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  Abstract 

In this paper I will be exploring some of the contributing factors of obesity in school aged 

children. Through the use of three articles I will be looking at the role and responsibility of the 

school to promote a healthy lifestyle. I will also be looking at what types of policies are in place 

different provinces and whether or not school policies are responsible for reducing childhood 

obesity.  I will also be exploring how the foods that are served at the school and the choices 

available to students help influence lifestyle choices.  
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In the first article Exploring the School Nutrition Policy Environment in Canada using 

the ANGELO Framework by Vine and Elliot (2013) they note that according to Statistics Canada 

in 2012 there are 31% of youth aged 2-17 that are considered obese. Since 1970 obesity has been 

on the rise and there have been nutrition policies and interventions developed; however, school 

nutrition policies have only been developed in 5 out of 10 Canadian provinces, with 

Saskatchewan being one of the 5 provinces that does not currently have a nutrition policy in 

place. “In Canada a comprehensive school health (CSH) model was designed to support 

improvements in educational outcomes, with a focus on social and physical environments, 

teaching and learning, healthy school policy, and partnerships in the school environment. CSH 

recognizes the direct link between health and improved learning in young people and that 

schools are an important agent influencing and promoting students’ health and behavior through 

positive lifestyle choices” (as cited in Vine and Elliot, 2013, p.332).  Students spend the majority 

of their time at school, and because of this there has been an increased focus on school to be the 

ideal setting for promoting nutritious eating practices.  

“Despite the efforts of Canadian provinces to improve the school nutrition environment, 

there appears to be only modest changes in how youth are accessing healthy foods at schools” 

(p.332), therefore Vine and Elliot analyzed the data gathered while using the ANGELO 

(Analysis Grid for Environments Linked to Obesity) Framework. They looked at the relationship 

between policy documents and technical reports across three levels- national, provincial and 

regional policies to determine the priority associated at each level. The themes that were 

evaluated were related to the physical and sociocultural environment including the availability of 

nutritious food, nutrition education, accessibility of nutritious food, student food choices, health 

promotion framework, multisectoral approach, partnerships and marketing. It was found that 
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making nutritious food available to youth was a key priority at all levels, while accessibility of 

nutritious food at schools was a key priority at the federal level, it was less of a priority at the 

provincial level and nutrition education was a priority at the federal and provincial levels.  

What I found most interesting about this article was learning about the different types of 

policies that are in place for the provinces, for instance in Ontario their guidelines support a 

minimum of 50 hours of nutrition education at the elementary level and Alberta has their APPLE 

(Alberta Project Promoting Active Living and Healthy Eating) schools to support healthy school 

communities, whereas “in Saskatchewan, nutrition education was outcome based to ‘provide 

adequate time for nutrition education so that students can learn general health skills (e.g. how to 

assess health habits, set goals for improvement) and specific nutrition related skills (e.g. plan a 

healthy meal, read and compare food labels)’” (p.335).  Looking at the Health portion of the 

Saskatchewan Curriculum, it is fairly open ended as to the content that is expected to be taught. 

Therefore as a teacher I do not feel like I should have any problems meeting the required health 

outcomes. I think that it is important that we educate our students about healthy food choices and 

promote physical activity; that being said simply educating about healthy eating does not always 

create a healthy environment. Not only do we need to teach about healthy food choices, but we 

need to also be making nutritious foods available in school vending machines, at fundraisers, in 

cafeterias as well as monitoring the portion sizes and the cost of nutritious school lunches. If 

students are only given healthy options they will be encouraged to eat healthier.  

 In the second article, Think tank on school-aged children: nutrition and physical activity 

to prevent the rise in obesity by Rena Mendelson (2007) the Canadian Council of Food and 

Nutrition along with the University of Toronto arranged a “Think Tank on School Nutrition and 

Activity”. The objectives of the program were “to develop evidence based policy approach for 
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promoting healthy nutrition and active lifestyle environments in schools, to identify partnerships 

required to implement effective school nutrition and activity policies and to serve as a catalyst 

for an increased focus on improving the nutrition and activity behavior of school aged 

children”(p.495).  Most people agree that parents are primarily responsible for young children’s 

health behaviors, but the rise in obesity has increased the awareness to other sectors, thus making 

the school a target because of the amount of time children spend there. The work of Dr. Leann 

Birch, a professor of Human Development and Nutritional Sciences at Pennsylvania State 

University, suggests that it may be too late for school-based interventions and that there are a 

variety of other factors that influence childhood obesity including genetic predispositions, child 

feeding practices, and parents as role models. 

 School-based programs to reduce obesity has proven to be inconsistent. The authors of 

the Cochran Library review of interventions for preventing obesity in children concluded “most 

interventions did not result in significant improvement to children’s weight status, but that nearly 

all of them resulted in some improvement in diet or physical activity” (p.497).  In a project 

developed in 1997 in the Annapolis Valley Regional School Board students were offered only 

healthy lunches with no junk, daily physical activities, access to the school gym after school, a 

health and nutrition curriculum that had parental and community involvement. Students in this 

project recorded a decreased risk of overweight and obesity. The government’s response to these 

findings was to “include increased hiring of full-time sport animators, healthy active living 

consultants and public health nutritionists across the province” (p.498). 

One of the things I really liked about this article was how Dr. Leann Birch talked about 

healthy eating patterns and how there are many predispositions that can play a role in childhood 

obesity. I am strong believer that parents should be the ones primarily responsible for their 
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children’s health and educating them on the importance of healthy eating and physical activity. 

However, I know that this is not always the case therefore, I think it makes it even more 

important for teachers to educate their students about healthy eating and to encourage them to 

participate in physical activity. One of the biggest factors in childhood obesity is the lack of 

physical activity and the increase in “screen time”. “In an international comparison of children’s 

activity patterns, the time devoted to physical education in Canadian schools was the lowest of 

all countries surveyed, less than half of Canadian youth report that they achieve the 

recommended (minimal) level of 60 min of physical activity 5d/week” (p.497). As educators I 

think that we need to be doing more to promote physical activity, even if that means we take a 

few minutes before the start of our next class to do something physical. In the class that I am 

with for my observation, we have a student that leads everyone in some quick exercises in the 

morning when they return from French as way of inclusivity, while promoting physical activity.  

Another point in the article that I found really interesting was the idea that school 

programs likely would not reduce obesity but did help to reduce the risk of obesity by promoting 

healthier eating habits and physical activity. In the study in 1997 once the government saw the 

reduced risk they provided the province with more support through full time positions. While I 

agree to an extent, I do not believe that simply implementing policies into schools will omit 

obesity, but I do think that it will help reduce the risk and create a better future for out students. I 

would love to see more schools offering healthy meal options and opening the school gym up 

after school for students to use. I would also love to see the government offer up more support to 

schools by providing them with health consultants, nutritionists and other people that can help 

create a healthier learning environment.  
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 The third article I looked at was the Ontario nutrition policy found directly on the Ontario 

Ministry of Education website which was made mandatory for compliance September 1, 2011.  

The nutrition standard applies to all food and beverages sold in publicly funded elementary and 

secondary schools. This includes the venues such as cafeterias and vending machines, programs 

such as catered lunches and events like bake sales and sport functions. However, the nutrition 

standard does not apply to meals that are provided to students at no cost, that were brought from 

home or purchased off campus, meals consumed on field trips, food that is sold in the school at a 

non school function (ie a rental), food and beverages that are sold as fundraiser off school 

property and food that is sold in the staff room. “The nutrition standards embody the principles 

of healthy eating outlined in Canada's Food Guide, and are intended to ensure that the food and 

beverages sold in schools contribute to students' healthy growth and development” (Queen’s 

Printer for Ontario 2017). The nutrition standards for food and beverages are set out within two 

sections: Nutrition standard for food which includes all the food being broken down into the four 

maind food groups according to Canadian food guidelines and beverages standards are set out 

individually for elementary and secondary schools.  

 The food groups are then broken down into specific products and categorized into three 

categories. The first category is sell most >80% which means that these foods are healthier and 

have a higher nutritional value with low amounts of fat, sugar and sodium and must make up at 

least 80% of all the food choices available for purchase. The second category is sell less >20% 

which means that foods in this category are usually higher in fat, sugar and sodium and must be 

offered no more than 20 % of the time. The third category is the not permitted category and the 

foods listed here have few or no essential nutrients and are prohibited from being sold. 

..  
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 I found it really interesting that Ontario has a specific nutrition standard for food that is 

sold at the school. I realize that schools have very little control over outside foods (ie foods 

brought from home), but it is nice to see that Ontario is doing their part in trying to tackle obesity 

in school aged children by offering them healthy options at school. As a parent I try to offer 

healthy meals as often as possible, but sometimes it is nice for my children to have a special treat 

day. It was interesting g to see that even though schools are required to sell healthy food choices 

at all times, most schools get 10 special days where they are not required to sell foods from the 

nutrition standard. The school board may decide on less days and in order for the days to be 

decided, the principal must consult with the school council.   

The website states that a healthy school environment enhances student learning and 

success and enhances students’ social and emotional well-being. I fully agree with this and I 

think that schools would benefit from having a nutrition standard in place. If students are only 

offered healthy options for purchase, they will be encouraged to make healthier decisions. 

However, the one thing that the nutrition standard did not address is outside food. Many students 

bring their own meals from home or go to surrounding outlets (restaurants, convenient stores, 

ect) to purchase their meals and there are no guidelines in place for this. I know that it is harder 

to control what is being brought in from home and outside sources. This is especially true for 

schools were there food is not sold and students have to bring their own meals. If Saskatchewan 

were to develop a Nutrition Standard, I would like to see more specific guidelines in place for 

outside food. At my son’s school there are foods that are off limits, but they are still constantly 

being brought and very rarely does anyone say anything.  
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 As much as teachers and schools play a large role in promoting healthy eating habits and 

physical activity, it is crucial that all parties make it a priority to help youth become more 

physically engaged and aware of the foods they are putting into their bodies. Schools can help 

students make smart choices by offering healthy options in the cafeterias and vending machines. 

There are many schools that do not have cafeterias and vending machines, but that does not 

mean they do not have to offer healthy food options and encourage healthy lifestyles. I know at 

my son’s school they have hot lunch that happens once a month and there is a health committee 

that is in charge of deciding the meals that are offered. This last year they made a decision to 

move towards food with more nutritional content. 

 Another way that schools can help to reduce the risk of obesity is to incorporate more 

physical activity into the classroom and to reduce the amount of screen time students are exposed 

to. I am not saying that I disagree with technology in the classroom, sometimes I feel like it is 

being used too much. In my classroom observation, when there was indoor recess the children 

were allowed free time on the computers, as opposed to spending time in the gymnasium or 

doing another form of physical activity. I believe that children need to burn off energy in order to 

be able to focus properly throughout the day, and period breaks for physical activity can help 

with that.  

While students spend most of their time at school and schools do have a responsibility to 

promote healthy lifestyles, parents also have a responsibility to their children. By the time 

children reach school age their eating habits are already established. If parents are not willing to 

reinforce healthy eating at home and support and follow school policies, then programs put into 

place by schools may not be as effective.  
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While I feel that specific school policies would be effective and it appears there is a need for it, it 

is important as educators and adults that we respect each child’s need for safety, security and 

respect.  

 After looking at the Ontario Nutrition Standard, I feel that all provinces could benefit 

from a Nutrtition Standard for schools. However, I do not feel that everything that was in the 

Ontario standard would apply to Saskatchewan and therefore do not feel that a one size fits all 

model would apply here. Looking at the Ontario standard would be a good place to start, but I 

think that there is more research that needs to be done for each province in order to create a 

standard that better reflects each provinces’ needs. Even if we do not achieve a provincial 

standard, I would like to see more schools adopting a nutrition standard. We all have a 

responsibility to ensuring the health and well-being of the future generation.  
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