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Meet the author

As parents, we have never been under quite so much pressure to keep our children active and healthy. Seldom a week goes by without newspaper reports about the dangers of childhood obesity, or news of routine school health checks that label perfectly healthy and active children ‘overweight’. Amid all this fuss and confusion, it’s hard to know what to do for the best. How do we know if our children are actually overweight? Should we shrug off government warnings and reassure ourselves that they seem happy and healthy enough as they are? After all, don’t all kids spend half their time watching TV and eating junk food? Or should we lay down the law, ban sugary treats and put extra stress on the whole family as we struggle to implement a healthy eating and exercise regimen? The answer, of course, lies somewhere between these two extremes.

Anyone who has tried – and failed – to get fit or lose weight knows that that it’s hard work. But that’s usually because we make it hard work. After all, if quick-fix diets and celebrity workout DVDs really worked, we wouldn’t need to start a new one at least once a year, would we? However, helping your child to get fit is a totally different proposition. No right-thinking parent would encourage their child to drink meal-replacement shakes or eat nothing but cabbage soup. Neither would you encourage them to exercise until they can’t catch their breath and feel dizzy. If you want your child to enjoy exercise and eating healthily, then you need to make it enjoyable. Believe it or not, that really is an achievable goal.

Children learn by example, so if you want to make sure that they are eating a healthy diet and enjoying an active lifestyle, you first need to take a long, hard look at yourself. If you maintain a healthy weight, eat plenty of fruit and vegetables and keep sweet treats to a minimum, then it’s unlikely that your children will have picked up too many bad habits. But if you rely on takeaway meals, snack on junk food and drive everywhere rather than walk, then you can’t be surprised if your kids do the same.

By the same token, if you hated school sports and have spent years struggling with your weight, then there’s a good chance that you have passed on the message to your children that sport is boring and hard work, or that takeaway food and chocolate are tastier and more fun than home-cooked meals. I know that I have been guilty of all of this myself; I hated school sports and was always the last to be picked for games. Twenty years later I still dread team sports to the extent that I refuse to play rounders in the park or volleyball on the beach. But I enjoyed dance classes from the age of five – and it’s dance, aerobics and Pilates that I rely on to keep me fit as an adult. I also realized that I had to knock my post-pregnancy chocolate muffin habit on the head once my daughter was weaned and started to take an interest in what I was eating. I couldn’t very well get away with feeding her banana and carrot sticks when I was eating cakes!

Medical research has proved that lifestyle has a huge impact on our health, so making some effort to eat well and keep fit and active is the best insurance policy for you and your family. That’s not to say that you have to be too strict about it; in fact, you’ll get the best results if the changes you make are so small that your children barely notice the difference. My daughter prefers home-made potato wedges to chips – and she loves vegetables and olives on her pizza. Most of the time she snacks on apples, bananas and breadsticks rather than crisps, but that doesn’t stop us baking – and eating – cookies and fairy cakes. She loves chocolate too, but I buy fun size packs so that I know exactly how much she’s eating. She likes cucumber, but won’t touch lettuce and tomatoes. She’s happy to go out on her scooter, but complains if I try to persuade her to walk to the shops. Rather than making her eat or do something she doesn’t enjoy, I’ve found that it’s much better to focus on what she does like. So we take her scooter to the shops, and we cook banana muffins with honey rather than buying sugary, shop-bought cakes. I introduce new things every once in a while, but if she doesn’t like something, I don’t make a big deal about it and suggest something else instead. This keeps both of our stress levels low, and means she’s much more open to new ideas and experiences as a result.

Admittedly, the earlier you start with this, the easier it is, as it’s much simpler to build good habits than break bad ones. That said, it only takes a little effort to make lasting changes. So don’t get overwhelmed with thoughts of diets and exercise. Instead, focus on your family: what do your kids like to eat? What do they like to do? Don’t try to change your family’s habits overnight – you are far more likely to succeed with a ‘softly, softly’ approach. Most importantly: start today, not tomorrow; serve extra vegetables with dinner tonight, and walk to the shops to buy them. Incorporating these small changes into your daily routine really can help your child – and yourself – to get fit, and this book contains all the information you need to get started.


1: Only got a minute?

Keeping fit and active can help to reduce the risk of developing a range of illnesses, including heart disease and cancer. It can also boost immunity, energy levels and concentration. Experts agree that children are now getting significantly less exercise than previous generations, and this has led to an obesity epidemic as many children now consume more calories than they burn off.

British Medical Association (BMA) guidelines recommend that children should undertake a minimum of 60 minutes’ moderate exercise each day. If your child is not used to exercise, then it’s wise to aim for 30 minutes initially, and gradually increase this until it becomes part of their everyday routine.

It can be difficult to motivate children to get fit, but it helps to think of ways that you can get fit as a family. Walking, cycling, swimming, ball games, in-line skating and horse riding can all be enjoyed by the whole family, many of them at minimal cost.

Some children might need lots of encouragement to get active, particularly if they are unfit, overweight or don’t enjoy school sports. Activities such as dancing, martial arts, skateboarding or water sports might suit them better, or they might prefer a computer dance-mat game or mini trampoline so that they can get fit at home.

Don’t overlook the importance of PE as part of your child’s school curriculum, as being fit can improve their long-term health and happiness. Some children prefer team sports, while others do better with individual activities.

Eating a healthy, balanced diet will give your child more energy and will help them to maintain a healthy weight. Keep an eye on portion sizes, and limit sugary drinks, junk food and sugary snacks. This will help to keep your child fit for life.


5: Only got five minutes?

There are many reasons why children are now less active than ever before. In part, this is because modern life is so much more convenient – we drive rather than walk, watch more TV (which we operate with a remote control), and we are more likely to connect with friends by phone, text or internet than by meeting up – or playing – face to face.

Many parents are now understandably reluctant to let their children play outdoors, in the way that was normal for us as children. A study by Play England has shown that one in four eight- to ten-year-olds have never played outside without an adult – and if children aren’t running around the park or riding their bike, they are probably staying safely at home, sitting on the sofa where their parents can keep an eye on them.

Is my child getting enough exercise?

Doctors recommend that children should be active for a minimum of one hour each day. If your child isn’t getting this much exercise at the moment, then aim for 30 minutes of daily activity and build up from there. If your child isn’t keen on sports, then you might find it helpful to think of ways that you can change their habits, such as walking to school, taking the stairs, or visiting the playground – this will help them to become more active without feeling that they are being forced to exercise.

Family fitness

The most effective way to help your child to get fit is for the whole family to exercise together. This not only sends a message to your child that being active is a routine part of life, but it also encourages you to spend more quality time together – and can even be fun! Most families find it works best to set aside some regular time at the weekend, perhaps on a Sunday – and you can vary the activity you choose according to the weather and your energy levels.

Making fitness fun

If you and/or your child don’t enjoy sports or physical activities, then getting fit can feel like a daunting task. In order to make fitness fun, you need to think carefully about the activities that you and your child enjoy. Some sporty parents try to push their children into playing football or tennis just because they enjoy it. If their child doesn’t have a natural ability, they then feel like a disappointment and a failure – which will only serve to prove that they are ‘not sporty’.

Activities that are not considered to be particularly sporty – especially those that aren’t a part of PE lessons – are more likely to appeal to children who aren’t particularly active. You could try dancing, dressing up and active role play, skateboarding, go-karting, water sports, horse riding, dog walking, indoor play centres, martial arts or trampolining.

School sports

Some parents overlook their child’s performance in PE because they assume that it’s not as important as their academic work. However, children’s participation in – and enjoyment of – PE lessons, can have a great impact on their long-term health and happiness. It can also help them to build and develop important skills such as team building, problem solving, leadership and coordination.

When your child starts school you can help them to improve their skills by practising throwing and catching, running, batting, balancing and kicking. This will help to improve their performance and boost their confidence, particularly if they doubt their own abilities.

Nutrition

Children’s nutritional requirements vary with age, weight and activity levels – so it can be difficult to work out what, and how much, they need to eat. As a general rule, it’s wise to avoid processed junk food, and eat as much fresh produce as possible. That means snacking on fruit instead of chocolate and crisps and serving vegetables or salad with meals.

Remember that young children don’t need to eat as much as adults, so you will need to adjust their portions accordingly. Aim for around two-thirds the size of an adult portion for children under ten; by the time children reach their teens they will usually need to consume more calories than their parents. Provided that your child is eating healthily most of the time, the occasional treat won’t be a problem.


10: Only got ten minutes?

Most young children are naturally energetic and blessed with the boundless energy that leaves most parents exhausted. So why do we need to worry about helping them to get fit?

Media reports about the obesity epidemic warn that we are all getting steadily fatter – and that includes children. If we don’t act now to reverse this trend, experts predict that half of primary school boys and one in five primary school girls could be obese by 2050. This not only jeopardizes their long-term health, but it also means they are more likely to suffer from depression or become victims of bullying.

If you think back to your own childhood, you probably remember playing outside – often without parental supervision – in a way that your own children never do. Children are now more likely to play indoors, on computer games consoles or the internet, than they are to ride bikes or run around outside with their friends. Adults are no different – we have far more sedentary lifestyles than our parents did when we were children, so we can hardly complain when our children expect to be driven to school or prefer to slump on the sofa in front of the television instead of going to the park with their friends. Scientists claim that this change in lifestyle has lead to ‘passive obesity’: we now consume more calories than we burn off, which means that weight gain is inevitable.

Realistic changes

British Medical Association guidelines recommend that children should be active for a minimum of one hour each day. This might sound a lot, but it doesn’t have to be done in all one go. Also, strict diet and exercise plans seldom work for adults, let alone children – so you need to be realistic about your goals and expectations.

Before you start making plans to join sports clubs and classes, it’s best to take a good look at your lifestyle and think about small changes that you can make to your daily routine. For example, if you currently drive your child to school, you could think about walking or cycling – even once or twice each week will make a difference if you don’t have the time to do it every day. If mornings are too hectic, you could think about walking home instead. If you don’t feel that you have the time, then why not get together with a group of other mums, and set up your own ‘walking bus’, taking it in turns to walk a small group of children to school every day. This really is one of the biggest – and cost effective – changes that you can make, so it’s well worth making the effort.

Children who have active parents are six times more likely to be physically active themselves, so it’s down to you to set the tone and show your child that being active is a normal part of life.

Motivating your child

Even if you have been guilty of it in the past, try to avoid labelling your child as ‘lazy’, ‘not sporty’ or a ‘bookworm’ or ‘TV addict’. This will only serve to convince them that sports and activities are not for them, and make them less likely to give them a try in case they fail or look stupid.

Research shows that the main reason that children participate in sports and activities is to have fun; kids aren’t interested in the health benefits of exercise, so telling them that keeping fit will improve their health is no incentive. Instead, you need to think carefully about what your child enjoys, and find an activity that will tie in with some of their existing interests. Tread carefully, because pushing them into doing an activity that they hate will make them even less inclined to try something else.

If you are competitive, try not to put too much focus on winning, as your child will feel like a failure if they don’t measure up. Keep the focus on building confidence: celebrate every achievement, and offer incentives (such as new trainers, sports equipment or a day out with a friend) to encourage your child to practise and develop their skills.

Keeping fit as a family

Studies have shown that children with fit and active parents are more likely to be fit and active themselves, so it’s a good idea to make regular exercise a part of family life. Most of us complain that we don’t have enough family time, so set aside a couple of hours every week to enjoy an activity together. Weekends are likely to be the best time, so schedule a weekly swim, a walk or bike ride. You could even learn a new activity together, such as in-line skating, ice-skating, horse riding or golf.

If time is tight, then think about getting a Wii Fit or electronic dance mat. Practice for just 30 minutes each evening and you’ll have fun together as you get fit.

School sports

Children who don’t do well in PE often develop a negative attitude towards sports and activities that stays with them for life. For this reason, it’s important to encourage your child to do their best and devote time and energy to developing and practising the skills that will help them to succeed.

School PE provision has undergone many changes in recent years, and some schools now offer a choice of at least 15 different activities. This means that your child should be able to find something that they enjoy, that they can participate in for the recommended two hours of school sports per week.

Helping your child with school sports

There are many simple but effective ways that you can help your child to improve their performance and feel more confident about school sports.

 


	Encourage your child to run as much as possible – perhaps by racing them to a nearby landmark.

	Throwing and catching are important skills to master, and many young children need help to get the hang of it. Practise with a soft, light ball that fits easily into your child’s hand; start close together and move further apart as their skills improve.

	Use a small, lightweight bat and bouncy ball to teach your child how to bat. When they have mastered this, challenge them to see how many times they can hit the ball.

	Most children find it easy to kick a ball, but you can help them to kick over greater distances and improve their aim by practising with a target. So help them to build a goalpost, or draw one on a wall.

	Challenge your child to stand on one leg and balance for as long as they can, balance along a low wall or hop on one leg.

	Encourage your child to practise handstands, cartwheels and forward rolls to improve their flexibility.

	Play a range of different games with your child – better still, get a group of parents and children together for a regular practice.



Nutrition

You don’t need to be a gourmet chef to cook healthy meals for your family – and it doesn’t need to be expensive or time-consuming either. Preparing home-cooked meals can actually save you money – and if you batch cook and freeze extra portions, it can save you time too.

Aim for three meals and two snacks each day, making sure that your family enjoys five portions of fruit and vegetables, and a good variety of foods from each of these food groups: protein, carbohydrate and dairy. It’s wise to limit the amount of fat in your family’s diet, so opt for skimmed or semi-skimmed milk, reduced fat cheese and yoghurt, and lean cuts of meat.

Until they reach their teens, most children need half to two-thirds of an adult-sized portion, depending on their size and activity levels. Limiting processed foods will automatically reduce the amount of salt and ‘bad fats’ in your child’s diet, so consider replacing takeaways and ready meals with home-made versions. Home-made burgers, pizza, breaded chicken strips and oven-baked potato wedges are just as good – usually much tastier – than the supermarket versions, and are a healthier way to cater for fussy eaters.

Eat together as a family as often as you can, as this will help your child to develop good habits, encourage them to try new foods and stop them from overeating or eating too fast. Just making these small changes can make a real difference to your child’s health and weight – so don’t wait for tomorrow, start today!


Introduction

If you are reading this book there is a good chance that you are worried that your child isn’t getting enough exercise and you have decided that it’s time to do something about it. So congratulations for taking the first step towards improving your family’s health and fitness!

As a parent, you want to give your child the best start in life and the good news is that it’s never too early – or too late – to make positive changes. In fact, there has never been a better time to focus on physical activity, as alarming reports about the increase in childhood obesity will hopefully provide all the motivation you need.

Research from the International Obesity Taskforce reveals that, in the UK, childhood obesity has tripled since 1995. Worryingly, this trend looks set to continue. The government-commissioned Foresight Report predicts that, unless we act now, half of primary school boys and one in five primary school girls could be obese by 2050. This has very serious consequences, as overweight and obese children are at increased risk of a range of serious health issues including diabetes, heart disease and cancer and are also more likely to suffer from depression, low self-esteem or become victims of bullying.

It’s tempting to dismiss these reports as scaremongering, but the dangers are very real and experts agree that it’s important to make changes now to avoid a potential health crisis. However, it’s not all doom and gloom as fortunately there are lots of things you can do to protect your child’s health.

Obviously, ensuring that children eat a healthy, balanced diet goes some way to addressing the problem. However, doctors and scientists agree that what children really need is more exercise.

As a society we have become increasingly sedentary and, for most of us, taking exercise is no longer a part of day-to-day life. Where previous generations of children were expected to walk to and from school, play outside every day or take part in organized sports, it has become the norm for children to be driven to the school gates and spend most of their free time playing computer games or watching TV. As a result, children are routinely consuming more calories than they are burning off through exercise – and gaining weight as a result.

Unsurprisingly, experts agree that it falls to parents to set a good example, but we all know that this is often easier said than done. As our working hours increase and our precious leisure time shrinks, most of us find it hard to make the extra time to walk our children to school, walk to the shops rather than taking the car, or visit the local leisure centre for a swim.

Of course, it’s even harder to motivate our children if we don’t take enough exercise ourselves. For this reason it’s helpful to commit to change your habits as a family because it’s unfair to expect your child to eat healthily and stay active when they see you snacking on junk food, lounging on the sofa and taking little or no exercise!

Studies have shown that the habits children pick up in their early years will determine their behaviour for the rest of their lives – so if they are overweight and inactive throughout their childhood they are likely to stay that way. But even if your child is within the normal weight range, it’s still important to make sure they stay active.

If you need any more incentive, research has shown that regular exercise can aid restful sleep, boost concentration and improve energy levels – benefits that the whole family can enjoy!

Although it’s relatively easy to convince parents that their children need to take regular exercise, it’s quite a different matter to persuade a child to turn off the TV and get active. However, this book isn’t about making your child follow a punishing exercise regime or pushing them outdoors to exercise whatever the weather. All children are different and there really is no one-size-fits-all approach to fitness.

If you really want to help your child get fit it’s vital to identify an activity that your child enjoys. After all, we all know that if exercise feels like a chore, it’s impossible to commit to long-term changes. Sooner or later those good intentions will fall by the wayside and you will easily slip back into bad habits. Instead, this book will help you implement gradual changes, so that keeping fit and active simply becomes a way of life.

In the following chapters you will learn why it’s important for your child to be active and how to determine the amount of exercise they need. You will also find helpful tips and suggestions on how to increase your child’s activity levels gradually, along with suggestions for fun family activities and outings.

Parents of young children will learn how to take advantage of their toddler’s boundless energy, along with suggestions for fun games and activities for children who are either too young to take part in organized sports or are not interested in typically ‘sporty’ pursuits.

From Chapter 6 onwards you will find information on school sports and how to boost your child’s confidence and improve their skills. You will then find information on both team sports and individual activities, along with guidelines for finding suitable clubs or coaching facilities and advice on how best to support and encourage your child.

Parents who have specific concerns about a range of practical issues including bullying, competitiveness and safety will find useful help and advice in Chapter 9, alongside information for parents whose children suffer from asthma or have disabilities.

The final chapters of the book are aimed at parents who are worried that their child is overweight or not eating a balanced diet. Here you will find advice on nutrition that will not only help with weight management, but also identify the foods your child should be eating for optimum energy.

Once you have read the first two or three chapters, this book is designed so that you can dip in and out and easily find the information that is most relevant to your child’s situation and needs. You will find plenty of straightforward, practical advice that will help you to make the right decisions for your child, regardless of your own experience of, or interest in, a range of sports and activities.

If you are worried that you don’t know what your child should be doing, how long they should be doing it for, or are struggling to overcome your child’s resistance to exercise, then you will find plenty of real-life case studies, some of which are certain to be relevant to your own circumstances. These should give you some idea of how to overcome the most common problems that you may be facing and will hopefully prove to you that it’s worth the effort to continue!

Making any kind of change can be daunting, and it would be unrealistic to assume that it will be plain sailing. But making the decision to get your family active will not only benefit your health but will also increase the amount of quality time you spend together – and will give you much more energy to cope with the stresses and strains of your busy lifestyle.

Remember, even simple lifestyle changes such as walking to the shops can make a difference. Every little helps, so make some small changes today and set the foundations for a healthy and active future.

If your family is new to exercise or you have any health concerns, it’s advisable to check with your GP before you begin a fitness programme or healthy eating regime. Bear in mind that the medical advice offered in this book is a guideline only, and is no substitute for proper medical advice or supervision.


1

Getting fit

In this chapter you will learn:


	why it’s important for your child to maintain a healthy weight

	why it’s important to be fit and active

	how much exercise your child needs.



Why it’s important to be active

As adults, we tend to associate fitness with a demanding new regime, fashionable fads made popular by celebrities, and expensive hobbies such as skiing. The rewards, as we see them, are often unrealistic – we aim for fast weight-loss, and the sort of defined muscle tone that means we’ll look great on the beach. More often than not, our plans to ‘get fit’ begin in January and are forgotten by February, by which time we’ve become fed up and disillusioned because there’s still no sign of that elusive six-pack.

So if you’re going to make the effort to motivate your child – and your family as a whole – to become more active, then it’s important to start with a fresh approach that you can maintain long term. Yes, keeping fit should have a noticeable effect upon the way you look, but there are many more valuable benefits for the entire family that could significantly improve both the quality and the length of your lives.

Keeping fit and active can:

 


	help to prevent or control diabetes

	reduce the risk of developing heart disease

	reduce the risk of cancer

	increase energy levels

	promote restful sleep

	boost the immune system

	increase self-confidence

	relieve depression

	help to maintain a healthy weight

	improve bone density and protect against osteoporosis

	improve concentration

	reduce stress.



If you are not convinced that you can find the time or energy to take more exercise, then consider how the benefits listed above could transform your day-to-day life. Regular exercise will boost your immune system so that you and your family will be less susceptible to common ailments such as colds, flu and tummy bugs. Your child will be more likely to sleep well at night – which means that you stand









	




What is fitness?









THE BASIC ELEMENTS











The obesity epidemic
















	The World Health Organization claims that over 1 billion people worldwide are overweight, and at least 300 million are obese.

	The UK population has grown steadily fatter: 23 per cent of the population is now obese – three times as many as in 1980.

	According to the International Obesity Taskforce, worldwide more than 22 million children under the age of five are severely overweight, as are 155 million school-age children.

	According to US Centers for Disease Control and Prevention data, about 15 per cent of US children and adolescents are obese.

	The BMA Childhood Obesity Report (2005) revealed that in the UK, approximately 1 million children under the age of 16 are obese.

	New research from the Johns Hopkins Bloomberg School of Public Health, the Agency for Healthcare Research and Quality, and the University of Pennsylvania School of Medicine, predicts that 86 per cent of US adults will be overweight or obese by 2030.

	Research from London Metropolitan University has shown that British schoolchildren are typically one stone (6.35 kg) heavier than they were in 1977 – and the typical waist measurement has increased by 8–10 cm.

	Research from the Institute of Child Health at University College London and the Institute of Education, University of London has revealed that almost one-quarter of three-year-olds living in the UK are overweight or obese.

	In the US, 10 per cent of two- to five-year-olds, and 15 per cent of children between the ages of 6 and 19 are already overweight. And one in three children is heavy enough to be considered at risk of developing a weight-related problem.





PASSIVE OBESITY












	






	




How much exercise?



QUIZ: DOES YOUR CHILD NEED MORE EXERCISE?





	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	













	









	Being overweight puts your child at risk of a range of health problems, and overweight children are more likely to become victims of bullying.



	Experts say that our children are becoming obese as a result of ‘passive obesity’. This means that they are not active enough to burn off all the calories they consume.



	Helping your child to get fit can benefit their lives in many different ways. Regular exercise will boost their energy, improve their concentration and help them to sleep better.



	The only way to become fit is to take part in regular activity that causes your body to burn more calories than if you were standing still.



	Your child should take part in a range of activities that help them to build strength, endurance and flexibility. A trip to the playground can cover all three aspects.



	BMA guidelines recommend that children should undertake a minimum of 60 minutes of moderate activity every day. This does not have to be done all in one go but can be broken up into chunks.



	If your child is not used to taking exercise, aim for 30 minutes of exercise each day, and increase this over time.



	Don’t assume that your child is getting all the exercise they need at school – many children receive less than two hours of PE each week.



	Running, jumping, dance, gymnastics and playground games such as climbing and swinging are all good exercise for children.



	Participating in sports teaches your child about motivation, commitment, discipline, respect, responsibility and how to follow rules.
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