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Obesity and Nutrition Curriculum in the U.S. 

Abstract 

Our group’s research action project focuses on an increasingly widespread issue: obesity.  

Obesity is directly related to the increased cost in healthcare due to correlated health issues of 

type II diabetes, hypertension, and cardiovascular disease.  After some initial research, we 

discovered how obesity is related to a multitude of other issues.  Our objective for the project is, 

through an action component, to find a way to buck current trends and lower obesity rates.  Once 

we settled on this topic, we would go on to create a literature review, which included defining 

obesity, determining how environments affect obesity, and analyzing school programs designed 

to increase physical activities, which gave us optimism that school programs like the ones our 

group looked at can help lower obesity rates.  To help combat obesity, our group’s action 

component consisted of creating a comprehensive school nutrition curriculum to increase 

exposure to nutrition concepts and other related health topics between the grade levels of 

Kindergarten and 12th grade.  Throughout the program, students should gain a fundamental 

understanding of what food is, understand what kinds of foods are healthy and unhealthy, 

establish nutritional literacy, learn how to create proper portions, and learn principles of nutrition 

and bodily mechanics, leading to a continued future of healthy eating habits.  If implemented, 

every student would possess the knowledge required to lead a healthy life and be able to teach 

others as well.  Hopefully, other programs will be able to build off of our curriculum, increasing 

the effort to combat obesity. 

Introduction 

In an effort to sustain the population growth and the ever increasing needs of the 

consumer in the developed world, our populations have created lifestyles that lend themselves to 
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rapid consumption that lead to negative long-term consequences. One particular problem that 

plagues the health of many countries is the exponential increase of obesity. This issue is 

common, serious, and costly. Health issues such as type II diabetes, hypertension, and 

cardiovascular disease are directly related to the increased costs of health care. This problem is 

particularly prominent in the United States. According to the World Health Organization, 35.7% 

of adults in the United States are obese. That being said, obesity is a global issue with a profound 

negative effect on the health of populations. The rapid onset of obesity in developed countries 

can be attributed to several factors. One is the increase of “fast food,” which is essentially the 

increasing availability of high calorie, low nutrient foods, which is highly advertised to children. 

This is particularly troublesome as research has shown that obesity is beginning at earlier ages, 

and that the populations most susceptible is people of lower socioeconomic status. We decided 

that researching the U.S. educational system’s curriculum on nutrition would provide the most 

insight on solutions to reducing obesity, which is a serious issue plaguing the U.S. Thus our 

objective for the research project is to research the history of obesity, in which populations it 

affects, and specific nutrition curriculum for schools so we create our own curriculum to 

implement. 

Literature Review 

 Obesity is characterized by "an excess of subcutaneous fat in proportion to lean body 

mass and affects almost every organ and tissue of the body." But obesity can be defined in many 

ways, for example, absolute weight, weight-height ratio, distribution of subcutaneous fat, waist-

hip ratio, and by societal and aesthetic norms. The most popular used definition is based on the 

body mass index (BMI). The best solution to combat obesity is exercise, since it is not only the 
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best treatment for losing body fat, but for retaining lean body mass as well. It also reduces many 

of the health risks associated with obesity, and "evokes a sensation of well-being." 

Much of the literature that addresses obesity also addresses its correlation to low socioeconomic 

status, as well as the issue of childhood obesity.  A few studies specifically target young children 

in low SES school districts, and attempt to create interventions of improved dietary-behavioral-

physical curricula in order to reduce obesity in these districts.  These studies show that although 

the effects are marginal in reducing obesity in children, the effects of improved nutritional and 

physical activity knowledge are significant. It is suggested to implement a more rigorous 

nutritional and dietary educational program in schools, particularly in higher poverty regions 

where rates of obesity are higher and there is a greater lack of nutritional curricula available in 

schools.   

 In many studies, researchers conducted experiments related to socio-economic status and 

obesity in the general population. However, there are also studies that are gender specific to 

women. For example, studies observing socio-economic status and obesity in women. A study 

conducted by Lindsay McLaren showed a negative trend in socio-economic status and obesity 

with women in developed societies and a positive trend with women in developing societies. 

Another study conducted by Jane Wardle, Jo Waller, and Martin J. Jarvis showed that in both 

genders, higher educational attainment and higher socioeconomic status were associated with 

lower risk of obesity. However, obesity risk was greater among men and women with fewer 

years of education and poorer economic circumstances. In other words, socioeconomic status and 

obesity have an inverse relationship. 

 In low SES households, a similar obesity prevention program to Pause-2-Play can be 

adopted. Pause-2-Play targets elementary school students by increasing children’s physical 
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activities in a health promoting afterschool program. The program was successful in its 

implementation in a Canadian elementary school in a low-income neighborhood in London, 

Ontario. The program was well received by the children and parents. It encouraged moderate-to 

–vigorous physical activities that were necessary for improved health. The research conducted 

was deemed successful by the researchers and a viable solution in the battle against childhood 

obesity.  Another curriculum-based program that can be adopted to help prevent obesity is the 

New Moves Program developed for high school girls as a new innovative component to their 

physical education class. This program also was well received and proved successful in its 

conduction at random high schools. 

 Research finds that people in rural areas are more overweight than people in urban 

environments.  Dr. Cornelia Butler Flora of Iowa State University notes that opportunities for 

eating well and being active are not isolated individual and family decisions, but are reflective of 

social, cultural, environmental and economic forces that structure choice. For instance, food 

choices are embedded within the structure of the food system, including, “food producers, food 

procurers, food providers and food preparers.” People can only eat as healthy as their food 

system allows. Likewise, physical fitness is “determined in part by the degree to which the 

environmental context provides safe, fun opportunities for organized and recreational physical 

activity.” 

 Researchers found that the distance from recreational facilities, stores, churches and 

schools was linked to obesity. A fear of neighborhood crime, traffic and poor neighborhood 

aesthetics were also linked to obesity. For example, the inability to walk to school because of 

distance and crime worries.  Finally, perhaps the most important reason rural areas are 

performing poorly concerns demographics. Rural residents are older, less educated and poorer 
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than urban residents. All of these demographics increase obesity.  Ways to help include ideas 

such as: working within your social networks to change patterns of behavior about eating and 

activity, taking responsibility for healthy living and attitudes in your family, or making walking 

and riding to school safe, accessible and fun. 

 Another article compares youth in urban and rural areas in 2005 and 2008 in Alberta, 

Canada so the results may be regional.  Rural residents had a generally poorer nutrient profile 

than urban residents. Specifically, rural students consumed a higher percentage of saturated fat 

than urban students, and also fewer grams of fiber.  After increasing amounts of physical 

activity, by 2008, rural youth were more active than urban youth. Urban activity levels remained 

the same.  There were more overweight and obese children in rural than urban areas 

 Over the past few years, as child and adolescent obesity rates have increased, the school 

environment has become an optimal location for policy and program interventions to help 

attenuate the rise of unhealthy weights. Overall, students consume approximately one third of 

their total daily energy intake at schools, although the quality of that energy can be quite 

variable. Also, activity programs in schools have the potential to improve obesity rates. 

Methods 

First, our group conducted Internet research for existing school nutrition programs. We 

decided to base our recommendation on two sources: the Pennsylvania Department of Education 

school nutrition guide for its comprehensive, grade-by-grade breakdown of suggested nutrition 

coursework, and a community nutrition guide for third and fourth graders by Dr. Deana 

Hildebrand for its overview of the importance of and method of improving nutrition education 

amongst children. Together, we went grade by grade from Kindergarten through 12th grade, 

discussing the amount of available time each grade can provide towards nutrition education. We 
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adapted the amount of information presented in each grade based on difficulty, amount of later 

repetition needed, and if certain information could be incorporated into other, existing school 

classes. 

Results 

Comprehensive School Nutrition Curriculum 

This education program aims to increase exposure to nutrition concepts and other related health 

topics between the grade levels of Kindergarten and 12th grade. Repeat conceptual review and 

gradually building topic complexity provides a comprehensive approach to basic human 

nutrition and also establishes the context for its relative importance. The teachings are divided 

based on four general divisions in grade levels: kindergarten through 3rd grade, 4th through 6th 

grade, 7th through 8th grade, and 9th through 12th grade. Ideally, these topics would be able to be 

incorporated into the preexisting school curriculum    

Kindergarten – 3rd Grade: An introduction to food- the good and the bad 

Educational goals: This unit is the primary introduction to food, establishing the most 

fundamental understanding as to what food is, what categories it can be broken into, and which 

ones are the best for us. Upon completion, students should be able to comfortably identify 

different fruits and vegetables and understand why they are important in our diet. 

Topics include: 

The food pyramid and ChooseMyPlate 

This particular topic can either be taught using the new food pyramid, the ChooseMyPlate 

diagram, or some combination of the two (although this is not necessary). Students will learn the 

basic food groups, and should be able to answer questions such as: what are some common 

fruits? What actually goes into the grains group? What food group can we put cheese into? This 
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lesson can be heavily supplemented with pictures and flashcards with different foods and the 

categories that they can be put into. 

Why do we need to eat healthy? 

Nutrition can be a very a very complex topic, but without getting into too many specifics, young 

students can still learn the very basics of human nutrition. Students will be taught what healthy 

foods are, and generally what categories they come from. Some emphasis will be placed on what 

happens if we don’t eat these healthy foods often enough. After learning what healthy foods are, 

students should then be able to identify foods that are unhealthy, or should not be eaten as often. 

This can also be accomplished using a large number of pictures and flashcards.  

4th – 6th Grade: How we tell the good from the bad 

Educational Goals: Students will be exposed to the basics of understanding whether or not 

packaged foods are healthy or unhealthy. To make this decision, teachers will explain how to 

read food labels and what we should be looking for. This will establish the foundation for 

nutritional literacy and provide context for the numbers that they may see on the nutrition label. 

Topics Include: 

Nutrition Label Vocabulary 

Though there are many important words on food labels, students will get basic definitions for the 

most important components. Such terms include (but are not necessarily limited to): Serving 

size, calorie, total fat, sodium, carbohydrate, sugar, and protein. After learning what these terms 

mean, students should be able to identify which ones will be higher in foods that are healthy and 

foods that are unhealthy. All of this will be reinforced with in-class activities, wherein students 

look at real nutrition labels and discuss why certain items are healthy or need to be eaten only in 

moderation. 
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Decoding all the numbers 

Another component of the nutrition labels (besides the vocab terms) is the various numbers and 

percentages. Here, there will be one additional term introduced: percent daily value. Emphasis, 

therefore, will be placed on the percentage listed on the right-hand side of the label. Students 

should be able to recognize foods that have high percentages for components that they know are 

unhealthy, such as fats. 

7th – 8th Grade: Establishing the perfect balance 

Educational Goals: Now that students have learned that very basics of nutrition, the next step is 

extrapolating those principles to their daily lives. Students will learn the correct proportions of 

the various food groups that they should be eating, and roughly how they should structure their 

meals. Additionally, they will learn the principles and skills behind portion control both during 

meals and when snacking in between meals.  

Topics Include: 

The Goldilocks approach to meals: how much is just right? 

This lesson will begin with a brief introduction to resting energy expenditure, which can be 

loosely approximated as the minimum number of calories needed to supply the body with 

energy. Students can actually calculate their necessary calorie intake using the following 

equation: 

Resting energy expenditure (males) = (10 * wt in kg) + (6.25 * height in cm) + (5 * age in yrs) + 

5  

Resting energy expenditure (females) = (10 * wt in kg) + (6.25 * height in cm) + (5 * age in yrs) 

– 161 

* note, these are only rough approximations- actual values may vary 
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These approximations can be used to understand roughly how much should be eaten at every 

meal. With the skills they have previously learned in label reading and basic nutrition literacy, 

they can apply what they already know to identify where their calories should ideally come from. 

Portion control: not having too much of anything 

The idea of portion control must be emphasized as something of great importance, especially in 

regards to the previous lesson on meal planning. Teachers should explain that too much of any 

one thing is not good for the body. Not only does this apply to things such as sugar and fat, but 

even healthy things like vitamins and minerals. Students will then develop the skills necessary to 

monitor the nutrients they take in through their food, focusing on the percent daily values on the 

labels. Special attention should be placed on explaining the limitations that should be placed on 

sugar, sodium, and fat. 

The proper meal on a lower budget 

Sometimes, families may have significantly limited incomes, and proper nutrition may be 

difficult to follow. This lesson will focus on low cost foods, or unconventional foods that are 

nutrient dense. This can include an introduction to these kinds of foods, and even basic cooking 

techniques (e.g. if root vegetables are suggested, then teachers can explain how they need to be 

boiled or roasted for long enough, so they are soft enough to eat). 

Important project component: Learning how to maintain and use a food journal 

When students have adequately learned the principles of healthy meal planning and portion 

control, they will be given the assignment of creating a food journal. For at least one week, 

students will record the things that they eat at every meal (or if they skip a meal) and how much 

they eat. If possible, they can try to find the nutrition facts for these foods. Ultimately, students 
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will analyze their diet and identify moments where they demonstrated good healthy eating habits, 

and areas where they may have deviated from the information they learned. This will culminate 

with a healthy eating goal based on the records they made during this one week period. The 

teacher can periodically ask the students how they are doing with their healthy eating goals 

(which serve basically the same purpose as new year resolutions). 

9th – 12th Grade: The advanced principles and mechanics of nutrition 

Educational goals: As students develop their understanding of the natural sciences, so too will 

they advance their understanding of the nutrition basics that they have learned up until this point. 

Ideally, the students should be able to answer the question “why?” For instance, the human body 

needs a steady supply of calcium, vitamin D, and vitamin C. Why? Students will learn through a 

combination of cellular mechanics and physiological principles, and larger principles (e.g. health 

maintenance over the course of a lifetime and its impact on longevity).  

Topics include: 

Body mechanics: the energy our body uses and where it comes from 

The basis of this lesson will begin with a discussion concerning the process of digestion, 

including where food and nutrients are actually digested and where the nutrients go. Energy 

reserves will be described in terms of carbohydrate utilization, digestion, and storage. In this 

regard, special attention will be placed on explaining the roles of the liver, fat, and muscular 

systems in this process. Special attention will be given to answer the question “why is eating so 

important in terms of body energy?” and “what happens when we run out of energy?”. 

The bugaboos of nutritional deficiencies 
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Arguable one of the most important lessons in health promotion, this lesson focuses on all 

nutritionally related illnesses and ailments. The important emphasis throughout the entire unit 

will be the fact that these problems are all essentially treatable with proper diet and exercise. 

Health issues/topics covered can include: 

Obesity (excessive accumulation of subcutaneous and visceral fat) 

Goiters (iodine Deficiency) 

Scurvy (vitamin C deficiency) 

Rickets (vitamin D deficiency) 

Hypertension (high blood pressure) 

Arteriosclerosis (vasculature blockage, especially in the heart) 

Diabetes (specifically type II; type I is autoimmune and a product of genetics rather than 

nutrition) 

Anemia (iron deficiency) 

 

*the aim of this program is to prevent obesity, therefore in the teaching of these ailments the 

most important “umbrella” topic can be obesity. A comprehensive definition and explanation of 

obesity will be critical, and other related health problems can be discussed in the context of 

obesity. For instance, drawing the link between obesity and type II diabetes, and explaining why 

a link between those two exists. 

 

The lesson will aim to accomplish two goals: provide the context for these illnesses, and explain 

how the negative effects can be reversed. A related project can build upon the habits that were 

previously established in middle school. The students can be presented with a hypothetical 
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situation about an obese individual that wants to begin the process of healthy living and losing 

weight. They will have to do two things: design a week’s worth of meals (breakfast, lunch, and 

dinner) and a realistic exercise regimen. They should be able to explain what choices they made, 

but more importantly, why they chose the things that they did. 

Maintaining a healthy diet in the long run 

This can act as a final lesson to really synthesize everything that has been taught, and quickly 

reaffirm why it is so important. The main takeaway will be the fact that nutrition is a lifelong 

requirement, that doesn’t go away just because you get older. Briefly, it can be mentioned that at 

younger ages nutrition is essential because it promotes proper body growth. After aging, 

maintaining healthy eating habits can reduce the risk of associated health problems and can 

ultimately increase life expectancy.  

Discussion 

The goal of this Comprehensive School Nutrition Curriculum is to increase exposure to 

nutrition concepts and other related health topics between the grade levels of Kindergarten and 

12th grade and thus prevent obesity from a young age. We agreed that a comprehensive, 

extensively planned and implemented program was the best way to combat childhood obesity in 

schools. This would then serve the higher purpose of nationally reducing the obesity population 

in the United States, which currently stands at 35.7 %. Obesity was found to be important 

“umbrella” topic in the addressing of ailments such type II diabetes and hypertension by drawing 

the link between obesity and explaining why a link between those two exists. 

The curriculum program we have developed will aim to accomplish two goals: provide 

the context for these illnesses, and explain how the negative effects can be reversed. An obesity 

prevention program has been suggested to be included in the curriculum to build upon the habits 
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that were previously established in middle school for four division levels as discussed previously 

and it involves students presented with a hypothetical situation about an obese individual that 

wants to begin the process of healthy living and losing weight. They will have to do two things: 

design a week’s worth of meals (breakfast, lunch, and dinner) and a realistic exercise regimen 

quite similar to the pause-to-play 1 and New Moves2 obesity prevention programs. They should 

be able to explain what choices they made, but more importantly, why they chose the things that 

they did. 

The educational component of the curriculum aims help participants develop their 

understanding of the natural sciences, so too will they can advance their understanding of the 

nutrition basics that are necessary to understand the importance of tackling obesity because the 

health risks it may impose on the participant. Ideally, the students should be able to answer the 

question “why we should exercise, eat a health diet and maintain this standard in our daily life”. 

Students should be able to learn through a progression from the introductory topics in K-9th 

grade of food choices and calorie counts to the advanced high school level topics of cellular 

mechanics and physiological principles, and larger principles (e.g. health maintenance over the 

course of a lifetime and its impact on longevity). 

The outcomes as a measure of success of our curriculum will depend on the level of 

participation of the students and willingness to follow through the whole program as they 

progress in school. If it were followed we believe the knowledge gained would be invaluable to 

the participant both personally and to be passed on. This curriculum has been projected by us to 

help improve health standards of the individual and help prevent/reduce obesity. 
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Implications 

Our results are important in the future, because by creating a standardized school 

curriculum, we can promote healthy choices from an early age, and explain why those choices 

are important to our overall health in older students. Our hope is to make this curriculum a state-

wide initiative, and ensure that our plan is followed through. While keeping in mind that there 

are less school resources with which to teach this curriculum, availability of supermarkets, and 

availability of proper nutrition, in lower socio-economic status areas. This is how our action 

component and research tie together into a fully implementable solution for all schools in 

Michigan. 

Reflection on the Group Process 

 Throughout this project we had our ups and downs as a group.  We initially struggled to 

find a topic, were challenged by deadlines, but reconnected as a community through leisure 

activities. No project is without flaws, but as a group we glided through our roadblocks to finish 

our project as a team. 

 Back in September, we struggled to find a topic that we all found interesting. We decided 

that we were passionate about food, but wondered how we could incorporate it into our project. 

We struggled with deadlines originally, not knowing which way we were going with our food 

idea, but through our literature reviews we decided that obesity and nutrition education was 

where we felt the largest impact could be made. 

 We fumbled on challenges such as members leaving and joining our group with the 

change of the semester. However, we divided the workload with everyone, all of who were 

willing to contribute to the project to finish on time. If we could change anything, we wish that 

we would have had more time to work with our CG group during our scheduled meeting times. 
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We were all so busy throughout the year; it was a constant challenge to find a time when 

everyone was available to meet to work on the project. We often attempted but floundered at 

making weekend meetings, but managed to get the work done in our own personal time. 

 Through group dinners and discussion in our meetings, we had the privilege to learn 

about our fellow Global Scholars and to see interesting and different viewpoints on global issues 

and how to solve them, such as our project’s concern of obesity and nutrition education. 

Together, we became educated on a topic and did something about it, all while enjoying the 

experience.  

Conclusion 

 We chose to research and take action on child obesity and the education of nutrition to 

children throughout their required education in the United States. We saw this as a problem 

because it is becoming a dilemma that extends farther than simply a few extra pounds; rather it 

leads to life long problems such as high blood pressure, and diabetes. Our objective was to 

research the history of obesity, in which populations it lies, and specific nutrition curriculum for 

schools so we could create our own curriculum to implement. We did so based on grade level, 

dividing the information based on what we felt could be absorbed by students at certain levels of 

their education. The purpose of this was to create a program that could educate children on 

nutrition and prevent obesity and all the problems that coincide with it in the United States. 
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