
Michelle Obama Moves, and Is Moved by, Schoolkids

At a Washington elementary school, the First Lady found spirited support for her Let's Move message.

by Marian Burros 
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Make sure your kids have a strong phys ed program at school and good examples to follow at home.

RODALE NEWS, WASHINGTON, DC—Michelle Obama was at her sharpest and funniest last week when she flexed her muscles with the students at what may the smallest public school in Washington, DC.

And it's no question that River Terrace Elementary School, with less than 200 students, in one of the city’s poorest neighborhoods, is the most spirited.

THE DETAILS: Promoting the exercise component of Let’s Move on April 21, with two Olympians and two Paralympians to help share the message, the first lady participated with the children in their daily "JAMmin' Minute." It's an exercise sequence the kids do during classes to shake out all the kinks and get the blood flowing. And while they’re at it, they learn a little geography, this time about California. In the course of their exercises, the students jogged across the Golden Gate Bridge to the Pacific Ocean where they did the backstroke and surfed, climbed up a redwood tree, and flexed their muscles like governor Arnold Schwartzenagger. And the first lady, known for her hula-hooping exploits, had no problem keeping up.

Credit the school’s dynamic principal, Sharon Foster, who refers to the children as “my babies,” for the spirit and ingenuity of the program. When Foster met First Lady Michelle Obama at an earlier childhood-obesity initiative event in nearby Virginia, she convinced her that she had to visit.

At Wednesday's event, Foster introduced the JAMmin' Minute performance to the first lady, and the following exchange took place, punctuated by much laughter:

Foster: "First lady, Mrs. Obama, in the back of the room we have our nurse and we have our office staff…"

Mrs. Obama: "What, you think we need a nurse? What’s going on with the “JAMmin' Minute” that we need medical assistance?"

Then the Olympians and Paralympians told their moving stories about perseverance, hard work, and disappointment. Speakers included Shani Davis, the Olympic gold medalist speed skater who, like the Energizer Bunny, must have been in perpetual motion as a small child. When he told the children that his mother made him run a mile before he went to kindergarten each morning, Mrs. Obama hypothesized that she did it so he'd fall asleep at night.

More participatory exercise followed and the first lady, in her red pantsuit, did all of them.

She took questions from the children, including this exchange: 

A student: Do you think you can get a TV show called “Let’s Move,” so people could move with you on TV?

Mrs. Obama: Do you think if you saw it on TV, you guys would do it more?

Audience: Yes!

Mrs. Obama: Well, there you go. TV show it is. Katie? (To Katie McCormick Lelyveld, her press secretary. Maybe the little girl who asked the question is on to something.)

And then the children were called up to repeat the school’s affirmation, which is recited every Monday morning before breakfast. Following Foster’s strong voice, theirs were equally powerful.

Starting with: “Standing in this room Are the greatest,  Most committed, Most responsible group of students This world has ever known!”And ending with Foster’s command: “Let me hear that tiger roar!”

And they did.

WHAT IT MEANS: When kids are given the opportunity and motivation to exercise, the results can be amazing. In this case, even the usually indifferent reporters and cameramen were captivated.

All that motion seems to be moving River Terrace in a positive direction. Foster said her school is the only one in Washington, DC, in the running to be accepted into the HealthierUS School Challenge, which makes monetary awards to schools participating in the School Lunch Program that have created healthier school environments through better nutrition and physical activity.

On the other hand, lunch that day included fresh broccoli, but the closest any student came to eating it was to lick off the sauce. Clearly some habits are harder to change than others.

Here are some ways to help your kids get more exercise: 
• Set a good example. Research on kids and exercise shows that kids whose parents are active are five to six times more likely to be active themselves. Your healthy eating habits—or lack thereof—have a similar effect on your kids.

• Involve their friends. Kids are more likely to be active when spending time with friends. Take turns with other parents bringing the gang to the park, to a ball field, or to other places that offer opportunities for exercise. 

• Find out about gym class. The regular exercise provided by a good phys ed program not only helps strengthen kids' bodies, it improves their classroom performance, too. Find out what your child's physical education program is like, and work with teachers and coaches to make sure it teaches good lessons about fitness.

• Join the program. The President's Challenge is a program aimed at helping both kids and adults become more active. The website offers tools to help participants log and track their progress, and kids can earn awards for meeting their fitness goals. 

• Join the JAM. The school's JAMmin' minutes are part of the JAM (Just a Minute) School Program, a free program for schools which brings health education and daily activity into the classroom. Schools can sign up at jamschoolprogram.com. Read more about the program at the Alliance for a Healthier Generation. Here's a typical exercise sequence:

March in place
Face your chair, tap toes on chair
With feet together, hop side to side
Tap your bottom on chair, then stand up
Hands on abs, squeeze and release abs

Do ten repetitions of each in the course of one minute.
