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= Don't put the burden
on the children alone —
the solution involves
schools, advertisers
and the Fommunity

BY JEANNE BROOKS-GUNN.
AND ANNE MARTIN

ne-third “ of American

children have a serious

weight problem. The po-
tential health consequences of
childhood obesity, such as
type-2 diabetes, are
and costly. To the extent that
obesity is accompanied by
poor nutrition, children’s cogni-
tive development, irritabilia?r
and attention span can all be af-
fected, spilling over into their
performance at school. But the
social problems associated
with obesity can be debilitat-
ing, too. Just ask a child who
has been teased for being fat.

1t’s all food for thought, so

to speak, during National
School  Lunch Week this
week.

So who or what is to blame
for this crisisz We all know
that parents oversee their chil-
dren’s diet and exercise, and
are thus ultimately responsi-
ble for their weight. But our
society also makes all kinds of
decisions that influence the
rate of childhood obesity.

For example, one . reason
childhood obesity has in-
-creased in the past 20 years is
that children spend more time

Society can curb childho

than they .used to
being  sedentary.
It’'s obvious that
time spent in front
of a screen watch-
ing TV, playing
video games or
using a computer is
time that might in-
stead be spent in ac-
tive play. But more
time in front of the
TV alsor means
greater exposure to
advertising. .
Studies show
that the commer- .
cials children see
influence the foods
they prefer. Adver-
tisers know  this,
which is why they
target  children’s
shows for junk
food and fast-food
restaurant commer-
cials. And it's not
just that children
watch more TV
than they used to.
It's also that there
are more commer-

cials per hour of children’s

TV programming.
But not all parents can tell
their children to turn off the

TV and go outside to play.

Low-income  neighborhoods
are less likely than affluent
neighborhoods to have such
recreational facilities as parks,
sports fields, trails and gyms,
and it's been shown that chil-
dren’s access to such facilities
predicts their level of activity.

Furthermore, parents living
in dangerous neighborhoods

“may not want their children

playing outside. Intramural
sports and sports clubs at
school can provide an excel-
lent opportunity for physical
activity, but only half the
schools in our nation reported-
ly offer such programs, and
those that do typically don’t
rovide ftransportation home
or students who need it.

Jeanne Brooks-Gunn, left, is co-director and Anne Martin is senior
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Teachers College, Columbia University.

Families nationwide
also vary greatly in
their access to grocery
stl%rgs that sell fresh
produce, whole i

and low-fat amﬂ'i
meat products. Low-in-
come parents are pdr-
ticularly likely to live
in neighborhoods that
lack such stores.
These are the same
neighborhoods  that
have a high concentra-
tion o fast-food

chains.

The food children
eat at home is only
part of the story. The
national School
Lunch Program is
overseen by the De-
partment of Agricul-
ture, and schools
must meet certain nu-
trition standards to re-
ceive funding. By and
large, school lunches
are nutritious, but the
most recent audit
found that limits on
fat content were not
met by 80 percent of elemen-
tary schools.

In addition, cafeterias offer
other food that is unregulated.
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More important, most schools’

today have snack bars or vend-
ing machines that sell junk
food and soda. In fact, the reve-
nue generated by these sales is
often indispensable for schools
facing budget crunches.
Unfortunately, children
have been found to eat less
healthy food when junk food
is available. Consequently,
many states and school dis-
tricts have taken it upon them-
selves to limit the foods sold
in schools. For example, New

od obesity

York City public schools elimi-
nated soda and junk food
from vendinﬁ machines on
school grounds. Vending ma-
chines may now sell only
water, low-fat snacks and 100
percent fruit juices.

So what can we parents do to

stem the tide of child obesity

‘We can try to prepare more nu-
tritious meals and insist on suf-
ficient exercise — though in
many cases this will involve
the additional challenge of
changing our own diet and ex-
ercise. We also can think about
changes outside the scope of
our own homes. We can de-
mand that our elected represen-
tatives impose greater restric-
tions on advertising targeted to
children. A few countries, such
as Sweden and Norway, have
simply banned commercials
aimed at children. ”

We also can work with
schools to think creatively about
ways to promote healthier eat-
ing and exercise. Upstate, in
Troy, a veggie mobile sells fresh
produce out of a truck that
drives around three days a
week. At the Tooker Avenue Ele-

mentary School in West Baby--

lon, children start each day with
a seven-minute exercise routine.
Finally, we can advocate for

the fairer distribution of re- -

sources and businesses across
neighborhoods, rather than let-
ting the marketplace decide for
itself how to maximize profits.

A family can be encouraged.

by the community to pursue
healthy habits, but it can just as
easily be discouraged. The next
time we see a fat child and won-
der how the parents let the
child get that way, we might in-
stead wonder how the rest of
us did, too.

NOINIdO

]



