4) feels; 5) heart rate; 6) monitor;  
7) maximum; 8) RPE; 9) adjust; 10) rest; 11) 10 to 15; 12) hard; 13) Walking; 14) 10 to 15; 15) highest; 16) 
average 
 
Write any questions for your mentor here. 
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