Active Fun with a Purpose®
By Margie Hayes Richmond

I don't know about you, but | feel as though I'm getting mixed messages. On one hand, |
feel bombarded with diet and exercise messages in magazines, in newspapers, and on
television. | pass runners on my way to work, and | listen to many of my friends describe
their diet and exercise regimes. So | think that we have a culture that is obsessed with
physical fitness and body image.

On the other hand, I look at others and myself and see the need for better diet and more
exercise! More critically, | read startling statistics:

e 60% of Americans do not get the recommended amount of physical activity.
o 25% to 40% of Americans are completely sedentary.
e 58% of Americans believe they are heavier than they should be.

Even more disturbing is what we're hearing about the fitness of today's children. Too
many of their activities are passive — pervasive practices, which range from watching
too much television to playing video games to spending body-numbing hours at the
computer.

Just reading the following statements get my heart pumping and head thinking about the
grave need for grown-ups — teachers and parents — to direct some of our energies to
helping change these numbers:

e According to the federal Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, activity
levels for children are decreasing across the board, especially among teens.

e Nearly half of 12- to 21-year-olds are not vigorously active on a regular basis.

e More than 60% of school-age children do not meet minimum standards for
cardiovascular fitness.

e 40% of children five to eight years old have high blood pressure, high cholesterol,
or other symptoms that could lead to heart disease.

e Less than a third of school-age children meet minimum standards for flexibility
and strength.

Hopefully, all your students have an opportunity to exercise (run and play) at some point
during the school day. If at all possible, you should provide short exercise breaks at least
a couple of times a day. You'll find some suggestions that might help later in this section.
You probably have some great ideas of your own, and certainly you (and probably only
you) know when to take these breaks.
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Along with the 80 zillion things you already do as a teacher, you should try to encourage
parents to be more aware of their kids' diet and exercise needs. Limiting (not necessarily
eliminating) high-calorie, high-fat, low-nutrition snacks such as chips is a good start.
Replacing some servings of soda pop with juice or milk will help too.

But what I really hope to do with this material is help you help parents.

First we want to make them aware of opportunities to exercise — sort of like recognizing
teachable moments. Then we'll provide some specific ideas you can duplicate to send
home. Called Stamina Strengtheners, these are quick and easy-to-do ideas. You may send
one idea home each day, each week, or at some other interval that makes sense to you. Or
you can duplicate several and send them home and suggest that parents cut them apart
and put the ideas in a bag or jar. Each day — after school, at suppertime, or at some other
convenient time — family members and children should reach in and get one, then what
it suggests.

These ideas are intended to be family activities.

An adult should supervise the selection process and participate in the exercise to the
extent possible. Because you know your students and families, you may know which
ideas will work best and send only those home. You may also have lots of ideas of your
own to add. And you're sure to spark some ideas within the families. It is certainly not
our intention to turn you or your students' families into exercise and diet fanatics. That,
too, can be destructive to good health. Our simple hope is that families will get into a
habit of doing some kind of physical activity each and every day.

Additionally, I'm including some general information about exercise and sports
involvement that you may want to share with families. Plus, you'll find a few activities,
called "Action Rhymes," taken from past issues of Highlights for Children magazine.
Designed primarily for preschoolers, they all involve a bit of physical activity, not much
that is very strenuous. But the idea is to get family members, regardless of age, up and
moving. Maybe they'll improvise to make the rhymes more of a workout. Hopefully, all
these ideas for "Active Fun with a Purpose” will inspire more and more such fun.
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A Pyramid of Exercise Benefits

Believe it or not, exercise does all these things:

boosts energy
burns calories
relieves stress
Improves mood
prevents bone loss
strengthens muscles
increases self-esteem
lowers risk of diabetes
brings families together
strengthens heart function
lowers risk of hypertension
improves cholesterol levels

decreases risk of some cancers
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Tips and Hints for Family Exercise

Exercise is defined as moving any part of your body, regardless of how fast or
slow the effort.

Start slowly and set reasonable goals. You may want to ask your doctor about
your plans.

Start by thinking movement. Get off the bus or subway an extra stop away. Park at
the opposite end of the parking lot. Take the stairs for a floor or two and then get
the elevator. Walk across the room to change TV channels and volume.

More is better than some. Some is better than none. Exercising at least three times
a week for about 20 minutes is recommended for cardiovascular fitness (your
heart, veins, arteries, and blood). But new research shows that more moderate
exercise also provides important health benefits.

If you can't exercise for 30 minutes at one time, exercise for a total of 30 minutes
with breaks in between and still burn some calories.

Drink water during and after exercise. Don't consume drinks with caffeine; they
will make you more dehydrated. And carbonated drinks make you feel full, so
you won't drink enough to replenish lost fluids.

Don't exercise on an empty stomach. Snack on an apple or toast 30 minutes before
exercising.

If you do sit-ups, don't hook your feet under a chair or other object. Place your
feet on the floor and try to hold them still.

Be a role model. Exercise with your child or let your child see you exercising
often.

Emphasize fun and fitness, not winning and hard work.

The earlier children start with exercise, the better. The key is finding activities
that they like to do, that are fun, and that get them moving.

Don't overlook the other benefits your child will be receiving from exercise,
including learning to share, making friends, and developing self-esteem.
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e Limit television time. And remember that even though playing video games and
spending time at a computer can be intellectually beneficial, too much is not good
for your child's health.

Make sure you and your child always wear clothing and use equipment that's right for the

activity — such as helmets and no loose clothing for biking, or helmets and kneepads for
skating.

Don't overdo. Try the talk/sing rule: If you are breathing too heavily to sing, but you can
talk, that's OK.

Tips and Hints about Organized Sports

Participating in a sport is a terrific way for children to get exercise. So
is plain old running and playing. Kids just need to be encouraged to get
out and get going. Here are some suggestions that you might find helpful.

e Choose the sport according to what the child likes to do.

e Never force an activity (be it sports, music, or computer classes) on a child.

e Just because a child isn't ready for an activity now doesn't mean he or she will
never be. Make the offer or suggestion again in a few months.

e Remember, children develop at different rates. Don't expect your five-year-old to
ride a bike just because a sister or cousin did at that age.

e Introduce new activities. Taking your child to a sports event, even the Little
League game down the street, may spark some interest.

e Play games with your child — from a simple game of catch to trying your hand at
tennis.

e Hold off on having your child participate in competitive sports until he or she is
mature enough physically and emotionally. Being able to handle winning, and
especially losing, is tough — even for some adults!

e Concentrate on and praise your child's successes. Use failures as opportunities to
learn and grow, or let them pass by virtually unmentioned. Base your actions on
your child's behavior. Soothe when he or she is angry, offer suggestions only
when asked, and so on.
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e Participate with your child — think of a bike ride together or a brisk walk around
the neighborhood as training.

e Learn as much as you can about your child's sport.

e Be sure your child has proper equipment.

e Help your child learn safety rules and techniques. Review them regularly.
e Make every effort to attend your child's games.

e Get to know the coaches and other volunteers.

e Offer to help in whatever way you can.

For fun physical activities, click here.
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