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“Universal Physical Education 
is a good thing, but if it’s simply 
the same old gym class then I 

believe it would just be a missed 
opportunity.”

Emerging scientific research has consistently 
demonstrated a connection between health 
and education—two signature elements of 
Borough President Oddo’s agenda. 

 Interestingly enough, this breakthrough wasn’t 
discovered at a fancy laboratory or Ivy League 
university; it was forged at public high schools 
in suburban Naperville, Illinois. As most schools 
across the country moved to cut physical education, 
Naperville bucked the trend by fundamentally 
transforming how a gym class was structured and 
incorporating it into the core curriculum. 
 The result? Not only were students more engaged 
and alert in class, but their grades soared in key 
subjects like English, Science, and Mathematics.  
 Last spring, Borough President Oddo hosted Dr. 
John Ratey at Borough Hall. Dr. Ratey is the author of 
“Spark: The Revolutionary New Science of Exercise 
and the Brain,” which detailed the physical education 
renaissance in Naperville. During the meeting, Dr. 
Ratey revealed the seemingly simple secret: exercise 
promotes the growth of new brain cells. Or as he 
would put it, “it’s like Miracle Gro for the brain.” 
According to Dr. Ratey, if physical education in 
schools was transformed to be fitness-based with 
an emphasis on aerobic exercise, students would see 
the positive impact spill over into the classroom—
and ultimately onto their report cards. 

It became BP Oddo’s mission to ensure that 
Staten Island schools were a part of the “Spark 
Revolution.” The first step was to prove that the 
concept could work in NYC just as well as it did 

in suburban Illinois. Our office reached out to Deirdre 
DeAngelis, principal of New Dorp High School, to see 
if she would be interested in piloting the program. Ms. 
DeAngelis immediately stepped up and said yes, and 
thanks to her tenacious leadership, a class of over 
50 high school students at New Dorp High School is 
currently pioneering Spark. The students and staff 
are gathering the data that will be used to make the 
case that the NYC Department of Education should 
transform gym classes across Staten Island. The 
Borough Hall team will analyze and report on the 
results of this promising pilot later this year. 

Dr. John Ratey visits Staten 
Island to discuss his findings.

Exercise Can Transform  
Education
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