After-school activity: Good for kids and their parents

Most children and teenagers are happy to see the end of the school day.  However, with the large number of parents in the workforce, the after-school hours can be a challenge for parents and their children.  “The gap between work schedules and school schedules is estimated to be as large as 20 to 25 hours a week”
—a significant amount of time for children to be alone.  

Much research has shown that the after-school hours are when most juvenile offences occur, as this is when children and youth have the energy and time to put themselves at risk of getting into trouble if they are unsupervised.
  It is also a time when many children are at home alone, playing computer games, watching television and eating, all of which contribute to the decreasing rate of physical activity and increasing rate of obesity amongst Canadian children and youth.  

A recent study from the United States also indicates that the time after school, when parents are still working and children have left the classroom, dramatically affects parents and their productivity at work.  A study by Catalyst, a nonprofit organization with a mandate to “build inclusive environments and expand opportunities for women at work”, found that one-third of the American labour force, including men and women, are vulnerable to “Parental Concern about After-School Time” or PCAST.
  According to the Catalyst report, PCAST contributes to worker stress that costs businesses between $50 billion and $300 billion annually in lost job productivity.
  Although a similar study has not been conducted in Canada, it can be assumed that Canadian parents also deal with similar stress regarding their own children and work.  

At Sport Nova Scotia, the importance of keeping kids active, especially after school, is not underestimated.  In 2005, Sport Nova Scotia launched a new program called the After-School Physical Activity Program with support from Doctors Nova Scotia, Nova Scotia Health Promotion and Protection and the Government of Canada.  Designed to increase the activity level of children in grades four through six, the program has received constant positive feedback from participants and parents.   Last year, Sport Nova Scotia partnered with the IWK Health Centre Foundation and Milk Energy to expand this program to five additional schools, while also supplying healthy snacks to each participating school.  This year, Sport Nova Scotia continues to offer the program in nine schools and is working to expand the program across the province.  

Along with working to expanding this specific program, Sport Nova Scotia is launching a public awareness campaign in February to encourage parents to keep their kids active after school, either through the Sport Nova Scotia After-School Physical Activity Program, if it is available at their child’s school, or through other sport or physical activities.   Children and youth need these opportunities to not only keep physically active to achieve health benefits, but also to help them develop socially and psychologically.  

Involving children and youth in structured and positive activities can make a real difference in their development.  Children and youth participating in sports and, subsequently, after-school physical activities, often do better in school, are less likely to use drugs or smoke and, for girls, are less likely to become pregnant.  

In response to this recent report from Catalyst, Sport Nova Scotia can also say that parents may be less stressed about their child’s well-being after school and able to focus on their work if they know their child is involved in a constructive, healthy after-school activity.  

Sport Nova Scotia is asking physicians across the province to encourage the parents and children visiting their offices to think about sports, especially after-school sports, and physical activities as an excellent opportunity to become healthier physically and mentally. It will benefit the children as well as the parents.  

For more information on the Sport Nova Scotia After-School Physical Activity Program or other sport opportunities for children, visit www.sportnovascotia.ca
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