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Inactivity in Kids: A National Crisis

What outdoor activities do you remember from your childhood? I can remember looking for crawdads in a stream with Freddie Sapp and my brothers in Decatur’s Moulton-Heights community. I remember riding bikes in the woods with Randy and Benny Sivley near Bill Bradford’s farm behind the old Moulton Heights School; jumping homemade ramps on bicycles; playing backyard football and dirt court basketball; and playing hide and seek with Johnny and Barry Heflin, Craig Alexander, and my cousin Carl Walden. The kids of the neighborhood were always outdoors and active. Sadly, the reverse is true for our youth today.

The average child between the ages of 6-11, spends more than 30 hours a week in front of a television or computer monitor. He or she can identify more than 1000 corporate logos, but cannot identify 10 plants or animals in his or her own backyard. Even the baby boomer generation played traditional street games outdoors like tag, red rover, Frisbee, or jump rope. However, more and more young people are staying indoors to watch movies, play video games, chat on the computer, or text message on their cell phones. And if they ride something outdoors, it’s likely motorized rather than pedal-powered. Many of them don’t even know how to play the street games their parents or grandparents played, and the results of this contemporary lifestyle often leads to some serious health problems.  

Since the 1960s, there has been a 400 percent increase in childhood obesity. Juvenile diabetes and other chronic health problems have reach epidemic proportions in this country due to sedentary living and high fat, high calorie, high sugar diets, with little or no physical activity in our children. Super-sizing is more common than ever, while parents make food choices based on what their kids want to eat. 

“Another factor in this situation is the growing number of our nation’s schools that are deemphasizing recess or phasing it out entirely,” says Dr. Jeanette Endres, a professor emeritus at Southern Illinois University in food nutrition. Endres also cited the growing effectiveness of sales and marketing techniques as a major contributor to childhood obesity. Add to this the fact that schools are not meeting the national nutritional guidelines either! 

Only 5 percent of schools in the nation meet the standard dietary guidelines of the United States Department of Agriculture. Why? The bottom line is money, pure and simple. The more meals sold, the more money goes into the school lunch program. Many schools, including several close to home, are heavily dependent on the money provided by vending machine companies and are not willing to forego this funding source in spite of the proven link between super-sweet soft drinks and obese children. Obese children are more likely to become obese adults and the cycle continues. 

Reversing the Trend

It’s not too late to reverse these unhealthy trends. Parents, teachers, or guardians can start by:

·  Limiting the intake of fast foods and unhealthy snack foods, including sugar loaded soft drinks

·  Preparing healthy meals at home

For great nutritional facts, visit the Dietary Guidelines website at http://www.health.gov/DietaryGuidelines/  

·  Encouraging kids to spend more time playing outdoors


 Children who learn in nature or outdoor classrooms increase their science 
 
 scores by an average of 27 percent. 

·  Contact a member of Extension’s STAR (Saving Towns Through Asset Revitalization) team that educates citizens about health and the importance of spending time outdoors and interacting with nature. 

We are here to help! 

Source:  Jerry Chenault, Urban Extension Regional Agent, Lawrence County
