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What Was the Question? 
The increasing number of single-
parent families and families with 
two working parents has resulted 
in an increased reliance on after-
school recreation offerings. While 
after-school programs are ex-
pected to provide many benefits 
to youths, research indicates that 
less than 40 percent of children’s 
time in these programs is spent 
in moderate or vigorous physi-
cal activity. In an effort to increase 
youths’ physical activity levels and 
combat rising levels of childhood 
obesity, researchers have begun to 
investigate strategies to increase 
children’s physical activity during 
existing program times (physi-
cal education class, after-school 
programs, summer recreation 
settings). According to West and 
Shores (2008), systematic attention 
to the structure and design of rec-
reation programs is an important 
first step toward identifying best 
practices in youth activity promo-
tion during recreation times. 

What Was Done? 
Predominantly low-income chil-
dren in first, third, fourth, and fifth 
grades (n = 74) participated in 
four days of structured recreation 
activities using basketball in a 
gym setting. Activity levels were 
compared across four facilitation 
techniques: (1) skills-and-drills, 
(2) scrimmage, (3) free play, and 
(4) modeled play. Physical activity 
outcomes were measured using 
Actigraph accelerometers. During 
the skills-and-drills facilitation, 
youths learned and practiced 
basketball skills following the di-
rections of a facilitator. Basketball 
scrimmages consisted of assign-
ing youths to one of four teams 
that then competed with minimal 
facilitator interruption. When 
participating in free play, each 
child was given a basketball and 

instructions that included “today 
is for free play.” No facilitators 
participated with the children dur-
ing free play. Modeled play again 
allowed students to participate in 
“free play,” but four college-age 
men and women participated with 
each class in order to model active 
behavior during the play session.

What Was Found? 
The overall results indicated that 
the children were most active dur-
ing modeled play in the presence 
of college-age role models. When 
participant age, gender, and body 
mass index were considered, age 
and gender were significantly 
related to facilitation style and ac-
tivity outcomes, while body mass 
index was not related. Boys were 
more active than girls, and older 
children were more active than 
younger children. Specific to facili-
tation style, boys were more active 
during free play and modeled-play 
periods than during skills-and-drills 
or scrimmages, whereas girls had 
equal levels of activity in all facilita-
tion settings. Although children of 
all ages were most active in free 
play and modeled-play settings, 
younger boys and girls were least 
active during scrimmage sessions.

What Does the Study Mean? 
In light of increasing childhood 
obesity rates and families’ reli-
ance on after-school recreation 
programming, recreation leaders 
are in a position to make a posi-
tive difference in youths’ lives by 
designing programs to increase 
their daily physical activity levels. 
As such, it is important to under-
stand which methods are most 
effective for this purpose. Based 
on this study, recreation program-
mers are most likely to increase 
the physical activity of young par-
ticipants by providing them with 
sports or fitness equipment and 

allowing them to be active without 
the structure that constrains play 
during organized sports activities. 
Also, pairing younger children 
with play leaders and older role 
models may help to avoid the 
drop in activity levels that was 
observed in this sample after 15 to 
20 minutes of free play. Although 
skills-and-drills and scrimmages 
may serve to teach sport-specific 
abilities, the findings suggest that 
neither of these provides an ideal 
mechanism for physical activity 
promotion among young children. 

While the authors appreciate 
the value of sport-specific skill 
development, they stress the need 
to base programming decisions 
on desired benefits or outcomes. 
To maximize activity levels during 
a minimum number of essential 
skill sessions, they recommend (1) 
teaching only primary activities 
involving gross motor movements 
to young children, (2) providing 
equipment equal to the number of 
participants, and (3) giving direc-
tions in short, more frequent bouts. 
The overall intent of each of these 
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perspective on how the obesity 
epidemic started and has evolved, 
as modern conveniences continue 
to reduce the need and opportu-
nities for physical activity. Some 
of the Amish participants were 
farmers who used horse-drawn 
plows, while others had more 
conventional jobs, such as factory 
work. The participants who were 
most physically active used about 
900 more calories per day than 
those who were not physically 
active. This illustrates the huge dif-
ferences that the changes in daily 
life have made in the amount of 
physical activity that people get 
each day. Although the FTO gene 
probably existed 150 years ago, 
it was not a risk factor for obesity 
because people were much more 
active back then. For this reason, it 
is important to make more oppor-
tunities for daily physical activity.

New Journal Launched
Sports Health, a collaborative 
publication from the American 
Orthopaedic Society for Sports 
Medicine, the American Medical 
Society for Sports Medicine, the 
National Athletic Trainers’ Asso-
ciation, and the Sports Physical 
Therapy Section, launched its first 
issue in January 2009. The premier 
issue of this bimonthly publica-

The guidelines established 
by an AAHPERD-led task force 
in 1979 are divided into two sec-
tions, one for the general physical 
educator and one for the adapted 
physical education specialist. The 
knowledge differences are quite 
extensive, and in no way can 
one three-credit course (or even 
two in my case) provide enough 
background to be considered 
competent in the area of APE. The 
American Association for Physical 
Activity and Recreation has rec-
ommended 12 hours of course-
work focusing on students with 
disabilities, as well as nine hours 
specifically for adapted physical 
education. 

Today, most people work-
ing directly with students with 
special needs (teacher assistants 
and aides) have absolutely no 
experience or training in physical 
education or in the specific needs 
of children with disabilities. It is 
a learn-as-you-go system and I 
cannot tell you how many aides 
have left my gym in tears because 
they felt inadequate. This subject 
is not just about physical educa-
tors, it is about a broken system. 
A system that makes decisions 
based on money rather than need. 
And while physical education con-
tinues to remain on the bottom 
of the priority list in most institu-
tions, the system will continue to 
bump along and do the minimum 
necessary as long as they can get 
away with it. 

With a growing number of stu-
dents with disabilities entering our 
public schools, what we need are 
physical educators who are well 
trained to work with special-needs 
students, as was suggested three 
decades ago. Whether a person is 
hired as a teacher’s assistant or a 
full-time physical educator, the an-
swer is very clear: proper training 
and certification should be man-
dated, and one three-credit course 
is definitely not enough!
—Laura Zavatto, elementary 
physical education teacher, Mid-
dle Country Schools, Selden, NY.
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tion features a wide variety of 
topics including injury prevention 
and management, concussion as-
sessment, the role of automated 
external defibrallators (AEDs) in 
athletics, and the use of fish oil 
in professional football. To learn 
more about this journal, visit 
www.sportshealthjournal.org.

suggestions is to minimize lengthy 
activity lags that undermine the 
benefits of children’s increased 
heart rate. However, the efficacy of 
these recommendations and their 
impact on youth activity levels re-
quires continued research. 
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