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Dedication


For my dear friends Jackie, Janine, and Kimberly, who keep me moving on even the darkest, rainiest days. You’ve helped me discover that a child who grew up believing one should be either smart or athletic can become an adult who is both! 





Introduction



When I began writing The Fitness Fun Busy Book, I thought it would be like the other books in my Busy Book series. I designed those books to help parents and caregivers cope with the demands of toddlers and preschoolers (and their short attention spans); keep kids busy with creative games and activities; and give parents and caregivers simple, straightforward ideas that don’t require major organization or cleanup.


While writing this book, however, I discovered some alarming statistics. In the past thirty years childhood obesity has more than doubled in children, and tripled in adolescents. In 2010 more than one-third of children and adolescents were overweight or obese. And the increase in childhood obesity rates is not just a North American problem. Obesity, diabetes, and heart disease—once thought to be diseases of the wealthy—are spreading to developing countries. Poor diet and inactivity are now global problems.


With the rise in childhood obesity comes a growing awareness of the importance of establishing healthy lifestyle habits early in life. In 2010 First Lady Michelle Obama launched the Let’s Move initiative which is dedicated to solving the challenge of childhood obesity within a generation. At the launch Mrs. Obama stated, “The physical and emotional health of an entire generation and the economic health and security of our nation is at stake.” Other programs, such as the NFL’s Play 60 and Canada’s Bring Back Play, encourage today’s youth to be active for at least sixty minutes a day.


Clearly, this book isn’t just for parents who want ideas on how to channel their overactive children’s energy. Because research has shown that increasing physical activity and fitness levels in early childhood is essential for the health and well-being of the next generation, this book is for parents and caregivers of toddlers and preschoolers of every shape, size, and energy level. Our attitudes toward exercise and fitness take shape early in life, and parents and caregivers of toddlers and preschoolers are in the best position to ensure that children lead healthy, active lifestyles and learn the importance of physical fitness.


In fact, this book may not even make parents’ lives simpler, as I hope my previous books have done. I know that it sometimes seems easier for today’s busy parents and caregivers to let their young ones watch TV, play computer games, or otherwise keep themselves occupied with sedentary activities. But kids need to move! Kids who are active develop physical skills that contribute to cognitive, social, and emotional development. Kids who are active perceive themselves to be competent, and kids who feel good about their physical abilities are more likely to participate in activities necessary to improve health and fitness.


Many parents worry that they’re not qualified to teach their kids physical skills; that unless children are taught to move the “right” way, they’ll be at a disadvantage. Of course that’s not true! Certainly teachers and coaches who wish to teach a particular skill must focus on proper technique, but parents and caregivers don’t need to be experts in order to teach their children the importance of physical activity. Teaching children to enjoy being active is so much more important than knowing the “right” techniques. Keep in mind that kids who are active throughout their preschool years—even without formal training in movement skills—will have an advantage over those who’ve spent a majority of their time doing sedentary activities. I’ve designed the ideas in The Fitness Fun Busy Book with this fact in mind, and I’ve made it easy for you and your child to have fun and be active together.


While the ideas in this book are great for getting adults to be active with their children, they won’t do much to get most adults in shape. If you lead a fairly sedentary life yourself and wonder if you’ve got what it takes to raise an active child, know that it’s never too late to get physically fit. Several years past my fortieth birthday, I discovered the joy of being active. I started out taking long walks and short runs and eventually graduated to five- to ten-mile runs three or four times a week. I recently ran a half marathon, and I hope to have a full marathon under my belt by the time this book is published. I’m not an elite athlete by any stretch of the imagination—just an average middle-age mom who has learned to love the exhilaration of pushing myself beyond what I think I can do.


Some ideas in The Fitness Fun Busy Book appear in other books I’ve written, and I’ve included them to provide the best physical activities and games for young children in one volume. I’ve organized the activities by chapter, but many of them can fit into two or more chapters. For example, many indoor activities make great outdoor activities, and a few seasonal materials can easily turn creative movement activities into indoor holiday games.


The abilities of toddlers and preschoolers vary greatly, so some ideas in this book will be too advanced for a young toddler, while others will be too simple for an older preschooler. Because a child’s development often isn’t related to age, I don’t suggest ages for most of the activities. Choose activities that best meet your child’s capabilities and interests. If a new activity doesn’t go over well, don’t write it off altogether. Try it again later, or vary the activity to make it more meaningful and interesting for your child.


My hope for The Fitness Fun Busy Book is that it’ll help children (and the adults who love them) learn to love physical activity and become fit for life. Whether you already lead an active lifestyle or are just beginning to head in that direction, my wish is that this book will give you the right combination of motivation, information, and ideas to help you raise a child who is healthy, strong, flexible, and on the road to lifelong fitness. If you have any questions or comments about this book, you can e-mail me or write to me in care of Meadowbrook Press. I’d love to hear from you.
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P.S. In recognition of the fact that children do indeed come in both sexes, and in an effort to represent each, the use of masculine and feminine pronouns will alternate with each chapter.





Chapter 1



Get Moving!


Mama exhorted her children at every opportunity to ‘jump at de sun.’ We might not land on the sun, but at least we would get off the ground.


—Zora Neale Hurston


Children are born to move! Watch your toddler for a moment or two, and her boundless energy will amaze you. Whether she’s eating, playing, singing, bathing, or listening to a story or song, she’ll likely be squirming and fidgeting, making sure she’s not missing anything that’s happening around her. While preschoolers usually have slightly longer attention spans, they also have lots of energy, often making their parents wish they’d sit still for a while!


But if children are born to move, why are more and more of them growing up without the proper strength and physical development to take on new learning challenges? Why are our children at risk for serious health problems, such as high cholesterol and high blood pressure, prediabetes, and bone and joint problems? Why are children growing up with social and psychological problems, such as stigmatization and poor self-esteem? Take a look at the increase of overweight and obesity in today’s children and youth: While in the 1970s only about five percent of children and youth were classified as obese, by 2010 that rate had risen to eighteen percent. Today more than one-third of children and adolescents can be considered overweight or obese.


To what can we attribute these alarming statistics? As parents, it’s easy to imagine that our kids are active enough because of our memories of our own active childhoods. But our children’s daily lives are quite different from what ours were as children. Dr. Steve Sanders, Chair of the Department of Health and Physical Education at Tennessee Technological University, believes that the reasons are cultural. In his article, “The Issues: Physically Active for Life,” he writes, “Over the past forty years, our culture has changed dramatically. Once a physically active nation, our society now actually discourages physical activity. Our communities are centered on the automobile, discouraging walking and bicycling by children. Because of concerns about safety, children spend less time outside playing. New technology (TV, computers, hand-held children’s electronic games) conditions young people to be less active.”


In addition, many parents and caregivers want to spend their children’s toddler and preschool years helping them develop the skills that will better prepare them for academics. Parents and caregivers read books and articles for ideas on teaching their children arts and crafts, cooking, music, reading, and more. Even many preschool programs emphasize traditional academics over physical activity. As a result, young children may spend most of their waking hours engaged in activities that require them to sit still for too long or perform such skills as writing the alphabet with pencils before they have the strength and coordination in their hands and fingers to do so correctly. Parents and caregivers need to proactively provide opportunities that strengthen their children’s bodies from the time little ones are very young.


What about kids who are anything but sedentary? Perhaps your child never seems to stop! While she may exhaust you at times, be thankful that she’s active and energetic. She may get all the exercise she needs just from playing around the home, but energy levels don’t necessarily indicate fitness. As Mary Mayesky writes in Creative Activities for Young Children, “Many parents and teachers believe that simply providing children with free play opportunities is all the support children need to grow healthy bodies and develop motor skills. While free play is important, it does not guarantee skill development beyond the minimal performance level.” And in his book Active for Life, Dr. Steve Sanders writes, “Active play, though important, does not by itself ensure that children acquire key physical skills.”


Now, I don’t believe that these professionals’ warnings mean that you must teach your child the “right” techniques for developing physical skills. Rather, I believe they mean that you need to incorporate all kinds of physical activity into your child’s daily life. For example, your child may spend most of her day running around the house and yard, but that won’t help her learn to kick or throw a ball. All children, even energetic ones, need direction to develop a wide range of specific physical skills.


Whether your child is naturally active or needs encouragement to move her feet, incorporating the activities from The Fitness Fun Busy Book into her daily life will help her develop an active lifestyle and acquire the physical skills she needs for her school years and beyond. Physically active children have a greater chance of being healthy for a lifetime, and that’s a goal worth striving for!



Benefits of Physical Activity



Whatever your age, regular exercise improves your quality of life and helps prevent disease. Physical activity also benefits your child in the following ways:


• Regular physical activity improves your child’s general health. Daily activity strengthens her heart and respiratory system and helps maintain healthy bones, muscles, and joints. (No matter how much milk your child drinks, the necessary calcium won’t get into her bones without regular weight-bearing activities like walking, running, or skipping.)


• Regular physical activity improves your child’s appearance. Exercise helps control weight, build lean muscle, reduce fat, promote good posture and balance, and maintain flexibility.


• Physical activity enhances the development of movement skills. Active children develop locomotor skills (running, jumping, skipping, and so on) at younger ages than less-active children, a key factor in successful performance of these skills later on.


• Participation in physical activities enhances self-esteem. Playing active games and doing physical activities fosters enjoyment and satisfaction, increases relaxation, and reinforces a good self-image.


• Being active with others encourages a sense of community. Participating in active games and activities with others helps children meet new friends, as well as develop and strengthen language, social, and problem-solving skills.


• Regular physical activity helps instill a love of movement and exercise. Children who engage regularly in physical activity and find it fun and enjoyable are well on their way to establishing lifelong fitness.



Physical Activity for Toddlers and Preschoolers



Many professionals believe that the amount of time very young children spend in car seats, strollers, and other confining apparatuses delays developmental milestones like rolling over, climbing, and hand-eye coordination. Experts recommend that parents include daily physical activity in their children’s lives starting at birth. But what kind of activity? How much and how often?


Several years ago, the National Association of Sports and Physical Education (NASPE) released physical activity guidelines for infants and toddlers. The association developed the guidelines not only to combat the rising rates of childhood obesity, but also to address the correct physical and cognitive development of infants, toddlers, and preschoolers. The guidelines reflect the best thinking of specialists in motor development, movement, and exercise about the physical activity needs of young children during the first years of life. The NASPE guidelines for toddlers and preschoolers are as follows:


• Toddlers should do at least thirty minutes of structured physical activity each day; preschoolers, at least sixty minutes.


• Toddlers and preschoolers should do at least sixty minutes—and up to several hours—of unstructured physical activity each day, and they shouldn’t be sedentary for more than sixty minutes at a time except when sleeping.


• Toddlers should develop movement skills (for example, jumping in place) that are building blocks for more-complex movement tasks; preschoolers should master movement skills (for example, galloping rhythmically and steadily) that are building blocks for more-complex movement tasks.


• Toddlers and preschoolers should have indoor and outdoor areas that meet or exceed recommended safety standards for performing large-muscle activities.


• Those caring for toddlers and preschoolers are responsible for understanding the importance of physical activity, for providing opportunities for structured and unstructured physical activity, and for promoting movement skills.


You can read the complete NASPE guidelines in the Appendix or on their website at http://www.aahperd.org/naspe/.


In Canada, the Canadian Society for Exercise Physiology (CSEP) and ParticipACTION—a national not-for-profit organization solely dedicated to inspiring and supporting active living and sport participation for Canadians—has taken it a step further. In 2012 Canada’s first-ever stand-alone Canadian Sedentary Guidelines for the Early Years were released. The guidelines state that for healthy growth and development, care-givers should minimize the time young children spend being sedentary during waking hours. Screen time of any sort is not recommended for children under two years. For children two to four years, less than one hour per day is recommended. For more information, see the CSEP guidelines in the Appendix or visit their website at http://www.csep.ca/english/view.asp?x=949.


Do guidelines for structured physical activity, such as those developed by the NASPE, require that toddlers and preschoolers should participate in organized, scheduled exercise sessions? In Kid Fitness, Dr. Kenneth Cooper writes, “Although I’m a great advocate of kid fitness, I’m also a great opponent of rushing very young children into exercises or sports for which they are ill-suited, either physically or emotionally.” For infants, he recommends a safe, nurturing, and minimally structured play environment. Parents should encourage older children (up to age seven) to participate in vigorous aerobic activities, like tag, chase, random running, racing, swimming, cycling, and walking. In addition, jumping rope, climbing trees, and playing on playground equipment are great ways to build muscle strength and stamina.


Simply put, toddlers and preschoolers need to do straightforward, age-appropriate activities every day to help them learn to walk, run, and eventually do all the other movements adults often take for granted. The goal is to make physical activity a part of your child’s daily life—a goal that the commonsense, fun activities in The Fitness Fun Busy Book will help you reach.



A Parent’s or Caregiver’s Role



You may think that children just naturally learn to move, but this isn’t always the case. For example, a baby who spends most of her time in a car seat may not learn to crawl, a toddler who lives in an apartment may not learn to climb stairs, or a preschooler who spends too much time doing sedentary activities may not develop the stamina needed for more-active play. The development of these children probably isn’t delayed for any physical reason; rather, the children’s environment is usually the cause for the delay, which means parents and caregivers play a very important role in helping children learn to move. Jane Clark, a movement specialist at the University of Maryland, says that parents “have to provide that environment that hooks the brain up to the muscles.” Just as we teach children basic health and safety habits, we must also teach them how to develop active, healthy ways to use their bodies.


Here are some simple ways to teach your child that physical activity is important…and fun!


• Be fit and healthy yourself. As the saying goes, attitudes and beliefs are caught more than taught. If your child sees you regularly exercising, running, dancing, and so on, she’ll realize that fitness is an important and enjoyable part of life.


• Be active with your child. Take an interest in her fitness and help her foster an appreciation for an active, healthy lifestyle. Plan activities together. Go for walks; go to the park to swing, climb, and slide; go for bike rides; go swimming; play catch; play tag or run races. Have your child help you garden or do yard work.


• Make physical activity a part of daily life. Emphasize the fun and enjoyment of exercise, but never force your child to do a physical activity or use it as punishment.


• Develop a “long cut” mentality rather than a “shortcut” mentality. Park farther away, take the stairs instead of the elevator, and walk to do your errands or go to a friend’s house. These are just a few easy ways you can incorporate physical activity into your day.


• Help your child develop a positive attitude about exercise. Watch out for negative messages about fitness. Send only positive verbal and nonverbal messages about fitness to your child.


• Limit the amount of time your child watches TV or plays computer or video games. Sedentary activities like these should be the exception, not the rule. Go on short hikes, take bike rides, or do other family activities that will draw your child away from the TV and computer. See Appendix C for CSEP’s Sedentary Behavior Guidelines for the Early Years.


• Encourage healthy eating habits. Physical activity requires proper nutrition. Carrot sticks, apples, crackers, and pretzels are much better snacks than cookies, soda, and chips. You’ll definitely need to model good eating habits, because we know that the behaviors children see most often at home are the ones they’ll likely adopt for life. See the Appendix for more information on healthy eating for preschoolers.
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