May 27, 2010 edition of the Herald News Living Well Section

What did you learn in school this year?
In just a few weeks, the school year will be wrapping up and thousands of Fall River public school children will soon be enjoying a summer without classes, tests and textbooks. A fair question to ask these children, as well as their parents and school administrators, would be “What did you learn in school this year?” One answer that might be different this year, especially for children in grades one, two and three, is “I learned how to eat and move in order to grow up healthy.”
May is the final month of a two-year $320,000 Children In Balance grant given to the City of Fall River by Tufts University, one of only three like it in the U.S., to improve childhood nutrition and fitness in the elementary schools. The project was designed to test whether a successful program that ran in Somerville, MA, school four years ago could get the same results in similar cities. Those results were amazing. While children across the country have been making headlines because of increasing percentages of overweight and obesity, children in the Somerville study, on average, actually lost a pound overall by becoming more active and eating a healthier diet.
Not that the Children In Balance program was designed as a weight loss program; children should all gain an appropriate amount of weight as they grow. But, the program in Somerville resulted in an overall average reduction in weight among children who were gaining too much, too fast for their overall health. This result had never been demonstrated at the community level before and made world headlines as national leaders work to stem the tide of obese children, now affecting about 17% of children in the nation,
So Fall River, and a community in Florida and one in Pennsylvania, had the chance to do the same things that Somerville did to reduce overweight and obesity. Since then, First Lady Michelle Obama launched the Let’s Move program to get communities across the nation to work on getting children to be more active and to eat a healthier diet. With rising healthcare costs tied directly to the cost of treating illnesses such as heart disease and diabetes, both strongly linked to overweight and inactivity, this is now recognized as a serious issue. (Fall River, by the way, has some of the highest rates of these illnesses in the Commonwealth.)
So, what did Fall River children learn last year? For one, they received sixteen weeks of instruction in what to eat and how much. Staff from the University of Massachusetts-Amherst Extension Nutrition program helped children learn what healthier foods are, such as vegetables, fruits and whole grains. They helped children understand that what is advertized is not always the best foods for them to eat. They also learned about the importance of exercise, including walking, bicycling and playing active games, and limiting time in front of televisions, computers or video games.

More than that, these children got to eat a healthier menu in school cafeterias, with more fresh fruits and vegetables. They had the chance to try healthy foods that they had never sampled and, on some occasions, learned how to cook simple items that they could prepare at home. Physical exercise was included in the classroom sessions, with students bending, stretching and jumping up and down for a few minutes right at their desks. And the program extended even to after-school hours, often in community programs at the Boys and Girls Club, or Community Development Recreation, where they participated in Healthy Eating – Active Time (HEAT) Clubs to continue healthy activity and enjoy healthy snacks.

Many of the children took the lessons they learned right back home and shared recipes from the back of the school menus or food purchase ideas with their parents. “My daughter has completely changed the way we eat at home,” commented one mother about the effect of the Balance program. “We sometimes think that this is the best way to get families to change their habits,” added Project Manager Marcia Picard who has been with the program since it started two years ago. “Children often dictate what goes into the grocery cart, so why not have them insisting on eating fruits and vegetables rather than candy and soda?” she adds.
Though the research grant is ending this month, fortunately for Fall River, most of the elements of the project will continue in the Fall River Schools. The UMass-Amherst Extension Nutrition Program will continue to operate, and, in fact, has expanded to the middle and high schools throughout Bristol County. Partners for a Healthier Community, which is funded by shared funds from Saint Anne’s Hospital, will be paying for a part-time person to work in the Fall River Schools to continue to develop wellness programs and policies. 
And, probably, most important of all, the Superintendent of Schools, Meg Mayo-Brown has signaled her intention to keep fitness and nutrition as key components of a successful educational environment. This year, she made good on that commitment by recommending that each school participate in the Fall River Fitness Challenge in some way. Over this school year, children logged over 749,000 steps among a number of active walking programs, activity that would not have occurred without her challenge.
There are a lot of subjects that students have to master in order to say they’ve had a good education. While math, science, history and English are among those subjects, schools that do not also teach about and provide healthy food or who do not make physical activity and fitness a required part of the school day cannot say they have done their jobs well. In fact, abundant research has shown that when they do not, performance on the MCAS and other measures of learning will suffer. The long-term consequences of inattention to children’s health only ends up costing all of us in shortened lives and mounting medical expenses.

So when you see a child in Fall River this summer, ask them what they learned in school this year. If they tell you that they learned about healthy eating and how to stay active, then they may be telling you that the Fall River Schools have been doing their job.

