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PE teacher Sandy Zimmerman
shares ninja life lessons with
her students and community
By Larissa Kulczycky

S

tepping into Sandy Zimmerman’s
backyard is like entering a
miniature obstacle course for
the popular television show
“American Ninja Warrior.”
And that’s no coincidence.
Zimmerman, a SHAPE America
member and elementary physical
education teacher from Spokane, WA,
was actually a competitor on the show in
both 2016 and 2017.
Over the last several years, Zimmerman’s
yard — known as the “Ninja Fortress” —
has been transformed into an obstacle
course training ground not just for her,
but for her husband, three children, and
other families in the Spokane community.
“We built these structures to provide
an opportunity for people to enjoy this
sport and be active together — and just
have an impact on our community,”
says Zimmerman. “I love this sport. I’m
passionate about this sport. Not just the
physical activity part of it, but all the life
lessons that go into it.”

so much fun — I think I could do this if
I trained.”
Her next thought was, “This could
really inspire my students to become
more physically active.”
Zimmerman, a former national judo
champion and Division 1 basketball
player at Gonzaga University, was
used to tough training regimens. And
ninja training would be no exception.
She hired contractors to start building
obstacles in her backyard, joined two
different leagues, and began traveling to
ninja warrior-style competitions.
Not only did Zimmerman have
a lot of success as a competitor, she
also enjoyed the bonding experience
of traveling with her family and the
personal benefits she experienced
throughout the process.
“I was growing as a person —
physically, mentally and emotionally,”

BECOMING A NINJA
About three years ago, Zimmerman
was flipping through the TV channels
with her family when they came across
“American Ninja Warrior.”
After watching a little bit of the show,
Zimmerman thought, “That looks like
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Zimmerman competed on Seasons 8 and 9 of
American Ninja Warrior.

she says. “The changes in me were
incredible. It was a lot of fun and it
prepared me for the show.”
NINJA LIFE LESSONS
For Zimmerman, who has always been
passionate about health and fitness,
obstacle course training is more than just
a fun way to exercise. What really excites
her about the sport are the incredible
life lessons that can be learned.
“You see kids learn about
determination … about having grit …
about being a good teammate … about
encouraging others. The camaraderie that
happens in ninja is incredible,” she says.
“I love that this sport tests you
physically, but it also tests you mentally,”
says Zimmerman. “In ninja, the measure
of success isn’t just in completing the
course — or even completing an obstacle.
It’s all about whether you did a little better
or got a little farther than before.”
For Zimmerman and her students,
ninja teaches that it can take a lot of
failure in order to succeed.
“We fail all the time — that is the
epitome of this sport,” she says. “You
see kids who come in shy and leave
confident. You see kids who couldn’t
get it one day and eventually they get
it and they’re so proud of themselves.
The life lessons in this sport are second
to none.”

Q&A

BRINGING NINJA
TO PE
Zimmerman teaches
at Michael Anderson
Elementary School on the
Fairchild Air Force Base
outside of Spokane.
“I have been teaching
for 20 years and I love it
as much today as I did
Students at Michael Anderson Elementary School are getting
when I started,” she says.
stronger physically — and mentally — through ninja training.
“Working with the military
effectively with my students, and that has
community has been a match made in
been incredible,” says Zimmerman.
heaven. I was a military brat, so working
In fact, ninja warrior obstacle course
with military families and their kids has
training
has become so popular with her
just been an incredible experience for
physical education classes, Zimmerman
me as a teacher.”
put together a proposal to add it as an
after-school sport.
“The response has been overwhelming,”
she says. “People are excited and are
getting lots of health benefits from it.”

We fail all the
time — that is
the epitome of
this sport.

NEXT AT THE NINJA FORTRESS

It’s no surprise that in recent years,
Zimmerman has introduced ninja
obstacle course training as a physical
education unit with her classes.
“Taking the ninja obstacles and
understanding how to complete those,
but then combining that with 20 years
of experience doing skill breakdowns,
skill progressions, and writing lesson
plans has allowed me to share this sport
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In September, Zimmerman’s backyard
Ninja Fortress will serve as the location
for a competition sanctioned by the
Ultimate Ninja Athlete Association.
With divisions for both children and
adults, competitors as young as age 7 will
test their skills on the course.
Zimmerman is thrilled to see so
many “little ninjas” participating in the
sport — not only building their physical
strength, but more importantly learning
lessons about grit and determination that
will help them throughout life.
“I’m just so grateful that I started this
journey,” she says, “and it all started with
a three-letter word — YES!”
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With Sandy
Zimmerman
What made
you decide to
become a physical
education teacher?
In elementary school, I loved
PE. It was the one time in the school day
where I could be successful. Reading and
writing were a challenge — and I really
struggled in the classroom. But PE class
was the one moment in the school day
where I could be good at something
and it was such a positive experience for
me. So, I knew from a young age that I
wanted to be a PE teacher.

How did college prepare you
to become a PE teacher?
I majored in physical education and
got my health endorsement, and I was
so fortunate to have some incredible
professors who were patient with me —
who believed in me, encouraged me,
and saw potential in me. I got a great
education.
I also got an opportunity to go and watch
other PE teachers. I would find out who
some of the best PE teachers were around
Spokane and I would just go watch and
soak it up.

Advice for future PE teachers?
Learn from other health and PE
teachers. One of the best things I
ever did in college was seek out other
PE teachers from all different levels
of teaching. I learned so much from
teachers at all different levels of their
career.
Get out of your comfort zone and try
new things. I really sought out teachers
who had strengths that were not my
own — who would get me out of my
comfort zone.
Network. Go to different conferences,
make friends, and learn from them. That’s
really the best thing you can do. Get to
know other teachers and learn from them.
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