Today’s piece is prepared by Ben Lucas-Roberts, MS-IV based on a New York Times article titled “Phys Ed: Can Exercise Make Kids Smarter?” 

http://well.blogs.nytimes.com/2010/09/15/phys-ed-can-exercise-make-kids-smarter/?ref=health
SUMMARY: 

This article references two recent cross-sectional studies from the University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign, finding a possible association between aerobic fitness, enhanced neurodevelopment of specific brain regions, and enhanced cognition. The first study reported that more fit children had larger basal ganglia and scored better on tests evaluating attention. The second study reported that higher-fit children had larger hippocampi and higher relational memory performance. Researchers of both studies hypothesized that increased aerobic fitness enlarged these brain regions important in thinking and learning.
CRITIQUE:  

Assuming the journalist is correctly describing the researchers’ findings and interpretations, there are important limitations. The cross-sectional study designs limit the strength of the conclusions. The researchers clearly pointed out that they have only observed associations between childhood aerobic exercise, enhanced size of the hippocampus and basal ganglia, and improved cognition. The studies did not prove that childhood aerobic exercise caused enhanced neurodevelopment in the hippocampus and basal ganglia. The studies likewise did not prove that enlarged basal ganglia and hippocampi lead to improved attention and relational memory, respectively. 

Other limitations of these studies include limiting their focus to subcortical regions. In addition, both studies classified children as “higher-fit” and “lower-fit” based on performance on treadmill runs, assuming children who performed better on a one-time treadmill run had been historically more physically active. Further, both studies limited their scope to 9-10 year old children. Expanding the age range of the populations may provide greater insight.

Last, children with underlying basal ganglia problems (reflected perhaps in some children by independently smaller basal ganglia) are much more likely to have motor coordination difficulties, which could result in less participation in sports and other physical activities.

Despite limitations, the findings have significant implications given increasing childhood obesity.  The following resources may help families identify physical activities for their children:
RESOURCES FOR PHYSICAL ACTIVITY FOR ALL CHILDREN:

· American Academy of Pediatrics Children’s Health Topics Physical Activity website.

http://www.aap.org/healthtopics/physact.cfm
· Centers for Disease Control and Prevention Physical Activity website.

http://www.cdc.gov/physicalactivity/index.html
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And that’s today’s Developmental and Behavioral Pediatrics: IN THE NEWS!”

