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Fun Size Fitness 
Gyms begin to target a new group of clients â€¦ children. 

In 1995, Brandy Cruthird was a girl with a dream. She looked around the community where she grew up and had returned to live after college, and she noticed something missing. Like many urban communities, Cruthird's hometown of Roxbury, Mass., lacked the fitness facilities that most suburban communities enjoy. Cruthird also recognized the need for a pioneer who could help deliver her community from the effects of unhealthy diets and sedentary lifestyles.

Cruthird opened the Body By Brandy fitness center in 1996, but during the next 10 years she began seeing another crisis in her community. Through her work as a physical education teacher in the local school system, she became very aware of the epidemic of childhood obesity. She also witnessed many schools cutting the physical education programs that have been a staple in most schools for years.

"No one was paying attention to the burden this is going to put on the healthcare system and the impact it's having on children's psychological development," Cruthird says. Once again, she knew that she could offer her much-needed skills to the future of her community--the children.

Through her relationship with Blue Cross Blue Shield, which had funded a fitness DVD she created, Cruthird was able to secure partnerships with the United Way, Children's Hospital of Boston and Good Sports, Inc., a regional non-profit organization that distributes sports and fitness equipment in low-income, urban areas. These partnerships funded Body By Brandy 4 Kidz, a gym aimed at teaching school children about nutrition and exercise.

But don't let the kid focus fool you--the gym is not a playground. There are serious strength-training and cardiovascular machines, appearing to be the same as adult gym machines but in miniature.

The equipment, designed by ProMaxima Fitness, at Body By Brandy 4 Kidz is designed especially for children ages seven to 16. Each machine uses resistance training--rather than weight training--to help strengthen muscles and burn calories without the risk of injury. They also feature kickplates for adjusting the seats so the kids do not pinch their fingers.

Josh Kuklak, who runs Fitwize 4 Kids in Carmel, Ind., says that the equipment in his gym, made by Hoist, is also stringently made to be safe for children's use. "You can stick your hands inside the machines when someone's using the kickplate. Even if they let go and let it slam down, there's no way it can pinch you--it's pinch-proof." He also explains that users won't get in over their heads with weight. "There's no way that a kid can get into a predicament where 'oh my gosh, it's too heavy, I have to let it go.'"

Safety is just one extra consideration for gyms that emphasize the use of strength-training and cardiovascular equipment for children. Growing bones require different considerations, as well. For this reason, the machines encourage compound movements, Kuklak says, which reduces force on any one joint. The machines don't allow for isolation exercises.

The concept has been well thought out since the initial popularity of children's gyms. British newspapers tracked the trend in the United Kingdom in 2001, saying that parents were signing children up at these facilities in high numbers as 30 percent of Britain's children were overweight at that time. There are now about 80 children's gyms in Britain.

And the United States is catching up. Children's gyms are making their way into many communities nationwide. Backing the claim of popularity, The Tennessean newspaper reported in May that the number of people under the age of 18 joining gyms has increased 200 percent in the last 15 years nationwide.

Kuklak, who opened his branch in September, says that kids are interested because it gives them an extra option. He says it is important to offer children activity choices to keep them interested. "General play is great and I encourage that," he explains, "And there are a lot of kids that just may not be good at a particular sport so they don't get the exercise that they need. Going to the gym, whether they're doing cardio or strength training, is a great source of getting rid of energy in a constructive way rather than sitting in front of a Nintendo and pushing buttons with their thumbs."

John Rutigliano agrees that activity is best off the television screen. He's the chief operating officer at ProMaxima. Rutigliano believes that youth activities are less accessible because they now revolve around more organized sports and playing fields are often surrounded by fences with locked gates.

"We have to encourage them to develop better habits as children by sending them to after-school programs at fitness centers," Rutigliano says. Rutigliano, who also holds a master's degree in exercise science, feels that being healthy increases children's confidence and self-respect, and "Just because you're not an athlete doesn't mean you can't be healthy." Like Cruthird, Rutigliano believes in the mission of helping kids create good habits that will carry on into adulthood.

The City of Anaheim, Calif., is under the same mission, educating its youth while it provides a venue for working out. The city opened the Youth Fitness Zone in its Downtown Youth Center in 2005, complete with a set of kid-sized Hoist strength-training machines.

Lynn Smith, with the city of Anaheim's Community Services department says that it was important that they city be proactive in opening the Zone. "We felt that our organization would take a stand in helping our young people improve their health through increased physical activity and healthy eating," she says.

The Zone, open to children age six to 17, is supervised by a trainer during working hours. The center pairs its strength training with educational sessions about obesity, nutrition and daily workout routines.

Cruthird, too, knows all about making the strength training experience interactive. She was determined to make the concept of children's fitness work at her gym by integrating fitness into the kids' lifestyles through technology and creative, fun programming. She secured donations of Sony PlayStation Game Bikes, which allow the children to play video games as they pedal, and Dance Dance Revolution game systems, popular fixtures at children's gyms that allow users to compete against each other and build self-confidence as they exercise. Computers in a dedicated computer lab allow children to track their progress and learn about healthy eating while a trampoline, dance studio and boxing ring make exercising fun.

The fun factor fits in well with Cruthird's health philosophy, which includes three important components for helping children become healthy: movement, moderation and motivation. When asked how she motivates the children, Cruthird responds simply that she gives 125 percent. "I make the program exciting for them," she says, "I make them feel the impossible is possible. It's important to be consistent and to be a coach, a friend and a motivator."

She also knows the important role parents play in the process and says that persuading the parents to keep their kids motivated is not as difficult as some think. "I remind them how important it is that the parent should be the role model and that they should set an example," she says.

Cruthird encourages parents to view this as an opportunity to bond with their children by taking a walk or playing with them outside. Many times, she says the kids actually motivate their parents to become healthier, which helps Cruthird work toward her larger goal of creating a complete healthy family environment. After all, she originally got into this business to improve the health of her whole community.

Even though the kids program just began in May, Cruthird already counts many successes, like Crystal Bonner's eight-year-old daughter, Chakara. After only two months, Bonner has witnessed a huge change Chakara, who loves going to Body By Brandy and never misses a day. "She is more active, she eats better, and she loves to work out," says Bonner.

But she has also noticed another, perhaps equally important change. "She's more outgoing now," Bonner says. "She's usually very shy, but I've noticed her self-esteem has improved."

Cruthird wants all kids in her area to have the kind of fitness opportunities that Chakara has. Cruthird is setting an example by partnering with the nonprofit group Fitness in the City to offer children who are medically challenged a comprehensive fitness program twice a week at Body By Brandy 4 Kidz at no cost.

Doctors from Children's Hospital and seven other community health centers prescribe children in danger of developing what are usually thought of as "adult" health problems like high blood pressure and diabetes to participate in exercise and health education programs at Body By Brandy 4 Kidz. Every 12 weeks, the doctors receive reports on the children's progress in the program.

While Cruthird has dreams of expanding her business one day, for right now she says, "I just want kids to feel good about who they are." If there are more children like Chakara, it seems that Cruthird has already realized her goal.
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Fitness equipment at Body By Brady 4 Kidz is specially sized to its smaller users' growing bodies.
~~~~~~~~

By Heather Braswell

The Childhood Obesity Epidemic 

It has become more apparent in recent years that childhood obesity in the United States is a troubling problem. The statistics point to issues of epidemic proportion. A 2003-2004 National Health and Nutrition Examination Survey (NHANES) estimated that 19 percent of children ages six to 11 and 17 percent of adolescents ages 12 to 19 were overweight. This dwarfs early 1970s numbers--only four percent of children ages six to 11 and six percent of children ages 12 to 19 were overweight.

According to Children's Hospital of Boston, experts believe there are three main factors that have contributed to this increase in childhood obesity--diet, activity levels and family structure.

Children today have easy access to fast food and sugar-filled beverages. Children's Hospital suggests that with every serving of soda each day, a child's chances of becoming obese increases by 1.6 percent.

Children today also spend much more time inside watching television, playing video games, or surfing the Internet than they spend outside playing. Many times the kids are eating junk food while participating in these sedentary activities, bolstered by the 10,000 food ads they see per year on average (95 percent of which are for fast food, soft drinks, candy or cereal). The addition of more school systems eliminating physical education classes only exacerbates the problem.

Fewer families cook and sit down to eat healthy meals together on a regular basis. As children and parents have more demanding schedules, parents often buy fast food on the run, contributing to poor diet. Many families no longer play outside together, hike together, ride bikes together, or participate in any other physical activities together, contributing to the activity level problem.

Being overweight is more than just carrying extra pounds. The American Obesity Association says that occurrences of Type II diabetes in children have skyrocketed in just the last 10 years, and more children are being diagnosed with hypertension and high cholesterol than ever before. Obesity in children also has orthopedic implications as growing bones and cartilage are not strong enough to bear excess weight. Perhaps more compelling than the health effects are the psychological effects obesity has on children. Many overweight children report being teased, the object of jokes, called names, and feeling that they do not fit in with their peers.

The CDC indicates that overweight children are more likely to become obese adults. If left unchecked, this epidemic will begin to affect life expectancy and will begin to tax the American health care system as it attempts to treat two generations of people--Baby Boomers and young adults--with chronic health problems.
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