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Guidelines for Appropriate Physical Activity: (with Interpretations)

Guideline 1: Children should accumulate at least 60 minutes, and up to several hours, of age-appropriate physical activity on all, or most days of the week. This daily accumulation should include moderate and vigorous physical activity of which the majority of is intermittent in nature.

Interpretation: Sixty minutes is the minimum amount of daily activity recommended for children. To attain optimal benefits, children need to accumulate more than 60 minutes per day. Physical activity minutes accumulated each day should include some moderate activity equal in intensity to brisk walking and some vigorous activity of greater in intensity than brisk walking. Most physical activity accumulated throughout the day will come in intermittent activity bursts ranging from a few seconds to several minutes in length alternated with rest periods. Continuous vigorous physical activity of several minutes in length should not be expected for most children, nor should it be a condition for meeting the guidelines.

Guideline 2: Children should participate in several bouts of physical activity lasting 15 minutes or more each day. 

Interpretation: Much of a child’s daily activity will be in short bursts and accumulated throughout the waking hours. However, if optimal benefits are to accrue, as many as 50% of the accumulated minutes should be in bouts of 15 minutes or more. More of the activity bout should be in activity than inactivity. Examples of physical activity bouts are recess, physical education, play-periods, and sport’s practices. Typically, most bouts of activity include both physical activity and time for rest and recovery. For example in a 15-minute recess a child might accumulate 10 minutes of activity in several activity bursts of several minutes and accumulate 5 minutes of rest in several inactive periods of several seconds to several minutes in length. 

Guideline 3: Children should participate each day in a variety of age-appropriate physical activities designed to achieve optimal health, wellness, fitness, and performance benefits. 

Interpretation: The Physical Activity Pyramid provides information that can be useful in implementing Guideline 3. Three different levels of physical activity are described. It is recommended that children select from all of the first three levels of activities in the pyramid each week. 

Guideline 4: Extended periods (periods of two hours or more) of inactivity are discouraged for children, especially during the daytime hours. 

Interpretation: Research suggests that people (including children) who watch excessive amounts of television, play computer games, work on computers for extended periods of time, or engage in other low energy expenditure activities will likely fail to meet guidelines 1, 2 and 3 (Gordon-Larsen, McMurray, & Popkin, 2000). In general, extended periods (two hours or more in length) of sedentary behavior (in and out of school) are discouraged. Because many positive things can happen during times of relative inactivity (homework, studying, learning to read, write and think, and family time), some periods of relative inactivity may be necessary in a typical day. It is the accumulation of excessive inactivity (lack of activity accumulation) that is of concern. It is important that children be active when opportunities to be active are available such as before and after school, at appropriate times during school, and on weekends. 

The MyActivity Pyramid


The MyActivity Pyramid is a graphic illustration designed to depict each of the four major types of physical activity. It was designed to help people understand the amount of appropriate physical activity of each different type.  It allows for moderate and vigorous physical activity designed specifically for children and provides for muscle fitness and flexibility activities. The MyActivity Pyramid is designed specifically for children and to help users prescribe physical activity for children. The general idea is to accumulate 60 or more minutes a day from the first three levels of the pyramid. In doing so, a child achieves variety and many benefits accrue. Recommendations for each level of the pyramid are described below.

· Level 1: Everyday or Lifestyle Physical Activity. It is recommended that children perform many of their accumulated minutes of activity at the base of the Pyramid as it is the foundation. This is true for all children, but is particularly true for young children (ages 5-9). Some moderate forms of play are considered to be everyday or lifestyle physical activities for children. Many activities can fall either under “everyday activities” or “active aerobics and recreational activities depending on intensity and duration. 

· Level 2: Active Aerobics and Recreational Activities. As Guideline 2 clearly indicates, some of children’s weekly activity should be vigorous in nature (Level 2), though it need not be continuous. Young children (5-9) will typically do less sport related physical activity than older children (10-12). Older children will begin to make more vigorous activity choices (Level 2) that are similar to those of adolescents and adults, such as running/jogging and sports. While these choices are appropriate for children who self-select them, it is not expected, nor necessary that all children choose these activities. The important factor is that children, regardless of age, accumulate some vigorous physical activity during the week. As the American College of Sports Medicine indicates (ACSM, 2000), there is an art as well as a science of physical activity prescription. The needs and interests of the child, rather than the requirements of a sport or activity (or desires of an adult), should be the primary factors for programming activity for children.

· Level 3: Exercises for Flexibility and Muscle Fitness. Consistent with Guideline 2, it is important that some of the child's accumulated weekly activity overload the muscle in a way that promotes muscle fitness and flexibility development (Level 3). As indicated in the MyActivity Pyramid, this includes developmentally appropriate exercises for each of the age groups. For young children this typically includes climbing, jumping, stunts, tumbling, and developmentally appropriate calisthenics. For older children this may include calisthenics, resistance exercises with exercise bands, resistance training with light equipment, as well as regular stretching exercises. Some children may self-select more formal and vigorous resistance training programs. Recent evidence suggests that resistance training is safe for preadolescents if performed properly. However, the fact that training does not harm the child does not make it developmentally appropriate. For children who self-select them, formal types of vigorous and regimented muscle fitness and flexibility exercises can be appropriate. However, compliance with vigorous and regimented muscle fitness exercise programs is not a condition for meeting these guidelines. 

· Level 4: Inactivity or Sedentary Living. Consistent with Guideline 3, inactivity or sedentary living, at the top of the pyramid should be minimized.

Definitions

Physical Activity Definitions

Accumulated Physical Activity: Accumulated physical activity refers to the total number of minutes of physical activity done during the waking hours. Accumulated physical activity includes the minutes from short periods of activity performed during the day and the physical activity done in “bouts” (longer periods of time).

Age or Developmentally Appropriate Physical Activity: Age or developmentally appropriate physical activity refers to activity of a frequency, intensity, duration and type that leads to optimal child growth and development and contributes to the development of future physically active lifestyles.

Bout. A period of time of several minutes or more, set aside specifically for physical activity. A 15-minute bout (as described in this document) could include bursts of activity alternated with rest periods.

Continuous Physical Activity: Continuous physical activity is movement lasting several minutes without rest periods. An example of continuous vigorous physical activity is 20 minutes of continuous jogging without a rest break. Long periods of continuous vigorous physical activity are not considered to be age and developmentally appropriate for children (6-12) unless self-selected (chosen by the child rather than prescribed or imposed by an adult). Some types of moderate continuous physical activity are considered appropriate (see Table 1). 

Exercise: Exercise is physical activity conducted with the intention of developing physical fitness. 

Intermittent Physical Activity: Intermittent physical activity refers to relatively short bursts of movement (several seconds or minutes) interspersed with rest periods. An example of a bout of intermittent physical activity would be 15 minutes of play that includes alternating bursts of activity alternated with short periods of rest. Both moderate and vigorous intermittent physical activity is considered to be age and developmentally appropriate for preadolescent children. 

Table 1. Examples of Appropriate Intermittent and Continuous 

Physical Activity for Children

	Activity Type
	Intermittent
	Continuous

	Moderate Activities
	-low intensity games such as hop scotch and four square. 

-playing low activity positions in sports such as playing goalie in soccer or the outfield in softball. 

-some chores and yard work.
	-walking to school

-bike riding

-some chores and yard work.

	Vigorous Activities 
	-active games involving running, chasing, etc.

-playing sports
	-self selected activities such as jogging.


Moderate Physical Activity: For typical children moderate physical activity is defined as activity of an intensity equal to brisk walking. Activities of moderate intensity can be performed for relatively long periods of time without fatigue.

MyActivity Pyramid: The activity pyramid is a conceptual model that describes four different types of physical activities and the benefits of each. The pyramid is conceptually adapted from MyPyramid and is used to describe appropriate amounts of activity needed to achieve specific physical activity benefits. 

Physical Activity: Physical activity is bodily movement that is produced by the contraction of skeletal muscle and that substantially increases energy expenditure. Physical activity is a broad term that includes exercise, sport, dance, as well as other movement forms. 1
Vigorous Physical Activity: For typical children, vigorous physical activity is movement that expends more energy or is performed at a higher intensity than brisk walking. Some forms of vigorous physical activity, such as running, can be done for relatively long periods of time while others may be so vigorous (e.g., sprinting) that frequent rests are necessary.

Physical Fitness Definitions

Health-related Physical Fitness: Health-related physical fitness consists of those components of physical fitness that have a relationship with good health. The components are commonly defined as body composition, cardiovascular fitness, flexibility, muscle fitness (muscular endurance, and strength). 1 

Physical Fitness: A set of physical attributes that people have or achieve relating to their ability to perform physical activity. These attributes provide the foundation for tasks of daily living, are associated with reduced risk of chronic diseases, and provide a basis for involvement in leisure time physical activity. 1 

Skill-related Physical Fitness: Skill-related physical fitness consists of those components of physical fitness that have a relationship with enhanced performance in sports and motor skills. The components are commonly defined as agility, balance, coordination, power, speed and reaction time.
Other Related Definitions

Health: Health is a state of being associated with freedom from disease and illness that also includes a positive component (wellness) that is associated with a quality of life and positive well-being.1
Motor Skills: Motor skills are movement abilities that improve with practice (learning) and relate to one's ability to perform specific sports and other motor tasks such as walking, running, striking, and throwing. 1
Wellness: Wellness is an individual and personal state of positive health exemplified by biological and psychological well-being and quality of life. 1
1Definitions from Corbin, C. B., Pangrazi, R. P. & Franks, B. D. (2000). Definitions: Health, fitness and physical activity. President's Council on Physical Fitness and Sports Research Digest. 3(9), 1-8.

Important Concepts about Physical Activity for Children

To help understand some of the reasons for the physical activity guidelines for children, important typical characteristics of children are reviewed.

Young animals, including humans, are inherently active. Young children are considerably more active than adults. As children grow older they are less likely to be active. The most dramatic drops in activity occur during the teen years. As a group adults are less active than teens. Given the opportunity to be active young children will do so. If opportunities for activity involvement decrease, so will activity for people of all ages. 

Children usually have a relatively short attention span for tasks compared to adults. With each passing year in school, children increase the length of time that they can maintain interest in any specific activity. Long duration activities typically do not capture the attention of young children.

Children are concrete rather than abstract thinkers. Children need concrete reasons for persisting in an activity. If the reasons for doing an activity are too abstract (future health for example) they are unlikely to continue to perform it consistently. Concrete thinkers focus on the “here and now”. Children and youth need concrete feedback and evidence of success in activity if they are to persist. Examples include fun and pleasing friends, teachers, and parents. 

Children are typically active intermittently and need frequent periods of recovery. The normal activity patterns of children are intermittent. They perform vigorous bursts of energy followed by rest or recovery periods. Alternating bursts of energy followed by recovery may, however, persist for long periods of time. This pattern of activity is biologically normal and appears to be a necessary condition for stimulating optimal growth and development.

The relationship between physical activity and physical fitness is not strong in childhood and youth. As noted earlier factors such as chronological age, physiological age (maturation), and hereditary predisposition all greatly influence who will achieve high fitness scores. With children and youth the highest fitness tests scores are not necessarily present in those who do the most physical activity. Failure to meet comparative expectations even after persistence in activity can be a reason why some children and youth do not persist in activity. Helping all children meet criterion related fitness standards associated with good health is a goal that is reasonable for most children who are regularly active (Welk, Morrow, & Falls, 2002). 

Physical activity is a significant medium for learning for children and youth. Young children initially master their environment predominantly by learning to perform physical tasks. For example, learning to walk provides mobility and control over the environment while manipulating implements provides confidence and a means for achievement. Successfully meeting the challenge of mastering the physical environment is a principal source of effectance or intrinsic motivation in children and youth (Fox, 1997; Harter, S., 1978; White, 1959).

Many, if not most, of the skills used in adult recreation and leisure are learned during the school years. Though it is never too late to learn motor skills many, if not most, of the skills used in adult recreation and leisure are learned early in life. People who do not learn these skills early in life are less likely to learn them and less likely to use them than skilled people, and for this reason will be less likely to reap the health and wellness benefits of lifelong physical activity. 

High intensity physical activity has benefits, but may reduce persistence among some people including children and youth. High intensity activity has been shown to have benefits in addition to those from moderate activities such as lifestyle activities. However, there is evidence that high intensity activities may reduce adherence in some groups primarily because many children may not perceived continuous vigorous active as fun. For children these activities may be perceived as too difficult for the benefits received, especially if continuous participation is involved with little time for recovery and rest.

Inactive children and youth are more likely to become sedentary adults than children and youth who are active. Activity in childhood tracks to adulthood to some extent but predicting who will be active as adults based on activity in childhood is less accurate than predicting inactivity in adulthood based on childhood inactivity. Children who are inactive are very likely to become inactive adults.

Perceptions of competence and self-confidence (a feeling that you can be successful) in physical activity are factors associated with lifetime physical activity adherence. It has been shown that those people who think they can be successful in physical activity are more likely to be active. For this reason it is important to build feelings of competence in activity early in life. Self-efficacy, the feeling that you can perform a specific task, is a good predictor of active living among adults.

Children and youth who have active parents and family members and do regular activities with them are more likely to be active than those who are not active in the family setting. Meeting the guidelines in this paper will be more likely for children if they come from active families.

Just as children and youth can learn the habit of regular activity involvement; they can learn to be inactive if they are not given opportunities to be active when young. Young puppies are active. Those who grow up being active are more likely to be active as adult animals. Puppies that are trained to be inactive through long periods of restricted activity become inactive adult animals. Children can also be taught to be active or inactive by lifestyle.

Note: Some of the concepts described above were adapted from Corbin, C. B. and Pangrazi, R. P. (1994). Toward an understanding of appropriate physical activity levels for youth. The President’s Council on Physical Activity and Sports Physical Activity and Fitness Research Digest, 1(8), 1-8.

