EFL DQ Okay Kids – Get Moving (Feb/March 2006)
[image: image1.wmf]With 15% of children 6 to 19 considered overweight, looking to new and innovative ways to get kids up and moving around is taking on an increasing urgency.

Many experts point to the sedentary habits of kids as partly to blame for weight problems.  Activities like playing computer or video games and watching TV are all pointed at as common villains.

According to Nina Parker-Cohen, Associate Professor of Clinical Psychology Argosy University/Seattle “The economic realities of today include lay-offs and parents working two jobs, meaning longer hours away from home, and leaving kids unsupervised more often.  That means, no one is at home to encourage kids to head outside, exercise, play and be physically active.   “In addition, Parker-Cohen points out that pre-adolescents and adolescents are at a critical time of development, where physical activity provides very important health benefits.”
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So what can a parent do who isn’t able to be home to shoo their kids outside to play?  Some game companies are stepping up to the plate to address these concerns by creating games that not only get kids moving around, but demand activity as part of game play and a winning strategy.

Perhaps the best known of all these games is Dance, Dance Revolution by Konami and Eye Toy by PlayStation.  Toy Quest’s Spiderman 2 Web Action Video Gaming System features an onscreen Spiderman who mirrors a player’s movements using sensors strapped on the wrist and ankles.

For PlayStation 2 game consoles, “Eye Toy: Play 2” comes with a video camera that is easily installed.  The game, according to Wonil Suh, an interactive media design instructor at the Art Institute of New York City, “is comprised of a diverse set of exercises that are designed to be not only healthy but also utterly fun.  In no time you will find your kids and yourself dancing, moving and actually exercising in front of your game console.”

Taking on childhood obesity and other health-related issues has become an ongoing concern in the game industry.  In fact, game manufacturers have responded by developing conferences specifically focused on health-related matters.  Perhaps the best known is Games for Health, an annual conference produced by The Serious Games Initiative (http://www.gamesforhealth.org/.) 

[image: image3.wmf]According to Drew Davidson, Academic Department Director for Interactive Media Design and Game Art & Design at The Art Institute of Pittsburgh “initiatives such as Games for Health are important because they provide a forum for sharing ideas and encouraging discussion around the issues of how games can be used to help promote health.”

Health concerns aside, the bottom line is no one will play the games if they’re not fun.  Says Chris McGhee, academic director of game art & design and interactive media design for The Art Institute of Phoenix, “Companies realize that they must target the kids, because without their enthusiasm, the game will not get much support when parents are making buying decisions.”  And perhaps the best impact of this push to create active games is that “games are becoming more useful in simulating situations that encourage kids to make better decisions,” he adds.”

Some industry experts however are not so sure that game playing in itself needs to take on so much blame for kids who don’t get enough exercise or who are overweight.  Marc Sherrod, academic director of game art & design for The Art Institute of California – San Francisco believes “the bottom line is balance.  Ten hours a day playing games is not healthy, nor is ten hours a day studying or playing sports.” Says Sherrod “it’s balance and guidance that fives youngsters a solid foundation to be successful adults later in life.”

As recent as this past year – Seneca County Cornell Cooperative Extension received a Healthy Lifestyles Grant through National 4-H Council and Kraft Foods.  Through this funding we have expanded our Food, Nutrition and Fitness program efforts.  The Play Station 2 Interactive Games:  Dance, Dance Revolution and Antigrav Eye Toy are two that we have and have been “tested” “approved” and “enjoyed” by youth.  In contrast to this high tech’ resource we also have designed jump rope kits for youth to create their own custom made jump rope – definitely low tech – but high on endurance, fitness and aerobic exercise.  These too have been “tested” “approved” and enjoyed by kids of all ages.  Another available resource is information on The Presidential Active Lifestyle Challenge.  This promotes 6 weeks of daily exercise – logging 60 minutes per day will earn youth an official presidential certificate and badge.

This January and February the CCE 4-H classroom presentation “Fitness Counts” has engages 1st and 2nd graders throughout Seneca County.  For more details contact Seneca County CCE at 315-539-9251.
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