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Figure 1 — The percentage of students in each group with <10 correct responses, 11 to
14 correct responses, and > 15 correct responses on the physical activity checklist (y2=
10.07, 2 df, p < .01).

vacuuming the carpet was not physical activity. Clearly, such errors pose a threat
to validity in studies assessing energy expenditure and/or the personal, social, and
environmental factors associated with participation in physical activity.

A key question in this study was whether or not interventions designed to
enhance children’s understanding of the term physical activity were effective. Our
results indicate that both the generic verbal description and instructional video
were effective in helping students understand the meaning of physical activity,
with the instructional video being more effective than the verbal description. This
finding has important implications for physical activity-related research involving
elementary school-aged children. When quantifying individual physical activity
behavior, or alternatively, assessing the personal, social, and environmental fac-
tors associated with participation in physical activity, it is important that the con-
cept of physical activity be adequately defined for students. While our data con-

firm that a very brief verbal description will help youngsters understand the con-
cept of physical activity, a more specific, visually oriented presentation such as an
instructional video appears to be more effective at helping students understand the
broad concept of physical activity.

This study had several limitations that warrant consideration. First, because
of the small sample size, we were unable to examine racial/ethnic or gender differ-
ences in physical activity checklist scores. Second, because the verbal and video
interventions differed greatly in “prep time” and level specificity, we were unable
to determine whether differences in the medium alone accounted for the observed
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differences between the intervention groups. Yet, within these limitations, our re-
sults provide important information as to children’s understanding of the term physi-
cal activity. Our findings may have particular significance to researchers and prac-
titioners wishing to promote physical activity in young children via mass-media
campaigns (e.g., television and radio advertisements).

In conclusion, the results of this study suggest that fourth-grade students
demonstrate a limited understanding of the concept of physical activity. Simple
interventions such as showing a 5-min video depicting different forms of physical
activity appear to be effective in helping students understand the concept of physi-
cal activity. Future studies should examine the efficacy of longer, more detailed
verbal descriptions that include group discussions about the term physical activity,
as well as explore potentially important gender and race/ethnicity differences in
children’s understanding of the concept of physical activity.
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