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1
Are schools responsible for childhood obesity?  According to the Physicians Committee for Responsible Medicine, 31% of children are at risk of becoming obese.  In addition, 16% of all American children are already overweight.  In response to these studies, a call has been brought to the nation to take measures to address and prevent the problem of childhood obesity.  The media has been inundated with articles and broadcasts blaming school food for the majority of the problem.  Parents call their school district to complain about the food being served – too much pizza, processed chicken, large portions, too much dairy . . . and the list of complaints grow.  What surveys are finding is that the foods parents are complaining about are the very same foods children are being served at home.  Perhaps the real complaint from parents is that schools are serving the menu that has been planned for supper.
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In reality, studies have proven that children who eat school lunches have better attendance and higher test scores.  Students who eat school lunches consume twice the recommended amounts of fruit; seven times the amount of vegetable sand three times the average consumption of dairy products.  The National School Lunch Program provides federal funding for school foodservice programs in efforts to improve their lunches and provide nutrition education to children.  The United States Department of Agriculture (USDA) sets standards and requirements to govern the dietary programs of schools and provides schools with a significant amount of American-grown foods, such as poultry, fruits, vegetables, beef and pork.  The problem with these donated commodities is that they are often reprocessed into less nutritious foods.  The school districts are then required, financially and politically, to sell these foods to children.  However, according the USDA guidelines, 2/3 of all schools in America exceed federal regulations in nutrition.
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So if school lunches are nutritious, why are America’s children struggling with obesity?  The profile of children who are overweight is disturbing.  Low-income children are at highest risk for both obesity and malnutrition, ironically.  Their mental health suffers, as well.  In a recent interview in the school cafeteria, I spoke to 22 children in grades one through four.  It was alarming how many students said that school lunch was their best meal of the day.  School nurse, Brenda Loeb maintains, “My busiest time of day is first thing in the morning when students come in nauseous and with headaches.  They tell me they haven’t eaten since yesterday.  Once we get them some orange juice and a breakfast snack, they’re fine.”  The problem is compounded if the last meal they ate was fast food.  Fast food digests much differently than a standard home-cooked meal.  A thin burger and fries comprised mainly of fat and refined carbohydrates does not provide the nutrients needed to sustain one for more than a few hours.  It digests much more quickly, leaving the student hungry long before their next scheduled meal.  Overweight children suffer as well.  They are often bullied in school or tend to bully other children.  They are also more likely to suffer from depression and eating disorders.  We all agree the problem is serious.  School officials, politicians, parents and students must work together to prevent obesity, not just in children, but adults as well.  The American School Foodservice Association not only conducts these studies but works as a liaison to government agencies in effort to promote nutrition and physical activity in students.
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Studies show Mexican-Americans have the highest rate of obesity – perhaps due to cultural diets, increased poverty and often lack of physical activity.  The statistics on American health, including white and African-American adults, shows 65% of all adults are overweight or obese (30% being obese).  This leaves only 35% of all adults considered healthy!
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Bob Marley, a Jamaican musician from the 1970s, perhaps had the solution.  He sang, “Get Up, Stand Up!”  Bob Marley may have been referring to civil rights, but the answer is the same; Americans need to get up and become involved in physical activity.  This especially includes our children.  Children’s favorite pastimes, which were once outdoor sports, have been replaced with video games and television.  This being true, physical education programs in schools would then be equally responsible with foodservice initiatives.  Where is the role of the parents in the issue of childhood obesity?
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While genetics play a role in obesity, parents need to be more involved in encouraging proper health habits in their children.  Fast food restaurants are a source of meals for many families; dual-income families often rely on quick meals due to work schedules.  The average American household has three televisions and the majority of children play video games daily.  According to Screen Savers, a television show that teaches children how to play video games (!), the average video game lasts over an hour.  The result is a definitive lack of physical activity amongst youth.  Nutritionists and Fitness Trainers reiterate that the only method to weight loss is to expend more calories than you consume.
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Thus, if a child eats a balanced meal at school and is nutritionally supported at home, then the problem lies in the lack of physical activity.  After reviewing the facts on American health and school nutrition programs, the conclusion is that the cause of child obesity is shared amongst all influences in the child’s life:  parents, genetics, nutrition and physical activity.  The solution requires further research and combined efforts in education and family development, politics and food science.
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Visit your child’s school cafeteria.  Many have been remodeled or redecorated to promote healthy eating and physical fitness.  Some cafeteria monitors even hold jumping jack contents while students are waiting in line.  Food service professionals have attended training seminars to learn how to convert USDA and other school recipes into a low-fat form.  Writing to the officials of the National School Lunch Program, requesting an increase in fresh fruit and vegetable allocations can also benefit children.  If you have any questions or concerns about your child’s nutritional needs, you can request a copy of the nutritional analysis of your school cafeteria menu.  Talk to you child’s physical education teacher for recommendations and recreational resources.  Working together, we can keep our children fit and healthy.
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