Can academics, activity co-exist?
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ENLARGE 

Warming up at the beginning of their physical education class Shawsheen Elementary School first-graders run around the gym gleefully Friday in Greeley. Some children who don’t get enough physical activity at school can face problems with obesity.
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Test scores are down. Recess is being cut short. 

Is it making our kids fat? 

Colorado has standards for physical education, but those standards don't come with any testing. It makes physical education standards something schools strive for at best and at worst lip service to groups concerned that adults are making kids focus too much on school work and not enough on keeping them fit. 

Despite research that indicates that daily activity in school and physical education can actually help children in the classroom, sometimes dropping test scores make administrators think more time in the classroom and less on the playground would benefit everyone. 

Greeley-Evans School District 6 spokesman Roger Fiedler said declining test scores forced district officials to drop one period of additional recess during the day for Greeley students a couple years ago. 

Lower test scores meant the need for more academic student/teacher time, he said; the state putting Greeley on academic watch didn't help. Students now have a 20-minute recess in the middle of the day, and all students have physical education built into their schedules, he said. 

But, Fiedler said, kids aren't in school all day all year long, and education starts at home. 

Karla Drury, the district's physical education coordinator and a teacher, said District 6 adheres to strict standards for what kids should know about physical education and how they should be able to perform physically. But, Drury admitted, there is indeed no district-wide testing method -- outside of grades -- to make sure children are performing at that level. 

Greeley's standards also include a cognitive component, a health and fitness component and a personal and social responsibility tenet. 

Echoing other administrator's comments, Drury said the school day is pretty short and kids need to learn academically as well as physically. 

"Could they be more active? Yes," Drury said. But it's a competitive environment between books and balls, and "kids need everything," she said. 

In her seven years as a P.E. teacher, Drury said she's seen her time with students decrease but go back to normal. Now she sees classes three days a week and spends 50 minutes at a time with them. 

"I'd certainly take what I can get," she said, adding that not every student needs five days a week of P.E., though they should be active for at least 60 minutes every day -- just like adults. 

Mark Stevens, former spokesman for Greeley-Evans School District 6 and current spokesman for the Colorado Department of Education, said the state does have physical education standards. 

School administrators try to keep a "good balance," Stevens said, between school work and life skills like physical education. 

The state's standards include three tenets: 

» That students demonstrate competent skills in a variety of physical activities and sports. 

» That they demonstrate competency in physical fitness. 

» That they have the knowledge of factors important to participation. 

Stevens said the standards are going through an update and could be completed by the end of next year. It's up to schools to implement the standards, Stevens said, so how they do it is up to them. 

Stewart Trost, an assistant professor studying childhood obesity at Oregon State University, said that when schools face pressure -- either budgetary or from falling test scores -- recess and physical education are some of the first programs cut. 

That's a mistake, Trost says, because studies show that increased physical activity during school doesn't hurt students' performance in the classroom. In fact, Trost says, research says it helps. 

"After doing recess, kids are more attentive," Trost said. "It promotes better classroom behavior." 

Trost said that there is still a problem in schools using food and candy to reward children who do good work in school. His children still get lollipops at school for doing well, he said, so it is the schools' problem. 

"Schools cannot say 'Sorry, that's not our problem,' " Trost said. "We're in an obesity crisis ... Test scores aren't the bottom line." 

Melissa Martin, the school district's health and wellness coordinator, said the district has started a program -- "Take Ten" -- to encourage teachers to get children out of the classroom and moving around for 10 minutes at a time. 

The district understands that active kids do better in school, Martin said. 

"Teachers really understand that link," Martin said. 

The program will be expanded after a purchased curriculum comes through to help teachers adapt to changes the activity can bring, she said. Right now, only some teachers at Shawsheen, Bella Romero and Meeker elementary schools take part in the program. 

School officials are also working to greatly expand health education for students in kindergarten through ninth grade, which will launch next year and involves not only nutrition but other health behaviors. 

"There are a lot of competing priorities in schools," Martin said. "We have to strike that balance." 

Five practical tips 

Five tips to keep your kids active at home 

1. Kids need 60 minutes of physical activity a day. Encourage your children to play outside after school. 

2. Enroll your children in the intramural sports Greeley-Evans School District 6 offers before or after school. 

3. Cut down on "screen time." That's the amount of time each day they spend in front of the television or computer. 

4. Do physical activity with your kids and avoid using food as reward for good behavior. 

5. Encourage your children to stay active at school. Instead of milling around at recess, encourage interest in sports or other "chasing" games. 
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