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The Fall River Fitness Challenge finishes strong in its third year

When the "Cougars", a team of four women started the Fitness Challenge in January, they had no idea of what it would be like. By the final weeks of the four-month experience, however, they were glad they signed up. "It's been a very positive experience," said Christine Gillespie of the team. "I feel better; I have more strength; and I deal better with stress," she said. In addition, she and her other team members have lost over sixty pounds collectively, and she attributes this primarily to the motivation that her team provides to keep at the exercise classes three to four times a week.
“We’ve had well over 1,000 people participating in this year’s Challenge," stated Jamison Souza, Program Director for the Fall River Community Development Recreation (CD-REC) program on Bank Street where many of the Challenge activities take place. "We're in our third year, now, and it's amazing how many people are taking advantage of the Challenge to improve their personal fitness," he added. Many of the participants are back for their third year. "And more people are staying with it this year," noted Angie Alfonso, who started with the first Challenge in 2008. The Challenge, which this year began on January 9th, will end on May 7th with a gala at the Eagle Restaurant. 

Participants pay nothing to sign up but must weigh in either at CD-REC or at an official weigh-in site at their workplace. Weights are entered through an online registry on the MyFallRiver.org website. Once enrolled and given a blue bracelet, participants have been able to participate in a variety of low-cost fitness events, including zumba and kick-boxing exercise groups, offered each week for $5. The bracelet also allows wearers to get into the Fall River YMCA to use the exercise equipment, the gym or the pool for only $2 per session. Challenge participants may also use the fitness center at CD-REC for a one-time $25 for the duration of the Challenge. Free classes on nutrition and an every-other-week Challenge event are also held at the Bank Street location.

This year, staff and students in the Fall River Public Schools are participating as well, through events set up by the physical education staff at each school. Kuss Middle School alone has four teams of teachers and staff as well as physical education and after-school classes participating. "We can't expect our students to pay attention to their own fitness if we don't set an example," noted School Superintendent Meg Mayo-Brown, herself a Challenge participant. Research as repeatedly demonstrated the link between improved school performance and the physical fitness and positive nutrition of students. 

Altogether, over 400 people on sixty-four teams are competing from schools and agencies such as People, Inc., Community Connections, HealthFirst, First Baptist Church,  the Corrigan Mental Health Center and Government Center. The YMCA has over 100 people each week taking advantage of the special Challenge rate. This group had lost over 1,000 pounds as of the third week in March. Another 650 are enrolled individually at CD-REC and have lost an average of nearly five percent of their total body weight as of the beginning of April. 

The real star of the Challenge in Fall River is personal trainer Amy Jones who serves as the motivational counselor and inspiration for hundreds of participants. "She's the heart and soul of the Challenge," notes CD-REC executive director Grace Gerling. "A lot of people don't realize the emotional challenge that loosing weight involves, and Amy spends much of her time counseling people through the rough spots." And not all of her motivation is easy to hear. Much of the time in her exercise routines, Jones pushes people to go a step farther. "If you're comfortable where you are, you don't need to try. But if you want to change, you're going to have to move out of your comfort zone," she advises. That comfort zone not only includes pushing oneself physically during the frequent exercise routines but also changing how and what one eats.

Challenge participants have also joined Chef Jessica Williams for her bi-weekly cooking classes, also offered free of charge at CD-REC. Williams, who formerly taught nutrition classes for the University of Massachusetts Extension Nutrition Program in the Fall River Schools, wants to be sure that weight loss doesn't short change good nutrition. "People really have to learn how to eat all over again, and that involves cooking," remarks Williams. "People have gotten so used to convenience and prepared foods that they've lost the fundamentals of cooking healthy foods," she adds. Classes teach the basics of proper nutrition while focusing on recipes that can be prepared in a minimal amount of time. Participants can also engage Williams for personal instruction in their own homes if they wish to pay for the service.

While overall personal fitness is the goal, many of the participants find the prospect of winning prizes along the way or at the finale a big part of the motivation. A drawing for small personal gifts is held at each of the every-other-week Challenge events, and both individuals and groups are eligible to win substantial prizes, which last year included a bicycle and a weekend get-away for two at the Weston Hotel in Providence. Winners are also featured in local newspapers and on the FallRiverFitnessChallenge.com website.

Weight loss isn't the only goal of the Challenge. Participants are also invited to set personal goals to increase the number of steps they walk each day, increase their muscle strength through exercise, lower their blood pressure or cholesterol levels, or get better control of their blood sugar if they are diabetic. A session on smoking cessation is held every year to challenge smokers to quit. "Not everyone needs to lose weight, but all of us have something we can improve about our health status," states Donna Querim who directs the Cardiovascular Prevention program for Southcoast Hospitals. She and Southcoast dietitian Amanda Szot are present at the Challenge kick-off event and at various locations throughout the year to offer free screenings.

"The Challenge is really just part of an entire citywide effort to improve the health of the community," noted David Weed, Psy. D., a retired clinical psychologist who coordinates the Healthy City Fall River initiative for Partners for a Healthier Community, Inc., a non-profit organization that works closely with the City's health department and the Massachusetts Department of Public Health. "We challenge people who live or work in Fall River to quit smoking, get more exercise and eat a healthier diet every day through a number of programs that operate in the community" he states. Ten designated walking routes have been set up throughout the city and a third of the city's restaurants now participate in a Healthy Dining program that ensures that diners can find healthier choices on the menu. "Fitness really needs to be a year around activity," added Weed.

Tickets for the evening Finale gala at the Eagle Performing Arts Center on May 7th may be purchased for $10 at Community Development Recreation, 72 Bank Street, or by calling 508-679-0922. A pre-Challenge Warm-up session will begin in October and expansion to include nearby towns is being considered.

