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Student Runners are getting a leg up
“We Run This City’ helps kids prepare for marathon

or most people, running 26.2 miles is out of the

question, But tor students in the Cleveland School

[ristrict, a marathon is becoming an ever-more
realistic goal.

What do they have the rest of us dont? Well, in addition
to youthiful energy, they have free shoes, discounted race
fees and structured encouragement through a public health
initiative calbed "We Kun This City”

Since its debut three vears ago, the program has helped
hundreds of kids stabilize their weight and baild self-esteem
by enabling them to take part in races affiliated with the
annual Rite Aid Cleveland Marathon. This vear, the program
expects fo invobve around 500 kids, wp from 80 in 2006,

“All we want is for them to cross the finish line,” said
Tara Tavlor, youth marathon coordinator tor the Greater
Cleveland Y M CA, 4 key partmer in the program. The Y, at
East 22nd Strect and Prospect Avenue, is opening its facilities
tr kids who commit to the race, which is Sunday, May 17,
“The goal is for them to keep it up and do this for the rest of
their livies,”

Tnspiraticn for the effort came from “5tudents Hun LA
a successtul, ongoing program in which inner-city kids are
given equiprnent and training leading up to the Loz Angeles
Marathon, Bunning doesn't just keep kids in school and out
of gangs, officials in California found. It also counteracts
unhealthy lifestyle habits,

Figuring a similar program might work here, the
Cleveland Department of Pullic Health combined funding
from the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention and
thie mational Y MCA to create a program called “Steps toa
Healthier Cleveland,” which orgamizes “We Run This Cite”
Funding from the 2004 grant supperting the program is
slated to expire this September, prompting administrators to
sechk arenewal or a local spoensor,
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Cleveland also took the Los Angeles model one step
further, incorporating 4 scientific dimension through the
Center for Health Promaotion Research at Case Western
Reserve Lniversity In this version of the program, which
tapgets students uin grades sax through 12, all partcipants are
monitored before and after the race to determine how much
they benefit from running.

Before the race, parbicipants submit to a screening
measufing their body-miass Dadex (4 patio Between height
and weight], blood pressure and cardicvascular fitness
Oegamizers also use surveys to document risk factors such as
the quantity of vegetables they eat, tobacco use and plivsical
activity at home.

At one tinae, nearly a quarter of respondents in Cleveland
were found 1o be overweight, while large portions lad
af were at fisk of developing hypertension (high blood
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pressure |, Thirty-eight percent said their neighborhoods
were nnsafe for outdoor activity,

While these results were unsurprising, they demonstrated
that children in Cleveland lag behind therr suburban peers in
terms of fitness and opportunities for physical activity,

“It wais really informative,” said Karen Butler, the city's
commissionet of health, “1t validated a lot of what we
already suspected.”

Most students entolled in “We Run This City”™ commit
to com pleting a marathon in stages. o ruaming 25 miles on
their own plus 1.2 miles on race day. Much of their running
takes place in school, during physical education classes,

Most years, students in the 1.2-mile division are
accompanied on race dav by running legends Anne Audain
and Bill Hodgers, celebrity spokespeople for the Cleveland
Marathon,

Older, fitter students have the option of running the
&, 2-mile 10k, an othcial race within the marathon, right
alongside thousands of adult participants.

“If | put my mind toit, [ know [ can do it said
Bominique Beck, an cighth-grader at Willow School who
plans to rum the 108 171 be holding my stomach. but 171
iust keep running regardless. I'll give it my best shot,”

A select few, meanwhile, take on the 13, 1-mile half-

marathon. Along with the 10K runners, thess students get to
sleep at the downtown ¥ MOCA the night before the race,

“Hunning is not something thev're being forced inte.”
Tavlor said, “It's something they started on their own and
want to continue”

All participants in “We Fun This City” receive free Asics
running shoes courtesy of Second Sole as well a3 medals and
shirts from the Kite Aid Cleveland Marathon,

“The shoes are awesome,” said Anna Candella, a seventh-
grader at Lenison School, who ran in the 1.2-male division
last yenr and will do so again this vear, "1 still have them,”

Catching up with students after the race, program
administrators have seen “We Run This City™ already
serving its intended purpose, Since 2006, the program has
kept weight gain in check, helped reduce the prevalence of
hvpertension and boosted strength and phvsical endurance,

Just as importanthy, students have reported greater szlf-
esteen and intentions to be more active,

Bark Clint, director of community health and advocacy
for the ¥ MCA, eagerly relates the story of a student wha, twao
vears ago, was sure he couldn’t run a 10K but now figures he
will inish the race this vear with the fstest Eids in his class,

“It's been great to see that change in attitude and
confidence,” she said
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