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an your eight-

year-old girldo

thirty sit-ups?

Can your nine-

year-old boy do
five pull-ups? Ifit's any conso-
lation, you and your kids aren’t
alone. Numerous recent studies
support theunfortunate factthat
our youngsters are in relatively
poor physical condition.

In the 1950s, the subject of
youth fitness became a national
concern. This anxiety was
heightened when, in December
1953, a fifteen-year-long re-
search project by Dr. Hans
Kraus and Dr. Sonja Weber re-
vealed that US youngsters were
much less fit than their Euro-
pean counterparts. In response
to these much-publicized find-
ings, President Eisenhower formed a
Council on Youth Fitness, the forerunner
of the current President’s Council on
Physical Fitness and Sports. Near the
end of 1960, President John F. Kennedy
described the results of the Kraus-Weber
Tests as “the most startling demonstra-
tion of the general physical decline of
American youth.” The Kraus-Weber
Tests spawned scores of subsequent re-
searchstudies thatsubstantiated thesame
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basic conclusions: American youths are
out of shape and overweight.

The situation has not improved much
in the last forty years. A recent report by
the federal Department of Health and
Human Services found that children born
in the 1980s are less fit than were children
of the 1960s. In addition, a national sur-
vey of 12,000 youths between six and
seventeen found that fewer children to-
day meet minimum standards for cardio-

vascular fitness, flexibility, and
abdominal and upper body
strength than did a comparable
group in 1981. Other national
surveys show that at least half
of all American school children
don’t get enough exercise, and
that up to 20 million young
people are overweight.
Indeed, the number of stud-
ies, tests and surveys that note
poor fitness levels among
American children seems end-
less. Perhaps the most frighten-
ing finding comes from the
American Alliance for Health,
Physical Education, Recreation
and Dance. Their recent study
showed that40 percent of tested
youngsters between the ages of
five and eight are already af-
flicted with at least one of the
four risk factors associated with heart
disease. In other words, more than a third
of our kids suffer from obesity, high blood
pressure, elevated cholesterol, or inactiv-
ity.
yIust how important is it that kids par-
ticipate in regular physical activities?
Children (and adults) who exercise con-
sistently obtain predictable, measurable
physical benefits. Kids especially benefit
because regular exercise facilitates the
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development of bones and muscle tissue.
While vigorous activity develops a wide
range of motor skills, it also helps young-
sters maintain proper bodyweight and a
desirable level of body fat. And children
who are physically fit can perform daily
activities without undue fatigue. Most
importantly, regular physical activity
boosts a child’s resistance to illness, es-
pecially to coronary heart disease.

There are notable mental and psycho-
logical benefits as well. Regular physical
exerciseimprovesa child’s self-discipline,
self-confidence, and self-esteem during
the critical ‘identity-forming’ years. Re-
search demonstrates that physically ac-
tive children are less prone to emotional
disturbances and are generally more
outgoing and optimistic; youngsters use
physical activity as an outlet to release
tension and stress. Finally, regular exer-
cise increases a child’s alertness and in-
terest in learning.

Unfortunately, the fitness boom of the
seventies and eighties, which created a
widespread appreciation of physical
well-being among adults, has not filtered
down to children. Why not?

First of all, fitness testing isn’t nearly
as common these days. Testing was rou-
tine for the children of the sixties—the
same children who reached adulthood in
the fitness boom era. Another reason is
rooted in the technological and cultural
changes that have occurred over the past
two decades.

Today’s youngsters, mesmerized by
the ubiquitous television set are further
tempted by video games. Quite simply,
too many children are watchers instead
of doers.

To this sedentary foundation, add a
host of everyday activities and tasks that
demand less energy and time than they
did in the past. Remember how you used
to get from your house to your friend’s
house? More than likely, today’s young-
sters will be transported in the family
station wagon—walking and biking as
transportation modes have gone the way
of the horse and buggy. Ironically, auto-
mation has provided young people with
even more leisure time; unfortunately,
too often, it simply affords more time for
TV and Nintendo games.

In many parts of the country, school
physical education programs are being
closely scrutinized. The biggest criticism
is that too much emphasis is placed on
competition and team sports which cater
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tion (PE) classes
need to change their traditional emphasis
on competitive sports and stress lifelong
sports activities along with the recreational
aspects of exercise.

Several organizations, including the Ameri-
can Academy of Family Physicians, recommend
that students undergo fitness testing twice a
year. Fitness testing in PE classes establishes a
baseline measurement of fitness levels, provid-
ingaway tomonitorimprovementsinboth kids
and programs. Furthermore, tests identify
youngsters with substandard levels of fitness so
they can be given the extra attention they need
while their bodies are most susceptible to the
tonic effects of controlled (and if necessary,
therapeutic) exercise.

Generally, PE courses need to promote bal-
anced participation in the following three areas.
MUSCULAR STRENGTH

Although resistance training exercise is
the most effective way to increase strength,
such activities are usually inappropriate for
children under thirteen. For pre-teens, calis-
thenic-type movements that involve

tance (such as push-
ups and sit-ups) are effective strength build-
ing routines. When adolescents perform re-
sistance exercise, they need to be protected so
as not to overstress still-forming bones and
joints. Resistance exercises should be per-
formed two or three times per week on non-
consecutive days, and should involve all the
major muscle groups.
STRETCHING

These exercises should be incorporated
into a daily routine to maintain or improve
flexibility. Onceagain, these exercises should
be performed so as to tone all the major
muscle groups. The stretches should be held
for about thirty seconds.

CARDIORESPIRATORY FITNESS

Thisis best developed by activities thatare
continuous in nature and involve relatively
large amounts of muscle mass. Running,
swimming, cycling, skating, hiking and row-
ing are a few excellent examples. These aero-
bic activities should be performed three or
more times per week for twenty- to thirty
minutes.

primarily to the needs of children thatare
already athletically inclined. Thus many
programs slight the needs of average stu-

“Forty percent of
tested youngsters
between five and
eight are already
afflicted with one of
the four risk factors
associated with
heart disease.”

dents. There’s no denying that competi-
tive sports nurtures such admirable
qualities as teamwork, discipline, self-
esteem, and sportsmanship. Neverthe-

less, many feel that physical education
classes generally do not promote healthy
fitness habits, or stress lifelong recre-
ational activities for the rest of the kids.

There are steps—from the local level to
the national one—that we can take to
correct the seemingly abysmal levels of
fitness among American youth. At the
federallevel,in January 1990, George Bush
named Arnold Schwarzenegger the new
director of the President’s Council on
Physical Fitness and Sports. Whether the
former bodybuilding champion can sig-
nificantly influence the direction of youth
fitness in this country remains to be seen.
However, Schwarzenegger has made it
perfectly clear that he takes his new role
very seriously, and that he will target the
bulk of his efforts in the direction of en-
hanced physical fitness for the young and
the old.

Narrowing our focus, what can we do
in our own communities? To begin with,
we need to be more vocal about the qual-
ity of our schools’ physical education
programs. Physical Education courses
should be regularly scheduled, properly
staffed, and required forall studentsinall
grades. (The American College of Sports

continued on page 34
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| continued from page 13
Medicine recommends twenty to thirty
minutes of daily exercise for every stu-
dent.) Classes should be architectured
insucha way thatour children develop

an understanding of
and an appreciation
for physical fitness. To
set up a lifetime of
health, children need
to see that fitness is a
kind of play—thatit’s
fun.

And finally what
can we do in our own
homes? Parents need
to understand that
changing the direc-
tion of youth fitness
is ultimately their re-
sponsibility. The Na-
tional Children and
Youth Fitness Study
revealed that, on av-
erage, parents exer-
cise with their chil-

dren less than one day a week. The
study also showed that children who
had physically active parents—espe-
cially parents who exercised with their

children—tended to be leaner than chil-

“Parents need
to understand

that changing

the direction of
youth fitness is
ultimately their
responsibility.”

dren whose parents were less active. Par-
ents need tolookat their children’s activity
patterns. How much time is spent in after-
school sports, both organized and other-

wise? How much time
is spent in passive or
sedentary activities?
What is an appropri-
ate mix? can you come
up with ways to moti-
vate and inspire your
child to participate in
more physically active
pastimes? And are
there ways to model
behavior that reflect
your commitment to
healthy activity that
you find fun, satisfying,
and beneficial?

The message is clear:
positive changes in
youth fitness won’t
happen magically. But
if families, schools and

communities band together, we can take
ahealthy stride in the direction of lifelong
fitness habits for our children. We have so
little to lose and so much to gain. &6

LOOKING FOR A TRAIL FOR ALL SEASONS?
WE'VE GOT OVER 200 OF 'EM!

AMERICA'S RAIL-TRAILS

Some of the best bicycle and running
trails in the country have been developed
on abandoned railroad corridors. They've

got the gentle grades, great sight dis-
tances, few road crossings, historic
bridges and trestles, and varied scenery
that can't be beat. They go through big
cities and small towns, traverse mountains
and valleys, and serve as both recreational
getaways and daily commuter routes.

The Guide to America’s Rail-Trails is the

only directory to all the nation’s rail-trails —
245 of them in 35 states, totaling more than

RAILS
TRAILS

CONSERVANCY

2700 miles. Whether you are planning a
day’s outing on your mountain bike, a daily
after-work jogging regimen, or a month-
long bicycle tour, the Guide is your key to
unbeatable auto-free trails.

Each trail entry lists state, county,
endpoints, length, surfacing material, per-
mitted uses and the name, address and
telephone number of the trail manager.

To get your copy of the Guide, send
a check for $6.75 to Rails-to-Trails
Conservancy, 1400 16th St. NW, Suite
300 CF, Washington, D.C. 20036

The Rails-to-Trails Conservancy is a national, non-profit membership organization working to convert more
abandoned corridors to trails. For a descriptive brochure and a publications list, send $1 and a stamped,
self-addressed business-size envelope to the address above.



