Reliving Our Youth

By Bob Budai

Run, climb up and down stairs multiple times, play basketball, run, bike ride, skip, cross monkey bars, climb trees, run, swim, martial arts, run, jump, tumble, throw, catch, hit, rope climb, swing, did I mention run?

No, I am not describing the record setting effort of the World’s Fittest Man (see Health and Leisure, May 2008), I am describing a typical day for a child. These days, we really can learn a lot from our children. Let’s think about the things children are taught (and often do follow):

1) Save money – I know many, many adults who should learn how to use a piggy bank instead of a credit card!

2) Play fair – apparently this rule changes when entering the professional worlds of business, sports, politics, etc.

3) Have good manners – do most grown ups even know the meaning of please and thank you?

And last but certainly not least

4) Problem solving – kids keep it simple, adults make things far more confusing than necessary

5) Play – let’s talk about this one

In the world of health and fitness, a lot of misconceptions are floating around. We often hear about how bad it is to do things like deep squats, pushups, the splits. And we are told about how much exercise is “just right” to burn fat, build muscle, stay healthy, etc. The problem with most exercise regimes is that they are often too rigid (for no good reason), too confusing, and they are no fun. Not only that, but with all the gyms popping up, all the people supposedly working out, and all the money being spent on health, why is everyone so out of shape? I cannot describe how many people I see who have completely forgotten some basic motor skills. Most of my patients have no idea which is their dominant leg. When I ask them which leg they would kick a ball with, they still have to think about it for a while. Ask a child which leg they kick a ball with, and there is generally no hesitation. Activities like skipping, hopping, galloping, etc. – things we all did in elementary school gym class, have all been lost. Now granted, elementary school gym is a bit different now than when I was in school. Thank goodness for “progress”, we are producing millions of book smart, video game playing, couch potatoes, who probably won’t see their toes past their bellies past the age of 25. As a father of a 6 and a 3 year old, I have seen where the changes have started happening. It starts when children begin sitting more often (in school). This is when some of that amazing “young child, rubber person” flexibility starts to decrease slightly – especially in the hips. Once flexibility goes, other areas often follow.

To compare children and adults, let’s first look at the fact that exercise for children (up to age 8 or 9 we’ll say) comes in the form of “play”, where adult fitness comes from “working out”. So which is better?

Flexibility: although children may lose some from sitting, touching their toes is not even a remote challenge for most. As I said before, many adults don’t even know where their toes are. Winner – kids

Endurance: It is true that a stairmaster can get the heart pumping. But I have not seen too many adults keep up with their kids for an afternoon of active “playing”. Adults are so bad, that while sitting on the couch, they tell their kids to go get them something from the refrigerator, up stairs, on the other side of the room, etc. I don’t think it would go over too well if a child said, “hey dad, go grab me the remote from on top of the TV, I’m too tired to get up”! Additionally, kids luckily cannot drive – if they want to go somewhere close they will often walk, bike ride, etc. Heaven forbid an adult walk somewhere if a car is nearby.

Winner – kids

Strength: Yes, an adult can lift more absolute weight than most young kids. And research has shown that all things being equal, strength generally peaks between around 25-30 years old. However, if you look at relative strength (strength relative to body weight), kids will often blow adults away. I consider myself to be relatively strong, but my son can easily deadlift a 53 lb. kettlebell (equal to his bodyweight) and walk around with it. Yes, I can pick up 185 lbs, but probably not as easily as he lifts 53 lbs, and many adults are pretty pathetic when it comes to handling their own bodyweight. Another example is to watch kids on monkey bars, many can do them easily – at least better than adults. Go ahead mom and dad, give the monkey bars a whirl, your kids need a good laugh.

Winner – tie (I’m being generous to the adults on this one)

Breathing: I have spoken before about proper breathing, and adults don’t do it. Breathing from the diaphragm is more efficient and just better than chest breathing. Young kids do it from the diaphragm, adults generally from the chest.

Winner - kids

Joint Pain: Accidents happen, exceptions to every rule occur. However, kids rarely complain of the pain in knees, backs, and shoulders that adults do. If kids do complain, it is chalked up to “growing pains” and quickly subsides. Yes, kids have not had the time for their joints to go to pot, but seeing as how there is a correlation between consistent physical exercise and a lack of pain in adulthood, I don’t think age is the only reason kids don’t hurt as much.

Winner - kids

Agility/Balance: With the growing popularity of BOSU balls, balance boards, Airex pads, etc.; balance have become a much more recognized area to work on in gyms and health clubs across the country. Kids on the other hand are always standing, hopping, and playing on one foot; standing on balls, etc. – so this area may be close to equal between kids and adults. But when looking at agility, adults almost never practice this skill, whereas kids are always running and changing directions “on a dime”, as well as other activities to develop agility.

Winner – kids

Equipment Utilization: To a child, “the world is their oyster”! They can play anywhere with anything, and hence, get a great “workout”. Adults spend millions of dollars on exercise equipment, gym memberships, personal trainers, etc. All they need is a good swing set, open space, and some imagination.

Winner – kids

So let’s review: kids just kicked the adults butts in fitness and they are having more fun. Now anyone who is reading this article may be saying that I am wrong, and “playing” is not the same if adults do it. Well then, let’s look at the fittest group of adults in the world: professional athletes. What are athletes – people who play for a living baby! We can learn a lot from our kids, let’s start now.

“Truly wonderful, the mind of a child is” – Yoda (Star Wars Episode II, Attack of the Clones)
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To learn more about youth and adult fitness, email Bob at bob@functional-strength-training.com

Or visit his website at www.functional-strength-training.com
