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UNDERSTANDING FITNESS: o

~d

A PRIMER FOR SCHOO. PROGRAM PLANNERS*

- *

Canaﬂfg;\;hildren are unfit! Current school physical education
programs do very little to alter this situation. Bailey (1973) has4§£Q£fS:\

t

For the ordinary Canadian child physical fitness . . . - o
seems to be a decreasing function of age from the time ™~
we put him behind a desk in our schools (p. h25) . - \\\\\\

Bailey's (1973) and Goode's (1975) findings are formidable
condemnations of attempts at fitness development in current school physical
education -programs. The neglect af programs in the fitness area becomes
even more imposing when one considers that many of the major health
problems in Canada, such as coronary heart disease, lung cancer, obesity,'
and back problems may be considéred diseases of choacg The res}onsibility
for the prevent|0n of these lifestyle- rglg&gd &alth problems rests with
each individual. It is one of a physncal educatlon teacher s functions to
mot.ivate every young Gunadian to become conzﬁrned about his/ner llfestyle

and to stimulate him/her to do something about it.

With this in mind, this paper will focus on three aspects of physical
fitness necessary for physical educators to carry out the aforementioned .
function: (1) an understanding of the compfexltues of phyS|cal fitness
theory; (2) its implications; (3) and suggé}tjons for the appltcatlon of

this understanding. The discussion wull take the-form of answers to common

fitness inquiries. Understanding of the principles, rmpl:catuons, and

S N
applications included in the ensuing discussion should aid‘Ln the development
and maintenance of fntness programs essential for each youngster to have a

good start in enjoying posntlve heal th throughout life. L e

a

Why Physical Exercise?

-
Physical exercise is necessary for each youngster because it is

essential for the growth of body tissue, organs and bones (Espenschade,

1967). In the past, this need was met by the ongoing struggle for survival.

However, in more modern times, machines have replaced much of what was once
?
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accomplished by muscle power. Today, each youngster must actively seek an

adequate amount of exercise jf he/she is to expose his/her heart, circulation,
. .

muscles, skeleton, and nervous system to conditions conducive to maximal

4 o
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physica! development.

In addition to organic soundness, participation in various, vigorous
‘activities can be valuable to an individual's general effectiveness.
//r .Research has indicated that this value is related to mental achievement,

personal-social status and motor/athletic abilities (President's Council,

1976) .

o

What is Physical Fffness?
Over the years, a somewhat‘hniversal definition of physical fitness

has . evolved It is generally referred to as that condi tion of the body
" necessary in order for a person to carry out his daily ‘tasks without undue
fatigue, yet have enough energy to prusue leisure activities and meet

,emergency situations that require additional exertion (Astrand, 1970).

This definition implies that’physical fitness is a positive quality.
It is more than just "being well'. Everyone has some degree of physical
fitness; it.is minimal in the severely i1l and maximal in the highly
trained athlete. The key to fitness for each youngster is that he/she
must be abl; to cope with his/her ordinary environment. A youngster can
be assured of achieving this goal only if he/she is know lredgeable arid
-~ - activef enough to create and manntaln a large reserve of energy ,in the form

of a high fitness level. Aid and direction in this endeavour must come

from the physical education program.

Whaf\gre the Basic Principles of Fitness Development?

There are cettain basic pruncnples one must comprehend if a working~
knowledge of physical fitness is to be developed. Provision should be
made for all youngsters to be made aware of and experience the following
principles in their physical education programs:

© 1. Principle of Homeostasis. . By its very nature the human body
attempts to maintain a constant internal environment. When this

environment is upset, the bouy adapts to handle the upsetting.
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agent. This concept can become meaningful for a youngster‘by

using a house thermostat as an example and by such questions and
activities as follow. What happens when a house gets cold? What
happens when a house gets warm? What happen. to our body when

we get cold? What happens to our body when we get warm? What
happens to our heart-rate when we run? In all instances an
adaptation will take place in order to maintain a constant internal
environment. The thermostat will cause the furnace to go on or

off, thedbody will ‘shiver or sweat, and the heaft rate will increase.

Principle of Chronic Adagtation. When the human body is regularly
confronted with an upsetting agent it has the abilfty to alter

its. structure and/or function to better handle the gpsetting agent.
For example, it is common knowledge, that regular exposure to
jogging (exercise is a potent upsetting agent) will increase the
size and strengt% of the heart muscle, improve blood flow and
}mprove the efficiency of breath}ng. A youngster can experience
this concept by taking.his pulse rate before and after a regular
bout of exercise {e.g. running up a flight of stairs) over a
period of weeks. Ir. tire he/she will discover that running up

the same flight of stairs that originally raised the hea;; rate

to 180 beats/minute eventually only raises it to 130 beats/minute.
His/her body has adapted so it ‘can better handle the run up the
stairs (the upsetting agent) .

Principle of Adequate Stimulus. To increase levels in any of the
various fitness components, the overload principle must be applied.
The number of times, tempo, or resistance offered in a fitness

wérk bout must be increased if gains are to be made. The stimulus,
in the form of exercise, must be adequate to cause an adaptation.
Small upsets inhomeostasis are 1ightlyvregarded and easily tolerated
and no adaptation is likely to occur. This con;ept can.be
experienced by having a youngster perform moderate exercise, then
answer such questions as follow. s there any changé in the heart
rate? Why? Hopefully, the youngster will arr{ve at the conclusion

that there was little change in his/her heart rate because the stimulus

"

o
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was not adequate to have a conditioning effect.

In addition, youngsters should be provided, usually through
discussion with an opportunity to internalize-the concept that a

S Y
very heavy training stimuli (e.g., running too far too fast, or

~ A ¢
" too long)‘can be counter-productive in developing fitness. In

fact, it may lead to chronic exhaustion and physiological and

structural damage that could actually hamper fitness development.

However, it should be noted that it is dlfflcult to make demands

on the body of a healthy youngster that could not be coped with
durihg the limited time available in most physical education pro-
grams (Corbin, 1980).

Fitness must be developed By taking part in-activities that

-will cause alterations but that will not be so severe as to hampef

fitness development. Ap adeguate stimulus, in the form of exer-
cise, can be achieved by learning to alter the intensity (how

hard), duration (how long), and frequency (how often) of the .

. activities one follows to reach a desired fitness level.

,

Principle of Specificity. An individual must condition specifically
for the goals he/she hopes to achieve. For example, if a youngster
has a desire to improve strength and flexibility levels, then he/
she hust take purt in strength and flexibility work. The principle
of specificty holds true for both health and performance-related
components of physical fitness (these are discussed later in the

paper).

Principle of Use and Disuse. Exercise promotes growth and cessation
of exercise results in atrophy or retardation ‘of growth. Exer=
cise must be performed consistently and regularly. If practices
cease, strength and endurance are lost almo§t as quickly as they

were gained.

Principle of Individual Differences. Each youngster improves in
fitness at his/her &wn rate due to such factors as age, body type,
nutritional status, weight, health status, and motivation. Each

youngster will respond to a fitness program in a manner that is
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prculiar to his/per own ‘environment and hereditary characteristics.
Physical education teachers as well as the youngster should be
aware of this in their discussion and program planning toward

fitness. -

What are the Components of Physical Fitness?

Corbin (1980) divides fitness components into two broad categories
and ih}s author's thoughts are based on an adaptation of this wprk. The
componénfs of physical fitness can be divided into four health-related
components -- muscular strength, muscular endurance, circulatory-respiratory
endurance, flexibility and five performance related components -- coordlnatlon,
speed, power, agility, balance. The division between heal th-related and .
performance-related components may, at times, seem fine. Performance-related
compenents aid one's performance in athletic activities but really have <
very little bearing on one s health and fitness level. On tiie other hand,
health- related components not only improve one's health but one g performance
in athletnc activities. With this distinction in mind, it appears obv'ious
that concern and programs for chilcren shoydd be biased toward the health-

ralated components of physical fitness.

Because of nomenclature, the five performance-related components are
sel f-explanatery. Since our major concern rests with the health-related
components, a closer examination of them is necessary. In order to
facilitate later discussion, these components are defined as follows:

1. Circulatory-respiratory endurance is a specific form of endurance
that is primarily concerned with the heart, blood vessels, and
lungs. '

2. Muscular strength is the amount of force that can be exerted by
a single muscle or muscle group iA a single maximum effort.

3. Muscular endurance is the ability to do sustainedswork with a

specific muscle group. %ﬂﬁgv

4. Flexibility refers to the range of motidns in one or more jcints.
L]
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what Shoulid be included in Developmental Fitness Programs?

Most of the standard activities include in current physical education
progréﬁs offer development in the performance-related ‘components of fitness.
These programs often fall short in the health-related components and it is in

- this direction that some effort should be exerted. Al though the nature of

o the activities that will result in increases in either pérfo[mance or health-
related components need not necessarily be different, the t.ay in which they »
are presented must vary. |f fitness is to be a primary concern, then activ- \90

ities must be presented in accordance with the basic fitness principles
discussed earlier. With this in mind we can examine specific suggestions for

improving fitness levels in youngsters. L
9

’

In order to improve muscular endurance, a youngster must increase the
number of repetitions of a movement. If he/she wishee to increace strength,
the youngster does not increase the number of repetitions but does increase ' .
the resistance. Muscular strength and endurence will result if one is
exposed to activities that offer strong resistance to muscles. Resistance
can be supplied by parts of the. body (calnsthenlcs) inanimate objects,

~ body weight (climbing. activities), and other people (tug-of-war, combatnves)

The basic forms of exercise for developing circulatory-respiratory

endurance are those which involve self-propulsion of the body over a
dlstance. |he propulsion should be sufficiently severe and prolonged so
as to require a definite adjustment of the circulation and respiration to
the effort. Particularly desirable forms of exercise for school use are
running, jogging, swimming, cross-country skiing, fast walkicg, stair

- climbing, vigorous dancing, rope skipping, bicycling and orienteering. Many
sports also have a high endurance potential, including soccer, field hockey,
"peedba!l, ice hockey, basketball and other sports requiring sustained
running. It should, however, be kept if~mind that sufficient skill in a

sport is needed to permit éndurance development. Many youngsters do not
1

.

possess the necessary skills.

Other more informal activities for youngsters that have the potential.

to improve circulatory-respiratory fitness are relays, obstacle courses,




“used games can easily be modified to make them more fitness oriented. :
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and informe! games such as tag. .ln addition, many fecognizable.and widely

flexibility can be improved by a series of isometric contractions of
the muscles to be stretched;, Followed by concentric contractions of thq\
oM, n.c.).

These slow stretching exercises appear to be more desirable in developing

opposite muscle group supplemented by light pressure from a parftner (H

fiexibility than the jerking, bouncing,. and bokbing stretching exercises

often evident in school programs. .

What is the Role of Phybical Fitness Testing?

-
»

Testing is an important part\df any fitness program because it -enables
the teacher to determine the physical status of each student, identify
youngsters in need of special help, megsure progréss, and carry out more
meaningful program plannlng. HoWever, it should be kept in mind that -
fitness testing below the fourth grade is not generally recommended
(vanier, 1973; Schurr, 1975; Burton, !977): Primary children do not always
exert themselves, their attention i3 easily diverted and they often bccome

curious about the tast itself, the tester, and the measuring instrument.

It is also interesting to note‘;bat Corbin (1980) reports that
adolescent gnrls “cou?d perform well [in physical fitness tests] if they
would'. He attrnbutes their decreased performances to motivational factors
of social origin. This is something that physical educators should work

to overcome when devéloping fitness ‘programs. A

There are-a number of very sophisticated testing procedurgs for the .
various fitness companents. These specialized tests are seldom used in
schools becauéé they are expensive, time consuming, and require trained
testers. Motor fitness tests (conglomerates involving a number of fitness
compcnentS) are the tests most commonly used in schools. These tests are
prevaleﬁt because they can be administered to large numbers of students in

short time periods and with minimal equipment and testing expertise.

The motor fitness test most widely used in schools tsroughout Canada

is the CAHPER Fitness-Performance Test, designed to test muscular strength

-
~




and endurance of the abdomen, leg power, agility, arm and ¢houlder
endurance, speed and circulatgry-reSpiratory«endurance. This test has
national pFrgentile norms for® boys and girls aged 7.to 17 and is ;n
acceptable part of the motivational and evaluative processes of numerous
schools. ' Q _
) : 4

!t is interesting to note that the AAHPERD Physical Fitness Test which
is the Amer:can equivalent and quite similiar to the CAHPER Fitness- *
Perfurmance Test has a special task force worknn%%fo revise it. The intent
is to make it one which truely emphasizes the health-related aspects of !

fitness (Falls,”.1978).

One must conclude any discussicn of fitness testing with a word of
caution. Labelling a youngster as a sUperior,tgverage, or poorly fit
individual has been a most &alignékt educat ional practice. A more logical
approach is to diggnose a youngster's fitness capabilities, p}acé him/her
on the appropriate level of the developmental sequence, then treat him/her
as an individual who has 5 gBod chance to be successful in what is being -
attempted. An individualized approach will allow each youngster to achieve

6success that will hopefully produce ; “'success syndrome'' which, in turn,
will aid in the development of a positive self-image in the area of

physical fitness. And after all, a positive self-image is by far the most

Al

important measure of,a youngster's achievement in physical fitness.

What is the Rale of the School in Fitness Deve lopment?

l
One of the biggest stumbling blocks to developing fitness -in our
1]
current school programs is time. Rarick (196k4) has stated that,
" . observations f pre-adolescent school age

children indicated that they need four to five
hours of physical activity each day . . . (p.109)-.

0

two classes ‘of physical education per week (C.A.H.P.E.R., 1976). This
cbstacle of time is not likely to be overcome in the near future and
physical educators should look to other vehicles to SUpplemgnt the class

in actpality, the majority of Canadian elementary schools schedule only
program in fitness development. 1




Although junior and senior hHigh schools generally have mgre time
available they often opt for isolated ''fitness units'' rather than ad§|tness -

curriculum tﬁat is, sequential, progressuve, and cumulative. Too many

. ,current fitness programs do not have the facility,to grow with the students.
IS

A fathy assumption of ten madc is that the sole role of physucal
education is to provide and structure activities that will deveIOp fltnegg
This is a narrow and unreallstlc expectation in our current educational
system. Rather than limiting themselves to the provision of fitness
oriented activities, it'if more important that physical educators accept .
the responsibility fofdeveloping and encouraging a positive attitude

,' 3 - » . - '
toward the importance of fitness in their pupils. : ¢

a Y
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A positive attitude toward fitness can best be gained through a
sound and enjoféble developmental program. 1t must be remembered that
isolated exercises are not the only means of developing fitness. In
faét,'it is possible that isclating a specific part of the lesson as
fitness exercise time may be more harmful .that helpful. Youngsters must
realize that play activities they enjoy have the same fitHess deVeIOpment°
potential as isolated exercises.. It is up to the physicai education teacher
to be judicious in the planning, selection, .and presentation of activities
if he/she hopes to de;eIOp positive attitudes and aid in the fitness
development of his/her pupils. As Schurr (1975) has stated, all activities

in a physical eflication program can . )

. . . be planned in a progression ahd sequence where all .
muscle groups of the body are challenged and the tempo and
intensity of them are altered to a challengiﬁ@ point for

. each child according. to his needs (pp. 219-220) . o .
\\\\\\ How Can Physical Fitness be Promoted in_ the School?
\\\\\\\\\Ihe following suggestjons may be helpful for the'promotion of physical .
fitness _and the creation of an atmosphere where the value of physiocal
fitness ;sﬁ\be stressed:
1. The physical education teacher should be a model of physical
. ) \
fitness. S
‘ 2. A physucal fitness poste; campangn should be carried out in
‘ “,_eadhschool ) ' 5\\\ '
¢ ] ‘\\\ - -
. CI 11 \ ‘-\‘\\ ~
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Fitness clubs such as “Jogglng clubs' should be established.

- L, Fitness goais: should be established for each youngster.

-

5. Fitness work should be nncorporated W|th.act|vat|es_of a

national -interest such as the Olympics, Universaide and W
. * a R
Commonwealth Games.-:

N . 3
NY

"6. All acadenic and-non-academic personnel should be involved
in the fi'tness program whenever possible.. '

7. Everyﬁpttempt should be made to.develop parental concern for the
fitness of*their children. This can often be achjeved by means
of talk and film pré entatidhé, school newsletters, and opecial
fitness report cards?\ ) . ﬁ

” . 2
Summary ' - -

Historically, physical fitness was a major part of the physical

education program. Mcre recently, the development of motor skills,

~ improvement of.social and emotional characteristics, and acquisition of

cggbepts and appreciations are the focal points of pﬁysicol educotion

programs. This new focus meéd not be detrimental to fitness development.

As has been pointed out, fitness cannot be deVQIOped solely in the

school physucal “education program with its limited tlme allotment and

.emphaS|s lndlvudual fitness will result for eaéh youngster in thé many

activities he/she partlcnpates in after school and on weekends. In what
activities will a youngs ter participate outside of school? Those in
which he/she has developed interest and sufficient skills to enjoy.
Hopefully, all physical education programs will allow every'youngster to
develop sufficient interest and skills in activities with fitpess
potential. This will p[ace\physical fitness in its proper pergpeotive.
As Miller and Whitcomb (1969) so aptly stated, ".
rather than a means (p.8)."

it becomes a result

VT- .
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