A Day in
the Life of
Marc Sickel

By Jessica Stockton Clancy

A child with fragile X syn-
drome learns how to ride a
bicycle and gets to participate
in a family bike ride. A boy who
dislikes movement and resists
exercise becomes a champion-
ship wrestler. An autistic girl
learns how to throw and catch
and becomes uninhibited about
joining games with her siblings.

These are just a few of Marc
Sickel's success stories.

In 1989 when he founded
Fitness for Health in Rockville,
Sickel's goal was to design an
inspirational program to help
children and adolescents over-
come their personal obstacles
and maximize their potential.
His work hasn't just been about
athletic achievement, but about
what he describes as providing
the tools so kids can navigate any
situation comfortably. “We could
go to a playground right now
and if I told you certain things to
look for, you could pinpoint those
kids that are having trouble;’ says
Sickel."They're the kids on the
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outskirts of the field. We want
them to enjoy movement and to
have that confidence, so they are
more encouraged to go in there
instead of being an outsider.

Sickel, 49, knows how to con-
nect with kids; both his youthful
enthusiasm and non-stop energy
help him to captivate his clients.
Sporting khaki pants and a blue
long-sleeved sport shirt, he im-
mediately engages a child as he
walks in the door for a session,
“Hey Ben! How are you doing,
buddy?”he exclaims.
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CUSTOMIZED
PROGRAMS

Customizing programs for kids
who are all over the spectrum
when it comes to motor skills
and cognitive development,
Sickel has helped clients with
attention deficit disorder (ADD),
autism and an array of genetic
disorders.

He frequently works with kids
who are socially inhibited about
participating in activities with
their peers, those with weight
management issues and those
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whose sole goal is to work on
athletic development.“They are
all going to leave here feeling
successful,”he says. When a family
contacts him for the first time,
Sickel arranges for the parents
and child to come in together for
a visit."l want the child to feel like
he is part of the decision-making,’
he says.

On a weekday afternoon,
a 6-year-old boy arrives at the
colorful fitness center for his
session. In addition to his work
on gross-motor skills with Sickel,



What if we can get these kids

to feel like they aren't really

working on those areas that

are difficult for them, but
instead they are having the
best time of their lives?

he is also working on fine-motor
skills with an occupational thera-
pist at school, including tying his
shoes, which has recently proved
frustrating. Sickel has an idea on
how to offer some additional
support. After leading the boy to
“the glow room," he takes out an
enormous men's sneaker (size 18)
with white laces. The boy can't
help but laugh as he puts the
immense shoe on his relatively
tiny foot. When the lights in the
room are turned out, and a black
light is turned on, the boy is
thrilled to see the giant shoe and
laces glowing in front of him. He
eagerly attacks the task of trying
to work with the laces, leaving
behind his inhibitions about
failing.

This same room also houses
glow-in-the-dark balls, soccer
nets and batting equipment. Kids
who are timid about participating
in sports, those with body image
issues or those who have been
teased by others about their
skills, are excited to participate in

the darkened environment; they
stop worrying about “being seen”
and are focused on how much
fun they are having.“We get the
focus to be on those balls, those
bats," says Sickel.“Then we intro-
duce the lights again, and they
have that motor memory!”

THE ROOTS OF
THE IDEA

After earning his degree in
kinesiology from the University of
Maryland, Sickel was inspired to
develop a program for which he
felt there was a real need. He re-
calls thinking, “What if we can get
these kids to feel like they aren't
really working on those areas that
are difficult for them, but instead
they are having the best time
of their lives?” After working at
the Landon School as an athletic
trainer and the Howard Hughes
Medical Institute designing
exercise programs, he decided to
launch his own business working
with kids.

CONTINUED ON PAGE 56
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Healthy children play important roles in clinical research.
Clinical research leads to new ways to prevent, diagnose, and treat disease.
Parents, please consider becoming involved.

To learn about children and clinical research, visit http:/dlinicalcenter.nih.gov/KidsInResearch, or call

301-496-4763

(TTY: 866-411-1010); Se habla espariol.
Compensation may be available.

The NIH Clinical Center is America’s Clinical Research Hospital.
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The finest playsets,
trampolines,
basketball hoops, game tables
& other cool stuff!

Darnestown 301-987-2600
v/ Columbia 410-992-0992 FREE Catajog
Severna Park 410-544-5222
7 Chantilly 703-502-1864 1-800-22 SWING

Mt. Airy 301-829-4228 p|aygroundsuperstores.com/family
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Quality Play Since 1986

Healthy children.
Happy children.
Happy parents.
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transform fitness

All ages welcome.
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TransformFit.net

Books, DVDs, 301.231.0054

Tickets & more!

Click on the link o see
what we're giving away
this month.
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- Lori Prantil, listener for 3 years

One of her guests is always you.

Weekdays 10-Noon WAMU 88.5 drshow.org
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Changing Kids’ Lives One Step at a Time

CONTINUED FROM PAGE 49

In the early‘90s, a few years
after starting Fitness for Health,
Sickel became a first-time father.
His daughter is now 17 and his
sonis13, and he sees how having
his own kids has added another
dimension to his work. “It helped
me be empathetic on another
levelsays Sickel.“You get a better
appreciation of the challenges
and rewards that we all have as
parents.

Trying to eliminate any sense
of an obvious agenda, Sickel’s
approach is about coaching kids
through their plateaus without
the child over-thinking the end
goal.”I'm a really big believer in
that, he says. Sickel dealt with
his own learning, attention and
motor challenges as a child, and
his firsthand experience helps
him tap into an intuition he relies
on daily."The truth is | know what
these kids are going through, he
says.

His own memories of teach-
ers and coaches who were able
to“think outside the box"have
shaped one of his major phi-
losophies: The more stimulating
the learning process, the more
successful the child will be. He
vividly remembers his history
teacher,at Whitman High School
in Bethesda, who included
action-packed reenactments of
famous battles in the classroom.
“If you looked around the room;’
says Sickel, “there wasn't one kid
who wasn't paying attention,
because it was fun.

TAKING THE WORK
OUT OF WORKOUT

He started with a few pieces
of simple equipment and a lot of
ideas. Today Sickel uses every-
thing from balls and Frisbees to
climbing walls, trampolines and
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slides, to high-tech machines
(called “Exergaming”equipment)
that incorporate video technol-
ogy, flashing lights or audible
cues requiring the user to actively
move their bodies. He seeks out
state-of-the-art equipment at
trade shows, some of which has
been designed to train race car
drivers, tennis players or martial
arts masters.

His creative approach has
helped kids with their visual-
processing skills, problem solving,
kinesthetic awareness and motor
skills, and they usually forget
all about the intensity of their
workout. “You have skewed their
perception of how hard they are
working,”says Sickel.

If a kid is into Disney char-
acters or Beanie Babies, Sickel
integrates toys or laminated
flash cards into the exercises,
sometimes sticking them onto a
climbing wall for a kid to retrieve.
“Before you know it, they are go-
ing across that wall and not even
thinking about it," he says.

BRINGING THE
LEARNING IN AND
TAKING ITOUTINTO
THE COMMUNITY

These same techniques—in-
tegrating flash cards and using
playful learning drills that focus
on anything from spelling and
vocabulary to math skills—have
become part of a new program
Sickel devised called Tutoring
Through Movement. Parents like
Karen Hammerman of Rockville
have seen great results. All three
of her sons, now 18, 16and 11,
have worked on their athletic
development goals at Fitness for
Health, and her youngest, Jason,
also comes for Hebrew tutoring.
“My son comes out red-faced,
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sweaty, wet hair sticking
up—and he has just had
the best hour of his life," says
Hammerman.

She first learned of Sickel after
hearing him speak at a school
dinner where he was being
honored eight years ago. She
immediately knew he under-
stood children. “He just got it/
says Hammerman. “He said if kids
have a positive experience and
feel confident, they take that with
them out into the world and use
it in other parts of their lives!

Nearly two years ago, local
educators approached Sickel
about bringing his philosophy
into the community. Now Sickel
and his project director Julie
Schumacher, along with his team
of trainers, go into independent
schools, public schools and
special needs schools to help
design customized programs
based on the schools'needs. The
programs include physical educa-
tion programs, recess initiatives,
field days and other community
outreach programs. Among the
many benefits, kids learn team-
building skills (working together
to reach a common goal), and
the carefully planned activities
reinforce cognitive learning.“I'm
really proud of the fact that we
work with every type of school,’
says Sickel. “From schools where
you have kids at one level to
those with kids at the opposite
end of the spectrum, we are able
to meet all those needs!

CHANGING LIVES

Having worked with kids for
so long, it isn't uncommon to
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The more stimulating the
learning process, the more
successful the child will be.

run into former clients who are
now adults. Sickel is moved by
how their lives have taken shape,
and he is humbled when they
tell him they will never forget
him. He recently received a letter
from a man, now 25, who he
worked with for six years during
his adolescence. Emotional issues
exacerbated his challenges with
poor motor skills, and the letter
acknowledged how important
Sickel was to his personal growth.
“Thanks for not giving up on me,’
he wrote.

Parents often have tears in
their eyes as they relay their
stories:

“My son finally made it to first
base in a baseball game and felt
like he was part of the team,’
or,"For the first time ever, my
daughter went outside to play
with the neighborhood kids!

Some call him a miracle
worker.

“That's very kind, says Sickel.
"But | just try to help facilitate this
work. These kids all have the abil-
ity, and sometimes we just need
to come at it a different way.”’

Jessica Stockton Clancy is a
mother and freelance writer.

She grew up in New York City,
lived in Detroit and Los Angeles
while working in the film indus-
try and now calls Washington
home. Jessica is an instruc-

tor for The Momoir Project
(themomoirproject.com) and
teaches workshops and classes to
inspire mothers to write their own
first-person stories.
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One Million People. $10 each.

Help for Thousands of Area Children.
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Please Join the One in a Million Campaign for THEARC.
Call 202-4-THEARC or Visit thearcdc.org to help a local child in need.

Nine of Washington DC’s
best social and cultural
service agencies are
based at THEARC, all of
which share the goal of
helping children and

families reach their .
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full potential. ,'.
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Boys & Girls Clubs of Greater
Washington, Children’s

National Medical Center,

The Corcoran Gallery of Art,
Covenant House Washington,
Levine School of Music, Parklands
Community Center, The Washington Ballst,
The Washington Middle School for Giris,
Trinity (Washington, DC) University
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