PE4life Background 

The Issue

“Children today have a shorter life expectancy than their parents for the first time in 100 years.”

--Dr. William J. Klish, professor of pediatrics, Baylor College of Medicine

We’re in the middle of a childhood obesity epidemic and the health implications for our children are chilling.  Since 1970, the percentage of kids who are overweight or obese has more than tripled. In the 1970s, the percentage of overweight or obese kids was 4 percent of the population. This number has jumped to more than 15 percent.  Moreover, overweight kids have an estimated 70-80 percent chance of becoming obese adults.

Almost 65 percent of adults in the United States are either overweight or obese.  That’s a sad statistic but what’s worse is that our children are on pace to be significantly fatter than today’s adults by the time they reach adulthood.

The health implications are daunting.  Diabetes in 30-year-olds has risen 70 percent in the past decade.  Until recently, type 2 diabetes was considered an adult disease.  However, in recent years, the incidence of this disease has increased dramatically in children and adolescents.  In one study, the number of children and adolescents at Texas Children’s Hospital with type 2 diabetes soared from approximately one percent in 1982 to nearly 27 percent in 2002.

“One in every three U.S. children born after 2000 will become diabetic unless many more people start eating less and exercising more,” according to Dr. K.M. Venkat Narayan, a diabetes epidemiologist for the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC).

Complications of diabetes include heart disease, as well as kidney, eye and nerve problems.  Overweight youth are also more prone to high blood pressure, high cholesterol, asthma and other significant health problems.

The Cause

“Children and teenagers today suffer from a lack of exercise.  I would rather write a prescription for PE to combat this problem.  Kids are too sedentary.”


--Dr. Norman Spack, Children’s Hospital Boston

A variety of socio-cultural developments over the past 25 years have combined to discourage a physically active lifestyle.  In essence, our children are increasingly growing up in a culture that makes it easy to be sedentary.

The problem starts with toddlers, who are much less physically active than 15-20 years ago, according to researchers.  The problem intensifies as children get older and enter their teen years.  New technologies have allowed kids to be less active.  New media (DVDs, computer games, cable and satellite television, etc.) have made sedentary activities more attractive.

In addition, safety concerns have resulted in parents restricting outside playtime for children, even in their own yards.  For similar reasons, very few kids walk or bike to schools these days.  Even school intramural sports programs are going the way of the dinosaur. Thus, children are moving less in every aspect of their lives.

Despite the increasingly inactive state of our young people, school districts across the country have devalued physical education.  The number of PE classes in our schools has been steadily dropping over the same period that childhood obesity rates have been increasing.  Research from the CDC indicates that less than 10 percent of students attend physical education classes on a daily basis.

One of the factors contributing to the decline in physical education is the academic pressure resulting from No Child Left Behind legislation and related state-sponsored academic achievement assessments.  As a result, school board members, administrators and parents have pushed for more time in the classroom and less time in the gym.  This is the common practice despite the growing mound of evidence that fit kids perform better academically (See “The Evidence” below).

The Solution

Once one peruses the growing collection of data on our nation’s childhood obesity epidemic and the overall decline in kids’ fitness levels, the inescapable conclusion is that children need more physical activity, along with the health and wellness knowledge to make physical fitness part of their lifestyle.  To that end, there is strong evidence that quality daily physical education is the most effective and efficient way this country can positively impact the short and long-term health of our children.  Our society in general, and our children in particular, could benefit greatly from the benefits of health-and-wellness-based physical education programs on a daily basis.  Research has shown that high quality physical education programs result in improved physical fitness levels, enhanced academic performance, and a reduction in discipline issues.

The PE4life Philosophy

“As a professional physical educator, nothing fulfills me more than seeing young students figuring out that one doesn’t have to be a sports star to be a healthy, active self-assured person.”


--Tim McCord, PE4life Academy Director, Titusville, PA

PE4life is a non-profit organization determined to make quality, health-and-wellness-based physical education a reality in our schools on a daily basis.  PE4life sees three key problems with our nation’s current physical education system:  1) The dramatic decline in the number of students taking physical education classes on a daily basis; 2) The continued emphasis on the “sports model” of physical education that overemphasizes team sports skill development and participation at the expense of health and wellness education and lifelong physical activity skill development and participation; and 3) Grading students based on skills and innate athletic abilities versus effort and progress toward individual goals.      

To combat these three key problems, the PE4life program is about getting kids active now and instilling the lifetime benefits of health and wellness.  It’s about enabling each student to maintain a physically active lifestyle forever.  It means emphasizing fitness and well-being, not athleticism.  The PE4life program eliminates practices that humiliate students and it assesses students on their progress in reaching personal physical activity and fitness goals.  PE4life exposes kids to the fun and long-term benefits of movement – it’s that simple. The PE4life mission statement supports these ideals.  

· PE4life Mission -- To develop a country of active, healthy children and youth by increasing access to quality physical education solutions.  PE4life acts as an advocate, a catalyst for change, and a resource developer to inspire, educate, and empower stakeholders to promote physically active lifestyles for children and youth through quality physical education programs.

Phil Lawler, a veteran physical education teacher and coach, and now PE4life director of instruction, saw the light after a long school day about 10 years ago.

“In the old days, we said, ‘let’s run a mile, and if you can’t run a mile under eight minutes, you’re a failure.’  How many people in this country were turned off to exercise by those standards?  I put a heart rate monitor on a young lady, and based on her 13.5-minute mile, she was a failure.  But when I downloaded her heart rate monitor, her average heart rate was 187.  By just my observation she wasn’t doing anything, but in reality, she was working too hard.  Now with this technology, we won’t make that mistake again.  We will personalize it and we’ll give kids credit for what they do,” said Lawler.

The Evidence

"Attending the PE4life Academy certainly raised the bar for us. I've never seen children so excited about coming to P.E. class. What is going on with physical education in [the P.E.4LIFE Academy] should be happening in every school in America." 
     --Pollia Griffin, Assistant Superintendent, Madison County School District, Flora, MS
The PE4life philosophy is working and there is data to prove it.  Research studies show that children in PE4life programs are reaping the benefits in several areas, including physical fitness, academic performance and discipline issues.

· Physical Fitness
“You will end up saving more lives through your profession as a physical education instructor than I will ever be able to do as a physician.  Please make physical education teachers throughout the country aware of the immense effects their efforts can have in developing a healthier population.”

--Dr. Michael Kretz, 25-year practicing physician, Hudson, WI

The Fitnessgram test, which evaluates students in six fitness-related categories, was used to compare the physical fitness levels of 9th grade students in Naperville, IL (home of a PE4life Academy) with their 9th grade, non-PE4life counterparts in California.  In all six categories, the Naperville students far out-paced their peers in California.  In the two most significant categories, “aerobic capacity” and “body composition,” the results were significantly in favor of the Naperville kids.  For example, of the 1,500 freshmen in Naperville, only 3% were found to be overweight or obese.  On the other hand, 32% of their 9th grade counterparts in California were overweight or obese.

Additionally, fourth and fifth graders at Woodland Elementary School in Kansas City Missouri showed dramatic improvement across the Fitnessgram’s six health and fitness indicators just one year after starting a PE4life program.  For example, cardiovascular fitness improved 207% and strength 433%. 
· Academic Performance
The greatest fallacy in American education today is that dropping physical education (PE) will improve academic performance. Not only does exercise improve blood flow and immediately elevate the neurotransmitters driving our mood and focus, it acts like Miracle-Gro for the brain.


--Dr. John Ratey, Harvard brain research specialist  

Evidence from school classrooms regarding exercise and academic performance is encouraging.  For example, a 2002 California Department of Education study found a direct correlation between higher levels of physical fitness and higher academic test scores among 5th and 9th graders.  The study was replicated in 2004 with very similar results.  Delaine Eastin, California State Superintendent of Public Instruction said, “We now have the proof we’ve been looking for:  students achieve best when they are physically fit.”

High school students at the Naperville, IL PE4life Academy that took a fitness-based physical education course, in addition to a literacy class, improved their reading and comprehension scores by 1.4 years on a grade-level equivalency scale, nearly a 50% greater improvement than students who took the literacy class alone.

Students in the Naperville program took part in a special P.E. class held before regular school hours called “Zero Hour PE.”  The daily physical education program consisted of three days of cardio workouts and two days of interactive fitness activities that integrated vocabulary training.  The students in the program used heart rate monitors in order to work at a 75%-85% heart rate level, which is the training heart rate zone.  The literacy class used in the study taught reading, organization and study skills. 

This isn’t simply a case of a few isolated studies.  Today, brain science is catching up with the old adage of a “sound mind in a sound body.”  As neuroscientist Fred Gage of the Salk Institute in La Jolla, California has said, “Different people from different labs are finding the same thing: evidence of an increase in cognitive capacity with exercise.”

· Discipline Issues
“We are thrilled about our partnership with PE4life.  The changes we’ve seen since launching the PE4life Academy have been nothing short of incredible.  Kids are more focused in the classroom, discipline rates are down significantly, and kids are healthier.  We couldn’t be more pleased.”


--Craig Rupert, principal, Woodland Elementary, Kansas City, MO

For the third straight semester since launching their PE4life Academy, Woodland Elementary in the Kansas City Missouri School District (KCMSD) has had a reduction in discipline issues.

For the first semester of the 2006-’07 school year, out-of school suspensions, due to disciplinary problems, dropped 21%.  That followed a 67% drop among the school’s students during the two semesters that made up the 2005-’06 school year, the first year that PE4life was operational at Woodland.  

Woodland’s dramatic results followed a significant increase in physical education during the 2005-’06 school year.  Local foundation funding allowed Woodland to establish a PE4life Program on the school’s site.  This resulted in the incorporation of PE4life’s health and wellness philosophy, upgraded facilities, new interactive fitness equipment and assessment technology, and a significant increase in physical education time for students from 50 minutes per week to 225 minutes per week.







