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Today people find a set of golden arches at about every street corner or as they flip on the TV, view an advertisement for a new gaming system or computer game.  With the rise of technology in both food and good productions, today’s generation is beginning to find they are leading a sedimentary lifestyle.  The consequence of this lifestyle, poor eating habits, overeating, and no exercise, results in a higher prevalence of obese children.  Children are not burning off as many calories as they are taking in, causing the excess pounds.  The official definition of childhood obesity states that a child is obese if he or she weighs 10% more than what is recommended for the Childs biological age.  The Body Mass Index-for-age places children in this percentile according to their weight compared with other children of the same age.  (Constante and Lock)


The underlying cost of obesity is not the weight but internal side effects.  Girls now face a 30% risk of being diagnosed with diabetes and boys have a 40% risk.  Many children now face breathing problems due to the excess weight and struggle to participate in the smallest of exertion activities.  This results in children’s lack of motivation to exercise and only results in more severe health problems such as cardio vascular disease, where children ages 5-10 have a 60% chance of being diagnosed with obesity.  (Childhood Overweight and Obesity)


On average one-third of children, eat fast food a day, which contributes to about 6 extra pounds of weight each year.  Compared to children in the 1970’s, kids today consume about 5 % more fast food.  Other statistics show that over 16% of children between the ages of 6-9 are obese.  This percentage has risen by nearly 3% since 1980.  A further study done by the Center for Disease Control showed between the years of 1999-2002 a staggering 15% of children were at risk for becoming obese in the future.  (Childhood Overweight and Obesity)


Obesity also imposes a significant cost on the entire society as well.  Due to the increased health risks and problems, more children are seeking medical attention from hospitals.  Another study done by the Center for Disease Control revealed that nearly 127 million dollars was spend in hospital cost for obese children during the years of 1997-1999.  This data was compared to a similar study done in 1979-1981 where only 36 million dollars was spend on hospital cost for obese children.  (Childhood Overweight and Obesity)


Can the argument now be made that fast food is the true culprit of the increasing prevalence of obesity in the current generation of children?  Vast majorities of statistics infer to this conclusion, but could a finger also be pointed at the parent of the children, since children theoretically have no choice in the food that they eat?  Critics argue parents should take a more active role in moderating the amount of time a child spends in front of the TV and prepare more home cooked nutritious meals.  Studies show that when a parent is obese, a child is then 50% more likely to be obese as well. 
 However, children spend roughly 7 hours or about one-third a day in school, so parents have very little control over the nutrition of the meals served or amount of time spent on physical activity.  Therefore, as a public institution and government operated, the solution to the growing obesity problem in the United States is a bigger role played by the government to ensure children are receiving an adequate diet and sufficient physical activity during school hours.  The government can facilitate and collaborate with teachers and administration to implement policies that will achieve the common goal of a less obese society.  Only with this central power can these programs be distributed equally to all children regardless of class.  Any other setting besides a school would create inequality and programs would only be attainable for the higher class.  Another reason a bigger role is needed to be played by the government is action will be taken faster and a standard will be set for all schools nation wide.  If the cure of obesity was left up to the markets, school officials would act as maximizers and keep waiting for better technology to surface, instead of implementing a program immediately.  

The government needs to take action before the obesity problem widens too much and the United States is unable to undertake the medical costs.  As the Postrel book describes all political parties, agree the future of technology and the severe cost it imposes on society is a scary thought.  In reality, though no one is willing to stop the progress of technology through such advances as food processing even if it is at the cost of the weight of our children.  This is where the market fails and the government is the only central power that can control the use of technology especially in our schools.  (Postrel)


The first step that the government needs to take in order to lessen the number of obese students in schools is to implement nutrition programs.  Primarily government needs to put strict limitations on the use of vending machines in schools.  Vending machines should only be turned on during lunchtime and after school hours.  These machines would only hold non-fat or 1% low fat milk products.  Juices would limit only to ones with 100% real juice, and sport drinks would only be allowed if they contained less than 100 calories.  None of these would not be available in any quantity higher than 12 ounces except for water to ensure nutritional intake.  


Food inside of the vending machines would also contain strict guidelines.  Only products with less than 280 calories would be permitted, and 35% of these calories could come from fat.  A similar policy, proposed by Susan Comb of the Texas Agriculture Commission, added that if schools violated these vending machine requirements, the school would not receive a day’s worth of meal reimbursement.  In addition, advertising on vending machines must only contain only healthy food.  (Bowman)


With the limited access to vending machines, students will be more focused on their schoolwork without the added addictives from sodas and sugar from candy bars.  This will also give school cafeterias the ability to provide meals that are more nutritious during the lunch hour.  Similar to the vending machine policies government needs to take a bigger role inside of the cafeteria and limit the number of foods that have high levels of trans fat or sodium.  More of a wider variety of fresh fruits and vegetables will be required.  Packed lunches will be banned to ensure children are only consuming nutritious food during school hours.  (Bowman)


These policies on vending machines and cafeterias set the stage for students to carry on their healthy eating styles after school hours.  In the end, when the government makes healthier food available and demonstrates nutritional control a new wave of nutritional consumption will result.  


Secondly, in order to lessen the number of obese students the government needs to impose stricter guidelines on Teachers.  Before being certified as a teacher, individuals will have to go through an intense physical fitness program.  The program will require another year of unpaid schooling and test the limits of prospective teachers.  Without direct experience, instructors lack knowledge to teach children about healthy lifestyles and acceptable forms of physical activity.  Hands on training will provide teachers with motivation to integrate physical movement when instructing children.  This policy will require teachers to produce more of a developed curriculum that has clear direction.  (Ratanachu-ek and Moungnoi)


Lastly, the government needs to take a bigger role in the fight for healthier schools by requiring more learning that is active and implement a program for more physical activity.  An increase in physical activity during school hours will enhance a child’s awareness and provide them with more motivation to learn.  In order to achieve this goal the government will extend the school day by 3 additional hours.  During this time, the children will be forced to engage in physical activity, as they participate in growing their own garden with fresh fruits and vegetables.  Building a garden and forcing physical activity gives children a sense of accomplishment and boosts their self-esteem.  Digging and nurturing the plants allows for play that is more productive rather than tag or hopscotch.  Students will also plant trees and bushes as a means of active learning.  
These will then be harvested and the children will use them to help cook nutritious dinners that they will also have to eat at school.  The children will be more inclined to try the different kinds of fruits and vegetables because they actually grew the plants and need a reward for their efforts.  Only after dinner, the children will be released to their parents.  (Bell and Dyment)


A program similar to this called the Green School Grounds based in Canada states that by planting trees and a garden will provide students with a healthy safe way to play and learn.  With the extra three hours of schooling, government will emphasize the quality and quantity of active play, because without the forced physical activity students will not understand the importance of physical activity and continue to lead a sedimentary lifestyle.  The noncompetitive form of play will appeal to a wider variety of children and stimulate development.  Eating dinner at school will promote social and cognitive well-being in the children.  The result of this school policy by the government results in happier students.  (Bell and Dyment)


The main cause of obesity does not come from genetics, but overeating, lack of a nutritional meal, and a lack of physical activity.  Children spend a third of their day in the classroom, where they typically receive inadequate nutritional meals and are given few opportunities for physical activity.  With the help of the control of the government to implement policies such as vending machine restrictions and a 3-hour extension onto the normal school day will ensure children receive enough food and physical activity for development and a healthy lifestyle.  Our nation will no longer face a growing obesity problem in our children.  
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Abstract:

Childhood obesity is a rising problem in the United States.  I argue that the school system is to blame because their availability of unhealthy foods and lack of emphasis on physical activity.  A third of a child’s day is spent inside a classroom making it impossible for the parents to blame.  I stress the government needs to take a more active role in the schools by limiting access to vending machines, requiring stricter teacher education guidelines, and implementing a physical activity program that extends the school day by 3 hours.  
