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Come on, get healthy - Freedom Hall 
event kicks off Up and At ’Em initiative 

Participants line up to register for the 10,000-step challenge. (Dave Boyd / Johnson City 
Press)

By Rex Barber
Press Staff Writer
rbarber@johnsoncitypress.com

Johnson Citians should be well on their way to a healthier, happier 
lifestyle today.

Saturday kicked off the Up and At ’Em initiative, a campaign to promote 
healthy living by Johnson City residents.

The event, which took place at Freedom Hall Civic Center from 10 a.m. 
until 2 p.m., offered children and adults advice, support, education and 
programs aimed at down-sizing the waistlines of the city’s obese 
population.

The pattern for a healthy lifestyle is set during childhood. To help 
children develop that pattern, Laura Matney, physical education teacher 
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at Woodland Elementary School, was on hand to demonstrate several 
different physical activities like golf and tennis, and also an educational 
game about how the heart works.

The equipment for the activities and games were bought by Mountain 
States Health Alliance and are continually cycled in and out of 45 
schools throughout the region.

“A child’s lifestyle is pretty much established by the time they’re 8 
years old,” Matney said.

Because of that, children need to be inundated with fitness and health 
facts, but the problem is there is only a limited amount of time that can 
be used in school for physical education.

“I think our biggest problem is most children are getting PE 60 minutes 
a week,” Matney said. “That’s pretty much the norm in Johnson City.”

One way today’s youth get some much needed exercise is through a 
video game called “Dance Dance Revolution.”

A player stands on a platform with a motion sensor floor. A screen in 
front of them flashes dance moves, which the participant must 
replicate. It provides an intense workout.

Several DDR machines were at Freedom Hall Saturday and youths were 
taking full advantage of them.

Janie Ponder, president of the student government association for the 
8-9 campus, said the physical activity DDR offers is a great way to work 
out and have fun.

“The 8-9 SGA is sponsoring the DDR activity, which will promote 
healthy activity in the teenage crowd,” Ponder said. “This is something 
that’s really popular among our age group.”

Regardless of your skill in DDR, the health benefits it offers are 
obvious, said SGA member Will Benedetto.

“I’m not really good at it,” he said. “I think its a good way for kids to get 
active.”

Some activities adults could get into as well as children were offered in 
the booth area, which also housed the stage where Ryan Kelly, a 
contestant on NBC’s “The Biggest Loser” gave a speech about how 
she struggled with weight problems.

One of the programs for weight loss and healthy living was Walk 
Across Tennessee, organized by the UT Extension office in Washington 
County as part of the Tennessee Shapes Up program.

Olson’s Black Belt Academy also was on hand. Glenn Olson, the 
Johnson City academy’s instructor is also a certified Safety N.E.T. Kids 
instructor. 



Safety N.E.T. Kids is a national (and international) program aimed at 
making kids less likely targets for sexual abuse and bullying. The 
program is slated to begin dealing with childhood obesity and how to 
prevent it, Olson said.

“Our system is really unique ... ,” Olson said. “Kids go through this 
training and then when they finish, they go home with a DVD (of the 
program). It’s something that any kid can do, and it’s something they’ll 
remember.”

Olson said the obesity program will follow the same formula.

The martial arts Olson teaches are not required for losing weight, he 
said. It will obviously help, but there is much more to it than just what 
he teaches.

“Martial arts is just one of the pieces of the puzzle they can use to stay 
active,” he said. “The main things we want to teach them are the 
fundamentals of fitness. It’s (the program) just a unique way to 
encourage kids to be healthy, and in a fun way.”
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