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“Overweight and obesity are not just cosmetic issues─ they are health issues,” said David Satcher, a man that served simultaneously in the positions of Surgeon General and Assistant Secretary for Health from February 1998 through January 2001. The health of our future is in danger.  Childhood obesity is sky-high and the elementary schools are cutting back recess and physical education!  One of every three adolescents, ages 6-19, are overweight (CDC).  That is triple as many children compared to 1980 results (Schacter).  Obesity is an illness in itself, but it leads to many more health issues like heart disease, high blood pressure, and diabetes.  The problem of childhood obesity is obviously a result of a complex network of problems, some of which educators are powerless to change, but school-based councils should take responsibility to combat the factors within their influence.  As an exercise science major, I know the importance of a person’s health and for the future of my career I will be teaching people how to live a healthier lifestyle.  I like job security, but the obesity epidemic we are facing as a nation could be reduced drastically if we stressed physical activity more in children and adolescents.    Many schools that are reducing recess and physical education, they are putting a real emphasis on testing scores, primarily in math and science.  By dropping recess and physical education we are abandoning the most important part of being a kid--- play and imagination.  


The problem is that 16% of our entire adolescent population is overweight.  One cause to this problem is the lack of physical activity children and adolescents are participating in. The children are partaking in a very sedentary lifestyle.  Also many school districts are putting a higher priority to teaching core subjects, choosing to eliminate physical education and recess.  The emphasis on test scores is a major cause to this epidemic of youth inactivity.  

To get one thing correct, physical education and recess are not the same thing, and one should never replace the other one. They both have their importance.  “Physical education is a planned instructional program with specific objectives,” Dolly Lambdin, president of the National Association for Sport and Physical Education, explained.  Recess, is different because it is unstructured time that allow students to make decisions about games and socializing.  Physical education aids in providing a primary structure for a physically active lifestyle.  Then recess just adds to the life potential by adding play to a child’s day, which can help complete the components of a child’s physical and social development (Council on Physical Education for Children).   

Children today are very sedentary.  They are eating way too much and moving to little.  This over consumption of calories is what causes the unhealthy weight gain.  The students are spending hours watching television, playing video games and staring at the computer.  They should be playing tag, racing around the playground, playing soccer, kick ball, waffle ball, basketball or even taking walks around the schoolyards.  

The emphasis on learning and improving test scores isn’t evaluating the youth’s health situations. School districts are so concerned about raising their test scores because those scores are what bring in federal funding.  These school districts are cutting the time allotment for physical education and recess.  Recess has dropped 40% around the country (Schacter). Physical education has been reducing drastically over the years.  According to the Center for Disease Control and Prevention, only 8% of elementary schools, 6.4% of middle schools and 5.8% of high schools provide the appropriate amount of time of physical education a week.  Physical activity has been significantly condensed in the schools, and the rate of overweight children keeps growing.  For a child to learn the best to their ability, they need to be healthy.  An obese child will miss four times as much school as a healthy child (Satcher).  A child that is not in attendance to school is not going to be able to learn and improve test scores.  

The children of today lack many social skills.  Recess provides the opportunity for many situational experiences for elementary students.  Recess provides a chance for them to “take control of their lives” (Schacter).  At recess students can learn things that teachers cannot teach them.  They can learn to solve problems and conflict.  Like how to avoid a bully.  But many times an elementary student will take what he or she learns in class and will apply it on the playground during recess.  Recess can be the origin to a future maid of honor or best man.  Friendships originate on the playground, creating a great emotional learning environment.   

Beyond just the social and emotional aspects that recess provides.  Physical education provides students with confidence and self-esteem.  Physical education is extremely important for muscle development and coordination (Sindelar).  An overweight student may face discrimination and teasing.  These things can be really detrimental to a person’s self-esteem.  “Establishing a great attitude young” could be very important to a child’s future with physical activity (Magner).  The importance of physical education on elementary students is the greatest because they need to develop the skills properly to have confidence and self-esteem.  Also, physical education classes are a great way for children to build physical activity and fitness into daily living (Winterfield).  

To improve a child’s leaning ability they must be healthy and have a good attitude about school.  Recess can promote many personal experiences that are very valuable to a child’s growth and development, as a student or person.  The Council on Physical Education for Children reported that recess is often the only “opportunity to exercise, play games, and interact with peers” (3).  This free time is what enables a child to improve his or her social, emotional, physical and cognitive skills, which help to achieve success for the future academically and for future life skills.   

Physical education requirements have decreased drastically due to many different reasons.  The percent of students that participate in physical education has dropped to 25% (Butcher).  Physical education has dropped because it is not considered a core subject so there are no standardized testing that involve physical education.  The testing score are the source of funding for schools.  So many schools are dropping physical education because of funding and to make more classroom learning time, in hoop to improve test scores.  Monica Magner, a physical education professor that prepares students to become teachers, said that teachers have “pressure to achieve on tests.  But they are ignoring a national health risk.”  There have been many research studies that prove the healthier a child is the better they will learn.  These are just proving that there is a relationship between physical activity and academic achievement.  Physical fitness can actually prove that math grades were higher at schools that had higher fitness levels. 

There are many other problems that develop because of obesity.  Obesity is influenced by inactivity and poor diet.  The Center for Disease Control and Prevention said, “Physical inactivity increases the risk of dying prematurely, dying of heart disease, and developing diabetes, colon cancer, and high blood pressure.”  Learning to be physically fit and active at a young age, preferably elementary school is really important.  When a child is trying to incorporate motor skills needed to participate in physical activity they are developing a self-esteem that may stay with them for the rest of their life.  So having as many opportunities for play and physical education at young age is really significant.  The facts show that physical activity declines as age increases.  The CDC also stated that a child that is overweight is more likely to be overweight as an adult.  This puts them at many health risks, similar to the ones stated above.  With heart disease being the number one cause for death in the United States, I think that is enough importance to get our youth in shape and out of obesity.  Not only that, but now adolescents are rapidly being diagnosed with diabetes II, which used to only be a problem in adults.  

Principal Amy Stevens has even made a strategy to her recess allowance to before lunch so the students don’t skip out or eat to fast to get out to recess. That just shows how important play is to even the students.  She even said, “If we could give these kids more time, we would” (Schachter).  But as a principal could she not influence her teacher to interact more physical activities into the classroom and learning environments?  This reminds me of the saying, “all-work-no-play”.  This doesn’t seem right because the studies show that after a few minutes of physical activity, students are more “focused, less fidgety and less disruptive” (Tyre).  

Schools can easily become a solution to this childhood obesity epidemic.  They can start by increasing recess and physical education or at least do the recommendations.  According to the CDC, elementary students are supposed to get 150 minutes per week.  Many educational faculty, like Marybell Avery, a curriculum specialist for health and education, have seen a rise in overweight students because like Avery, her school district has cut the time for physical activity in elementary and middle schools by half (Schacter).  

School legislatures should rethink curriculum and make physical education just as much of a priority as other core subjects. This would allow adequate funding, eliminating the problems like poor facilities and equipment.  A growth in funding would also increase the availability to hire a qualified, full-time physical education teacher.  Funding would also provide more equipment to help the students learn a wide variety of skills.  These skills are really important because it could make the difference for their future.  

Developing a healthy body is really important to improving learning.  Kathleen Vail, a senior writer for American School Board Journal, said that according to a study completed by the California Department of Education, found that physically fit students scored higher than their unfit peers. This resulted in a direct correlation between the health of the body and the strength of learning (Vail).  I think this leads to the conclusion that physical education should not be extracurricular but a vital component to academic success.  

There are many activities that can be done that include core curriculum.  These activities would be left for the teacher to plan and include in their classroom.  Many games can be reinvented and include the learning objectives.  This can help increase testing scores with knowledge but also physical activity has proven to increase test scores.  There are also federal grants that school districts can apply for the help funding for physical education.  They are called PEP (Physical Education Program) grants that help build facilities that offer physical activity opportunities and also safe environments.  These grants help many inner-city schools get facilities built to accommodate their location and safety.  Not only inner city but also many schools apply because they want a climate controlled building for year round activity.  I think that these grants are great ideas.  Magner even told me that the local schools in Rowan County are currently applying.  

There are some sources that our school systems are not responsible for our children becoming obese.  Some schools have made the school days shorter thinking that gives students more of a break away from the academics.  They leave the responsibility to the child to participate in physical activities outside.  The children of today are very sedentary compared to the past.  They are more likely to watch TV or play video games or spend hours on the computer.  Not only are those things keeping them indoors, there are many “safety issues” that keep children from walking to school or playing in their front yard (Schacter).  These are some of the major causes of our childhood obesity epidemic.  The school cannot be responsible for the children after school hours and that is why they need to take responsibility for the children’s future and install more time for recess and physical education.  

My concern over childhood obesity involves the rates that are continually soaring but there are many schools that are cutting back or even eliminating physical education classes and recess time to create time for educational instruction.  This is extremely harmful at the elementary age.  But for any age, taking away opportunity for physical activity may be taking away the things needed to excel in the classroom.  There are many solutions to the complex network of causes of childhood obesity.   The school can take responsibility for their share and provide the adequate amounts of physical activity during the school day.  Recess is an essential component of the total educational experience for elementary age children (Council of Physical Education for Children).  The real importance of physical education is that it is the beginning of a lifetime of skills and habits that can result in a high self-esteem and great physical shape, steering clear from obesity.  
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