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Newcastle footballers’ help children shoot for healthy lifestyles

Footballers can often find themselves in the headlines for the wrong reasons. But Newcastle United’s stars are showing they can be positive role models by encouraging children to adopt healthier lifestyles. The club has teamed up with the local city council and primary care trust (PCT) to run activities in schools. They focus on the importance of healthy eating and staying active.

Getting children to think healthy

The football club's charity, the Newcastle United Foundation, has joined with the local council and PCT to run the Match Fit programme in schools. It is offering primary school pupils tips on exercise and nutrition.

Football has never been more popular, with soccer stars idolised throughout the world. So Newcastle United has harnessed the power of the ‘beautiful game’ to combat the rising levels of child obesity.

The project was launched in the east of the city in 2008 and has now been expanded to the west end to cover 20 schools each year, reaching 2,000 pupils in the process. Road-shows are run during assemblies to explain the programme to the whole school. Last year these were fronted by former England and Newcastle striker Peter Beardsley.

After that coaching staff then deliver six-week courses to groups of between 20 to 30 pupils in each school. These two-hour weekly sessions involve football practice, general fitness tips and discussions about food and diet.

Diary log 

Pupils are encouraged to keep diaries of their progress over the period with the most successful given match day tickets. The club’s footballers have even got involved with launching the Match Fit programmes in different parts of the city and have attended one-off events.

Judy Porteous, from the Newcastle United Foundation, says: 

"It is all about making the sessions exciting – to fire their imagination about keeping active and eating healthily. We will often refer to the players, explaining what foods they like and the diets they follow.

Porteus adds: 

“Children look up to footballers and so it has been a good way to get pupils interested."

Bernie Lamb, Headteacher of St Lawrence's Primary – one of the schools involved in the project – agrees. He says: 

"Match Fit has given the children a firm understanding about the benefits of healthy eating and how important it is to keep fit. The project really works because they are having fun while they learn."

Fusion 

But it does not stop there. With Newcastle suffering from above average levels of obesity, Match Fit has also sought to link in with the council’s physical activity campaign, Fusion.

A regular Match Fit Soccer Saturday Club has been set up at a local leisure centre to allow children to continue with their football sessions. From here, participants are also channelled into Fusion. 

The project involves a range of local partners including leisure centres and local sports clubs, such as the Newcastle Eagles basketball team. It offers free sports sessions to young people up to the age of 18. It is promoted in schools and since its launch in 2007 more than 20,000 youngsters have become members. 

The project works through a card scheme which entitles members to take part in the clubs. These include everything from the traditional activities, such as swimming and football, to more unusual pursuits including climbing, trampolining and dodgeball.

The events are held after-school, in the evenings and on weekends to ensure as many people as possible get the opportunity to take part.

Fusion Mix 

The programme has also launched a series of multi-games clubs called Fusion Mix. These involve three half-hour sessions where participants get the chance to try their hand at a range of different sports. The events have proved so popular that some of the clubs have been known to attract up to 100 youngsters.

Councillor Pauline Allen, the council’s Executive Member for Culture and Leisure, says she has been delighted with the way the programme has been progressing.

“The Fusion scheme isn’t just a fantastic way of encouraging young people to do sport more regularly and to get them interested in healthy living. Who knows, it might even help unearth Newcastle’s next number 9!”

Useful links: where to find out more

Newcastle United Foundation – on the Newcastle United FC website
 
Fusion – on Newcastle City Council’s website

Newcastle City Council – Newcastle City Council’s website
