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SchoadsConduaveto
Physcal Adtivity

edlth education and physica
education undoubtedly condtitute the

most powerful factorsin the school
environment that influence student physical
activity behaviours. Beyond these factors,
however, Wechder and colleagues identified
four less obvious environmenta influenceson
physical activity at school: recess periods,
intramural sports, physical activity facilities,
and psychosocia support for physical activity.

Recess Periods
Recess periods are meant to complement

physical education, not subgtituteit. They
promote physical activity by smply getting
children outdoors. Indeed, research shows that
young children who spend more time out-
doors tend to be more active. Children are not
active throughout the entire recess, however:
studies show that they engagein physical
activity for about 48-60% of recess, and in
vigorous activity for only 21% of recess.

Children have been shown to be more
active at recesswhen trained playground
supervisorsimplemented agamesinterven-
tion. Yet it iswhen recess play iseft unstruc-
tured that students are more likely to develop
socid skills such as negotiating, cooperating,
and resolving conflicts.

Inlight of these findings, schools might
boost physical activity during recess by
« having staff encourage students to be active;

* providing students with space, facilities,
equipment, and suppliesthat are appropriate
for their age and meet safety standards;

* providing organized physica activity for
those students who want it and supervise
unstructured play to enforce safety rules and
prevent aggressive behaviour,

Intramural Sports _
Unlike interscholastic sports, which empha-

Size competition and winning, intramura
sports emphasize participation and enjoyment
without pressure and can be offered to Su-
dentswith awide range of abilities.

Intramural sports may be beneficial for boys
and girlswho lack the skills or confidence to
play interscholastic sports or who didlike com-
petitive sports altogether. They provide oppor-
tunities to practice skills taught in physical
education courses and can be integrated with
before- or after-school programsto interface
with child care.

When seiting up intramural programs,
ensure that

+ students have a choice of activities;

* every student can participate regardless of
ability;

* students have the opportunity to beinvolved
in planning, organizing, and administering
the programs.

Supportive Facilities

Children are more likely to be active when
they have accessto avariety of convenient,
safe play spaces and facilities and to sports
and exercise equipment. Schools can increase
accessto their facilities and grounds before,
during, and after the school day, on weekends,
and during summer and other vacations.

Psychosocial Support

The school psychosocia environment can
support active choices by helping to define
accepted norms. Norms are shaped in part by
the types of physical activity programs
offered, and in part by the messages students
recaive from school officials about the impor-
tance of physical activity. Students receive
messages through:

» Policies Enacting school policies on phys-
ca activity shows commitment, provides
guidance and direction for school saff, and
helps to establish normative behaviour. One
such policy might dissuade teachersfrom
using physical activity to punish students for
misbehaviour, encouraging them to resort to
other disciplinary Strategies.

* Administrative support School administra-
tors can provide psychosocia support
through simple gestures such as periodically
attending recess periods in the schoolyard,
honoring studentsin the intramural program,
including news about physical activity inthe
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school newdletter and in presentations at
parent or staff meetings, and getting
involved in aschool health council.

* Role modeling by staff Because they spend
agreat ded of timewith sudents and have
considerableinfluence over them, school
staff can be powerful role models. Schools
can makeit eesier for staff to become phys-
cal activity role models by sponsoring hedlth
promoation programs for them.

* Cues Cuesare stimuli that trigger physica
activity behaviour by either suggesting the
performance of anew behaviour or remind-
ing studentsto make active choices.

* [ ncentives Rewards such as sports water
bottles can be given to students for meeting
specific physical activity goals.

The Casefor Environmental Change
The authors caution that it is unrealistic to

expect just oneor al of these four environ-
mental influencesto produce major improve-
mentsin student physical activity behaviours
without the support of familiesand other
important community-based congtituencies.
The fitnessindustry, community-based pro-
grams, government agencies, and the mass
mediamust aso contribute to changing a cul-
ture that pushes children toward sedentary

lifestyles.
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