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of presidential spouses is changing the game
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A host of microscopic bugs

afflict honeybees. Vampiric mites

have taken a severe toll
BRYAN WALSH, ENVIRONMENT, PAGE 67
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High-Tech P.E. Kids who try to duck kickball or soccer can
still break a sweat when interactive video games join gym class

BY CAROLYN SAYRE

GYM TEACHERS AND VIDEO GAMES HAVE
never been a happy mix. While one side
struggles to pull kids off the couch, the other
holds them fast. But Kim Mason, a phys-ed
director in Rogers, Ark., with 28 years of ex-
perience selling kids on the virtues of sweat,
did something unlikely last year: she
persuaded her public-school district to invest
$35,000in brand-new video-game equipment.

That would be more surprising if stu-
dentsin Rogers were the only ones plugging
into interactive workouts, but they're not.
Some 2,000 schools in at least 35 states have
begun to set up exergaming fitness centers
with motion sensors and touch-sensitive
floor mats to allow kids to control the action
onscreen not just with their thumbs but
also with their bodies. Do enough dancing
or kung-fu kicks, and you just might get the
same level of exercise as from chasing a

soccer ball. What’s more, this is a workout
kids don't try to duck. “Physical education
used to be a joke,” says Dr. John Ratey, an as-
sociate professor of psychiatry at Harvard
Medical School and author of Spark, an up-
coming book about exercise. “That has
changed simply because we are catching up
with the gamer generation.”

Finding a way to help this most seden-
tary age group is more important than ever.
Nearly 17% of U.S. kids are considered
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overweight or obese, and many more are
struggling. Meanwhile, as scale numbers
are climbing, school budgets for P.E. are
falling. As a result, fewer than 10% of ele-
mentary schools meet the National Asso-
ciation for Sport and Physical Education’s
standard of students spending r50 minutes
aweek in gym class.

The high-tech answer to the problem
came two years ago when West Virginia
University studied the health effects of an
exergaming system called Dance Dance
Revolution (DDR)—interactive games that
instruct kids to use their feet to tap buttons on
asensor mat. After a pilot program found the
games were beneficial, the state vowed to in-
stall consoles in all its public schools by next
year. (It didn't hurt the study’s credibility that
it was funded in part by an insurance com-
pany; not by the gamemaker.) Since then, oth-
er districts have climbed aboard, helped by
video-game makers like Nintendo and Sony,
which are designing systems to meet the de-
mand; small companies like Expresso Fitness
that donate equipment; and federal grants

Plug in and work out Kirksey students get their
heart rates up by jumping and hitting flashing
lights on an interactive Sportswall, left; they can
also burn calories by tapping arrows on Dance
Dance Revolution’s touch-sensitive floor mat

and private donations that bankroll the pur-
chase of equipment. “The old system is fail-
inglids,” says Phil Lawler, director of training
and outreach at PE4life, a nonprofit based in
Kansas City, Mo., that helps modernize P.E.
“We are tricking them into exercising.”

A gaming system, which can cost up to
$4,000 a pop, is more expensive than, say, a
kickball, but the fact is, it may work just as
well. In January the Mayo Clinic in Roches-
ter, Minn., found that obese kids burned six
times as many calories playing DDR as they
did with a traditional video game. And in
July the wonderfully named Alasdair Thin,
aresearcher of human physiology at Heroit-
Watt University in Edinburgh, Scotland,
found that college students burned twice
as many calories playing an active video
game in which they dodged and kicked for

30 minutes as they did walking on a tread-
mill. Studies have not yel shown how the
new games measure up against a real ses-
sion of, say, soccer or wind sprints.

Of course, since a child told to hustle
around a track pretty much has to do it, crit-
icsargue that there's no need for video games
in gym classes even if they do have some
health benefits. But there’s a physical differ-
ence between an hour of exercise enthusias-
tically pursued and one that’s merely plodded
through. And, Lawler says, “most kids aren’t
volunteering to do pull-ups after school.”
Develop a taste for aerobic video games, how-
ever, and you just might carry the habit home.

But can anything hold the fruit-fly atten-
tion span of kids? “Video games are not the
answer,” says Warren Gendel, founder of
Fitwize 4 Kids, a chain of traditional chil-
dren’s gyms. “Kids will get bored and be back
on the couch.” Maybe, but that won’t stop
the games from coming. Fisher-Price just be-
gan selling a video-game bike for toddlers.
No word yet on a version for the prewalking
crowd—but don’t bet against it. H

Julie Rawe

No Gifted Child Left Behind?

FIRST, THE GOOD NEWS: IT TURNS
out, millions of kids from low-
income families are acing stan-
dardized tests. According to the
first nationwide analysis of high-
achieving students based on in-
come, more than 1 million K-12
students who qualify for free or
reduced-price lunches rank in
the top quartile. Expand the cat-
egory to include children whose
families make less than the me-
dian U.S. income, and the total
rises to 3.4 million—more than
the entire population of Iowa.
Now the bad news: nearly half of
lower-income studentsin the top
tierin reading fall out of it by fifth

grade. As economically disad-
vantaged brainiacs get older, 25%
of them drop ranks in math in
high school, and 41% don’t fin-
ish college. “We're losing them
atevery stage in education,” says
Joshua Wyner, executive vice

Chances of ...

president of the Jack Kent Cooke
Foundation, which wrote the
report with public-policy devel-
opment firm Civic Enterprises.

These groups are trying to get
the No Child Left Behind Act to
at least start keeping tabs on ad-
vanced learners. One proposal
on Capitol Hill would go a step
further by giving schools credit
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Elementary school score is for reading, High schoal score is for math. Source: Jack Kent Cooke Foundation

for moving kids from proficient
to advanced levels. But how to
spot early potential?

To help increase opportuni-
ties for students from all socio-
economic backgrounds, Miami-
Dade County public schools last
year began testing all 23,000 first-
graders using a culture-neutral,
language-free assessment that
requires no reading, writing or
speaking. The result? The num-
ber of first-graders screened for
gifted placement shot up from
some 100 the previous year to
nearly 3,000. Says depuly super-
intendent Antoinette Dunbar of
the decision to start testing
every first-grader for giftedness:
“Sometimes we overlook the
very obvious.” =
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