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Two days a week, Selena Santiago and Daysha Flowers hit the gym for a 
30-minute game of basketball or badminton after the 7:15 a.m. bus drops 
them off at Mountain Pointe High School in Ahwatukee Foothills.

The 15-year-olds both say they feel more alert on Tuesdays and 
Thursdays, when the Tempe Union High School District school opens its 
gym to early bus riders.

“I feel really tired on the days that I don’t come here,” Santiago said. “On 
days that I’m not active, I feel like I could sleep all day.”

It turns out exercise doesn’t only make kids physically fit. It also helps them 
be more focused, alert and able to remember things that they have learned, 
recent studies show.

But while studies show that exercise promotes blood flow to the brain and 
circulation of neurochemicals that promote learning and memory, they also 
show that schools locally and nationally have cut back on time for exercise 
during the school day.

Physical education “has had to give since the passing of the No Child Left 
Behind in 2001,” said Arizona State University physical-education professor 
Hans van der Mars, who partners with Phil Abbadessa, chairman of 



Mountain Pointe’s physical-education department, in offering the early gym 
program.

No Child Left Behind was a national education act that forced many 
schools to spend more class time on basics like math and reading in order 
to receive federal education funds.

“All non-core subjects have had to give so schools would have more time to 
teach math and reading,” van der Mars said. “But PE ought to be a core 
subject, too. Kids don’t come to school with just their heads — there is a 
body attached. And there is a sizable body of literature showing that there 
is a positive link between being active and cognitive function.”

A May report by the Institute of Medicine echoed van der Mars’ remarks.

“Children who are most active show greater attention, have faster 
cognitive-processing speed and perform better on standardized tests than 
children who are less active,” the report stated. “Nearly half of school 
administrators report having cut significant time from physical education 
and recess to increase time developing reading and mathematics.”

Van der Mars, co-author of a 2010 article titled “Why we should not cut PE” 
that was published in the journal Educational Leadership, cited eight 
studies that back up his argument.

They include a 2008 Centers for Disease Control and Prevention report 
that showed girls who took physical education for 70 or more minutes a 
week had higher math-achievement scores than girls who were in physical 
education for 35 or fewer minutes per week.

The Institute of Medicine report recommended that students get at least 60 
minutes per day of moderate to vigorous physical activity, and that schools 
should provide at least half that activity. It estimates that only about half of 
American kids are that active.



PE cutbacks

While there are no indications that schools are cutting back on PE or 
recess time this year, some educators worry that the latest push to raise 
academic achievement with the new Common Core Standards will cause 
an erosion of time for physical activity.

The Arizona Department of Education does not track whether schools offer 
physical education. Decisions about things like physical education, recess, 
and classroom stretch and exercise breaks are left up to schools and 
districts.

Leslie Hicks, past president of the Arizona Health and Physical Education 
Association, said that while her organization does not track cutbacks in 
gym glasses either, her sense is that many have. Hicks is a curriculum 
director for Chandler Unified, which started offering elementary physical 
education every three days instead of every two days about five years ago, 
she said.

Deb Pangrazi, an award-winning physical-education program director for 
Mesa Public Schools, said her district has not cut back on gym classes at 
the 72 elementary schools she supervises.

The Scottsdale Unified School District has debated reducing the time for 
physical education but has not made any cuts. District curriculum director 
Karen Benson said teachers are in the early stages of bringing academic 
lessons to gym classes — such as including math or physics information 
when teaching basketball skills or calculating one’s body mass index.

“Anytime you see something like Common Core, initiatives with a focus on 
test scores, the result is usually a loss of time for things like art and PE,” 
said Hicks, who was a physical-education teacher for 13 years before 
becoming a curriculum director.



Open gym

Although the Tempe Union High School District has not cut gym time, 
Abbadessa, the PE chairman at Mountain Pointe, said he believes his 
students would benefit if the early open gym could be offered every day 
instead of just two days a week. An informal survey of participants last year 
showed that most would show up five days a week if allowed.

About 200 Mountain Pointe students participate twice a week in activities 
that include basketball, badminton, volleyball, table tennis, dance, hula 
hoops, indoor soccer and yoga.

They are coached by van der Mars’ physical-education students from ASU, 
who also are involved in similar programs at Campo Verde High School in 
Gilbert and Payne Middle School in Chandler.

But Abbadessa’s schedule does not allow him time to supervise the gym 
more often than two days a week. And the school district does not have 
funds to hire anyone to do the job.

Abbadessa noted that many of the participants are not athletic and don’t 
participate in formal team sports.

“This is an opportunity to help kids find an activity they love — something 
they can stick with for life,” he said.

Republic reporter Mary Beth Faller contributed to this article.




