“CHILDHOOD OBESITY AND THE ROLE OF

CALIFORNIA’S SCHOOLS”

BACKGROUND

The Epidemic:

Obesity has become an epidemic in the United States, affecting one-third of all adults, 27 percent of children, and 21 percent of adolescents.  Research indicates a two-fold increase in the youth obesity rate over the past two decades.  Overweight youth face increased risks for many serious health problems that do not commonly occur during childhood, including hypercholesterolemia and type 2 diabetes.  These are compounded by discrimination, psychological stress, poor body image, and low self-esteem.  More than 80 percent of obese adolescents remain obese as adults, with even more severe consequences, including higher risks of heart disease and cancer.

Impact on Scholastic Achievement:

Healthy eating and physical activity play an important role in learning and cognitive development.  Poor diet and physical inactivity have been found to adversely influence the ability to learn and decrease motivation and attentiveness.  Such findings indicate that young people will not be ready to learn and achieve their full potential unless they are well nourished and healthy.  Many believe that the combination of insufficient physical activity and “competitive foods” on school campuses, due to their limited nutritional value and high level of calories from sugar, fat and saturated fat, are contributing to this problem.

Nutrition Environment in Schools

Reimbursable Meal Programs:

The United States Department of Agriculture (USDA) regulates the nutrient content of meals sold under its reimbursable meal program to ensure nutritious foods are available for children in schools.  Nutrient standards have been established to meet children’s energy needs and to provide key nutrients to meet the requirements for various age groups.  The goals are based on:

· The Recommended Daily Allowances (RDA);

· Children’s energy expenditure; and

· Dietary Guidelines for Americans.

Specifically, the standards are based on meals, rather than individual food items, and require that the meals:

· Limit total fat to 30 percent of calories, and saturated fat to 10 percent;

· Meet 1/3 of the RDA for protein, iron, calcium, vitamin A and vitamin C; and

· Provide a variety of foods moderate in sugar and salt and high in fruits, vegetables, and whole grains.

“Competitive Foods:”

Similar standards do not exist for foods sold outside of the USDA meal programs.  Many schools sell and serve foods that compete with the reimbursable meals, and are often higher in added sugar, sodium, and fat.  A study conducted by the American School Food Service Association 

revealed the prevalence of these foods is on the rise with the largest increase seen in elementary schools. The increase in vending machines, fast food, candy sales, and high fat/sugar snack items on school campuses has contributed significantly to overall school food sales.  In a study conducted by the Public Health Institute, ninety-five percent of responding California school districts reported selling fast foods on their campuses.  The most common fast foods sold were pizza, cookies, chips, and burritos.

According to the California Department of Education Nutrition Services Division, “competitive foods” consist of any foods sold in competition with the National School Lunch and School Breakfast Programs to children in food service areas during the lunch periods.  The education code includes one requirement for competitive foods, stating that:

“Fifty percent of all food items offered for sale each school day at any site by any organization or entity during regular school hours shall be selected from the specified list of nutritious foods.  Food items reimbursed under the National School Lunch Act or Child Nutrition Act are not included in the fifty percent calculation.”

The list of nutritious foods does not establish guidelines for monitoring fat content of foods, and the remaining fifty percent of competitive foods allowed do not follow any nutrition guidelines. 

Physical Activity

Fitness Status of California’s Students:

California statute requires all school districts to annually administer a physical fitness test to all fifth, seventh, and ninth graders.  In 1999, 30 percent of school districts failed to comply, and the results for participating schools were dismal: 80 percent of all students failed to meet minimum physical fitness standards.

Physical Education Requirements:

California state law requires physical education as follows:

Elementary schools:

200 minutes of every 10 school days 

Middle/junior high schools:
400 minutes every 10 school days

High schools:


two years.

Physical Activity After School:

After-school competitive sports, and community athletic programs, provide excellent opportunities for children to engage in vigorous physical activity.  However, these programs are not available to many children for a variety of reasons, most often economic.  Recently released California Research Bureau research reveals prohibitive costs for many families associated with participation in competitive sports programs.  Furthermore, many communities lack organized activities and facilities to meet the physical activity needs of children, including outdoor athletic fields and parks where children and parents both feel safe.  Finally, children are adversely affected by growing up in a culture which supports sedentary lifestyle norms, including driving rather than walking, and watching TV and playing computer games, rather than being physically active.

Senate Health & Human Services Committee / Andrea Margolis / January 2001
