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	If you and a group of your friends were invited to collectively walk the virtual length of New Zealand in just four weeks, do you think you could do it? “We’ll give it our best shot” was the response of 131 college students from around the region who took part in the 10,000 Steps @ School challenge late last term.

“I really had no idea how far 10,000 steps was,” laughs Kuranui College student Paige Murphy. “It sounded like a lot, and I thought maybe we were going to walk 10,000 steps altogether – so I got a shock when I found out that’s how many we were each meant to do every day! But pretty soon I was doing that many, and usually more.”

Her teammate, Zoë Appelman agrees that 10,000 steps daily seemed to be a big ask initially. “At first I didn’t think I’d ever get to 10,000 steps a day. But I kept setting higher and higher goals, and after a week I finally made it. Then partway through the challenge, I got up to 22,000 steps because we walked around town all day!”

The 10,000 Steps @ School programme came about as the result of a Wairarapa Student Council meeting last year. “The students wanted to do an inter-school challenge that was more than just a sports exchange,” says Carolyn Rattray, the DHB Healthy Lifestyle’s Educational Support Co-ordinator, who oversaw the running of the programme. “This fitted the bill because walking is easy, inexpensive, and do-able for most people. You don’t have to join a gym or have any special gear – you just put on a pair of shoes and go!”

Spurred on by a pedometer for each participant, each team’s progress was recorded on a website which mapped their progress as they virtually walked from Cape Reinga toward Bluff. “There was competition on a lot of different levels,” Carolyn Rattray says. “The students were not only trying to improve on their personal bests, they were competing against other people in their teams to see who took the most steps, and against the other teams in their school. Then of course, there was strong competition between the schools as well.”

The winning team, Wai Walk from Wairarapa College, walked over four million steps in the allotted four weeks. All 14 teams reached the South Island and six completed the challenge successfully by walking from Cape Reinga to Bluff. “The schools and the community really got on board,” says Carolyn Rattray. “Two of the presenters on our local More FM station took on the challenge and kept listeners updated with their progress, as well as interviewing the students about how they were going. The Youth Choices Trust organised day tramps to encourage their team to stay motivated, and one school is looking at integrating the programme into their senior Physical Education course. Overall, especially given the commitments that schools have, these schools did a fantastic job.”

While the Kuranui College teams didn’t make it all the way to Bluff, their success is reflected in the permanent changes many of the participating students have made to their lifestyles. They have asked to keep to their pedometers until the end of he year, and the majority of them are still trying to achieve 10,000 steps each day.

Year 13 student, Jonathan Gupwell readily admits that he was “pretty lazy” before he got involved in the programme. “I was kind of hassled into being part of it by the librarian,” he says, “and at the start I thought I’d probably just get laughed at because of how few steps I’d take. In the first week, I only got to 10,000 steps once. But the pedometer and the competition with others really motivated me. I’d walk to school or to the shops, rather than take the car, and I’d take long detours to the bus stop. I just gradually changed my habits in small ways and then it got easier as I went along, because being active became a habit itself.”

Like Jonathan, Paige and Zoë have continued wearing their pedometers as a way of keeping their motivation and fitness levels up. “I said I’d do the challenge because I wanted the pedometer,” Paige says, “but I’ve carried on because the walking makes me feel good and happier in myself.” For Zoë, the exercise has also resulted in a change of diet. “I figured that with all this walking, I may as well start eating healthy too, and get myself into some good habits.”

“At the start, we just thought we’d give it a try because it might be fun – and it was!”
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