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o you notice your child walking or sitting

with a slump? It's a common problem

with today’s more sedentary lifestyles
that are filled with hours of sitting at school, in
front of television, computers and video games,
or riding to and from a host of lessons.

Watch a baby at play or a toddler running
with glee. Their paths may not be straight, but
their back and neck position is likely perfectly
aligned. As toddlers grow through childhood

and into their teen years, their posture gradu-
ally declines, so that, as adults, up to 70 to 80
percent of us have poor posture!

More than appearances
Proper posture is about more than your
child looking his or her confident best — al-
though that is important, too. Good pos-
ture is key to good health because it means
bones are properly aligned, muscles, joints
and ligaments are working the way theyre
supposed to, and vital organs are properly
positioned. On the other hand, the affects
of poor posture can include:
* Headaches—especially at the base
of the skull
» Jaw pain, also known as TMJ dis-
order, is often influenced by a for-
ward head position
* Decreased lung capacity—we be-
come shallow breathers when in a
slumped position
¢ Stomach and digestive problems
* Prolonged shortened muscles can
lead to loss of range of motion and
increased stress on ligaments and
joints
* Kids may be setting the stage for low
back pain that shows up in adult-
hood

“Straightening Up”

Make good posture a family affair
. With so many people walking, standing and sitting im-
HOS a I_OT Of Ben efltsl properly, how do we know what good posture looks like?
Proper posture occurs when the bones behind your ears,
your shoulders, and your hips and ankles are perfectly
By Donald J. Novak, P.T. aligned when you are viewed from the side. In addition,
' your shoulders and hips should be level when viewed from

the front or rear.
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Get your kids to stand in front of a
mirror to see how they compare to the
ideal. Make this a family exercise by
doing this yourself, and asking them to
rate you! Taking photos with a digital
camera can help all of you get instant
feedback and a realistic viewpoint of
how others see you.

Now, to obtain good posture in a
seated position, arch your low back in-
ward as far as it will comfortably go
and then relax the position by about
10 percent. Once in this position, align
your ear over your shoulder and that
will give you proper sitting posture.

Don’t be surprised if the resulting
position doesn’t feel comfortable at first.

You'll be stretching muscles that have
tightened up over time, and strength-
ening muscles you haven’t used in years.

Look at causes of poor posture
Getting your child—and yourself—to
“straighten up” may be much easier said
than done. But the first step should be
to take a good hard look at your child or
children to see if there are factors other
than too many hours in front of the tele-
vision, computer or video games that
may play a role. For example:
s A sprained ankle or other type of in-
jury that was not properly rehabili-
tated could cause your child’s body
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4. Maintain a healthy weight. Excess
weight, especially abdominal weight,
stresses the lower back.

5. Use a lumbar roll. Make a lumbar
roll by rolling up a towel and rubber
banding it together. This “home-
made” roll allows for greater flexi-
bility—if it’s too large, use a smaller
towel and vice versa. First, push your
bottom all the way to the back of the
chair. Place the lumbar roll at ap-
proximately your belt line between
you and the back of the chair. This
should give you the inward curve po-
sition of less 10% that was discussed
earlier in the ariicle. You should be
able to relax your muscles more and
still maintain good sitting posture.

6. Get a firm mattress. Make sure your
kids—and you—sleep on a good firm
mattress that provides needed sup-
port. Also, sleep on your side with a
pillow between the knees, or on your
back, with a pillow under the knees.
Get your child a backpack on
wheels, or help them lighten
their loads. Kids frequently carry
around more books than they need
to avoid having to make frips to
their lockers, or because they don't
plan ahead. Help your child to keep
their backpack or book bag loads to
a minimum by leaving unneeded ma-
terials at home.
8. If injured, get therapy quickly. Fi-
nally, if your child is injured, make
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sure the injury is properly rehabil-
itated before further problems de-
velop. Your physical therapist can
recommend a personalized treat-
ment program that minimizes long-
term effects and helps yvour child’s
body stay properly aligned.

Helping your child develop the
habits that lead to good posture may
seem like “one more thing to worry
about,” but, like regular dental care, it
can pay big dividends in the long run—
for the whole family! @

Donald J. Novak is the owner and operator of
Amber Hill Physical Therapy with clinics in
Frederick, Jefferson and Damascus.
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