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Physical Activity
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The importance of physical activity and the good health of people in society is today universally well known. The need for physical activity applies to everyone from all background, color, and ages, including the youth. Even though the fact that most children tend to be naturally active physically, it is also important for their parents and guardians or teachers to encourage and push them into get involved in more regular and proper physical activity. The young people themselves should knowingly increase their level of physical activity for their own benefit.

While physical education or P.E. classes in lower and middle school of course involve engaging in some physical activity, the two concepts are not the same. Physical activity is the bigger of the two, which means that physical activity goes beyond the school grounds and beyond the class time scheduled for P.E.  Physical activity for the youth involves a wide range of activities such as walking, sports, dancing, cleaning of the classroom or house or other chores, etc. within and outside the school or the family environment. 

On the other hand, the activities learned in P.E. class are also physical activities that lead to good health and overall well-being. Useful exercise habits in P.E. help teach students how to manage emotional, mental, and social stress.  In general, physical activity whether done in P.E. classes or formed as a habit learned from physical education, or engaged in outside the context of physical education, is important to health. According to the International Olympic Committee, physical activity in the youth contributes to physical and mental health. 

In the consensus statement of the IOC, "review-level evidence" showed that physical activity can somehow help reduce depression and anxiety among young people even in only small-to-moderate amounts. While the base of research evidence is weak, the beneficial effects can are comparable to those resulting from psychosocial interventions (IOC, 2011, p. 8). 

Also, a study of eighth graders has shown that involvement towards participation in both regular and yoga-enhanced P.E. classes boosted the self-esteem of student’s overtime. The study gives further support to past researches showing that increased physical activity is directly related to increased levels of self-esteem. By itself, self-esteem is needed by every person, including young people who need to be able to cope with the stresses of growing up. Having strong self-esteem may help young adults overcome the challenges they are sure to face during the emotionally turbulent teenage years (Bridges and Madlem, p. 13, 2007). 

Apart from the mental benefits, physical activity contributes to improved physical health. According to the United States Centers for Disease Control, regularly engaging in physical activity leads to strong and healthy muscles and bones and lessens the risks of chronic diseases and obesity (Bridges and Madlem, p. 13, 2007).  The IOC consensus report points to the importance of physical activity during the growing period. Children's physical activity can provide many health benefits. Aside from how it can help prevent obesity or being overweight, physical activity among the youth is important in physical growth, engaging in sports activities is particularly beneficial for young people because they are at the age when the bone is "most responsive," which means that their bone mass, strength, and density at various points of the skeleton improve with sports (IOC, 2011, pp. 7-8).

Studies have proven the negative consequences to health when children have failed to engage in adequate levels of physical activity. It is generally believed that lack of physical activity, or what is called sedentary behavior, is a major factor in obesity included in children and adolescents (Marshall, Biddle, Gorely, Cameron, and Murdey, 2004, p. 1238-1239).

Even the American College of Sports Medicine clearly blames a specific form of sedentary behavior—the watching of television—for rising obesity. According to the ACSM, the number of hours people spend sitting in front of the television is directly connected to obesity. The problem is that watching television has replaced what should have been some form of physical activity (Marshall, Biddle, Gorely, Cameron, and Murdey, 2004, p. 1238-1239). 

Marshall, Biddle, Gorely, Cameron, and Murdey (2004) specifically looked into the role of television watching among the youth in the problem of obesity. The researchers conducted a meta-analysis of English-language studies of literatures, primary studies, narrative reviews, and personal archives on obesity and TV watching or video/computer gaming among young people aged 3 to 18 years old. Their conclusion confirmed the connection between obesity and the sedentary behavior of watching TV or playing computer games even if their findings of a "statistically significant relationship" are small or not as big compared to other reports (Marshall, Biddle, Gorely, Cameron, and Murdey, 2004, pp. 1238 & 1244).

The IOC statement supports this, pointing out that among the growing number of young people affected by obesity, physical activity can lower the risk of being overweight or obese. In addition, the consensus states that a lack of physical activity among young people is a risk factor for chronic conditions such as hypertension, cardiovascular disease, and even metabolic syndrome (IOC, 2011, p. 8).

Unfortunately, many young Americans are not physically active enough. CDC researchers found that almost half of the young people in the country aged 12-21 years old do not regularly engage in physical activity, with some 14% saying that they do not have any physical activity at all. The researchers add that the level of physical activity of young people tends to decrease with age (Bridges and Madlem, p. 13, 2007). It even seems that the decrease of physical activity tends to follow a steady trend as children grow older (Heitzler, et al., 2010, p. 593). 

Given the many studies indicating how physical activity helps make young children healthier physically, mentally, and emotionally, it becomes clear that parents, guardians, and educators/authorities should encourage young people to be more active physically. After all, studies have suggested that parental  support for their children's engagement in physical activity boosts the confidence of the young people with regards to their ability to engage in physical activity and, as well, as their view of the activity. One of these studies was conducted by Heitzler, et al. (2010) and concluded that the physical activity of the parents themselves, along with peer support and individual perceptions, has direct relationship to the children's physical activity (pp. 593 & 603). While the study seems to suggest that peer support might be a stronger factor behind moderate-to-vigorous physical activity, it certainly backs up the notion that support from both parents and peers factor in children’s individual beliefs and cognitions about physical activity (Heitzler, 2007, p. 603). In other words, while the question of the youth's engaging in regular activity may be complex, involving a number of social, individual, and environmental factors, parents are in the position to promote the health of their children by encouraging or supporting them in engaging in physical activity. 

Teachers and school authorities are also in the position to encourage physical activity in young students even outside of physical education classes. According to ecologic behavior models, the characteristics of an environmental setting can influence people's physical activity. Schools or campuses, of course, are important environments for young people and features of the school environments may encourage or not encourage students from engaging in various physical activities (Sallis, et al., 2001, p. 618).

Sallis, et al. (2001) undertook a study wherein they explored whether having adequate space, equipment, and facilities, as well as supervision, stimulated physically activity among students during their free time. The researchers assessed two dozen public middle schools for their environmental characteristics and supervision and student physical activity. The results showed that a few environmental variables and a priori interactions could explain the variance in girls' and boys' physical activity outside P.E. classes: such indicated that realistically making improvements to the campus environments could raise the level of the students' physical activity throughout a school day. When the environmental of schools had "high levels of both physical improvements and adult supervision," there was a four-fold and five-fold increase in the number of boys and girls who engaged in physical activity, respectively (Sallis, et al., 2001, pp. 618-619).

The encouragement of parents, teachers, and peers is a good idea but young people should encourage themselves to make themselves more physically active. There should be many practical ways to increase one's physical activity level. For one, whenever possible, young people can walk or ride the bike in going to school instead of riding the school bus. Walking or biking, apart from providing the easiest form of exercise, is fun because it is visually refreshing as it allows one to observe the ongoing events in the community or the natural environment. Another is for the student to engage in sports activities whether in school or the community. Sports activities are not only for physical and social health but they also provide or improve worthwhile skills. A very practical way of increasing one's physical activity level is by helping more in housekeeping. Volunteering to do simple errands or helping clean and keep the house in order should be rewarding because mother is sure to appreciate them.
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