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Keeping kids active over Christmas

During the festive season most of us look forward to having a rest, treating
ourselves to some delicious food and generally making merry. But while it's
nice to give ourselves a break once in a while, two weeks of inactivity can
really take its toll on our fitness. And for children, staying active is
particularly important.

The importance of being active

Most of us are aware that the UK is in the grip of an obesity crisis. Recent
data gathered by the ‘Child Measurement Programme’ discovered that
20.1% of year 6 pupils (aged 10-11 years) are obese and a further 14.2% are
overweight.

Even if weight is not a concern, regular exercise has a significant impact on
our mental health - helping us to feel more positive. Children’'s mental
health is also an area of concern: a survey in 2017 revealed that over 11% of
5- to 15-year-olds meet the criteria for one or two mental disorders and this
number may have increased as a result of the stress experienced by many
of us in 2020.

Exercise has been proven to improve mood and reduce the severity of the
symptoms of conditions such as anxiety and depression - so there’s even
more reason to keep kids moving.
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Two weeks is a long time

Two weeks of relaxing and forgoing our usual exercise routine may sound
harmless. But if children are sedentary for even that relatively short period
of time, their fitness can deteriorate quite rapidly. "Fitness significantly
decreases over the school holidays for many children,” agrees Daniel
Lavipour, Head Coach at Performance Ready, who regularly works with
children and schools. "And this can have longer-term implications. If your
fitness drops, you lose your ability to access sports at the same level. You
may then go to try football, for example, and find it that much harder. This
may even lead to a child giving up on a sport altogether.”

Thinking outside the box

It may be more challenging this year. With many activities not available as
usual and with visits from wider family proving impossible, children may not
have others to run around with. But there are many things that your child
can do that will help to keep fitness levels up during this time. Even going on
a family walk will make a significant difference. And if you're unable to leave
home, workouts such as Joe Wicks' PE classes on YouTube are a great way
to keep the kids (and adults) moving!

"Joe Wicks has demonstrated how you can do a ton of things in a small
space in a really engaging way," agrees Lavipour. "And when you look at the
content of his workouts, all the movements are what we call fundamental
movement skills’. They provide the foundation of the movement that
happens in other sports. For example, if you learn to improve your jumping,
you'll be better equipped to jump during football.”

Finding a way to motivate

Just like adults, some children are more naturally motivated to move than
others. It may be that you simply have to provide the time and space for
them to run and play - and keeping their fitness levels up may be achieved
with a daily trip to the park.

However, other children may not feel so keen on exercise and may need

more encouragement to get moving. One way to help children to want to
exercise is by rethinking the way you talk about it.
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"Talking about exercise as something we have to do can be off-putting,”
says Nicky Adams, director of Full of Beans, children’s fitness training
company. ‘Rather than labelling what you're doing as exercise, re-brand it
as something fun. For example, you can say ‘let's go out and have a
treasure hunt’, let's explore' or 'let's play football', rather than looking at
exercise ds a chore you have to do.

"Some children aren't motivated by traditional sport. My advice for those
families would say don't worry about that. It's just important to let them find
ways to move that are fun for them that make them happy,” she adds.

Setting a challenge

Even at the park, some children may need encouragement to use the
equipment in a way that gets their heart rate up. One way of doing this is by
leading them - either joining in, or setting challenges. "See how many bars
they can do on the monkey bars,” says Adams. "Suggest a race. Use chalk
to draw out an obstacle course.”

"We have to find out what drives an individual to exercise and ir's different
for everyone,” agrees Lavipour. ‘Try linking exercise to an interest, a
superhero character or a sports hero - this can be really powerful.”

"If your child loves Minecraft or other computer games, why not suggest
they try acting out the games in real life?" adds Adams.

Rethinking the way you talk to your children about exercise, thinking about
their individual preferences and finding something they will enjoy should
ensure that a break in schooling doesn't lead to a deterioration in fitness.
Plus, getting the whole family active might just add an extra element of fun
to the festive season!

Disclaimer: This article is for information only and should not be used for the
diagnosis or treatment of medical conditions. Egton Medical Information Systems
Limited has used all reasonable care in compiling the information but makes no
warranty as to its accuracy. Consult a doctor or other healthcare professional for
diagnosis and treatment of medical conditions. For details see our conditions.
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