In the United State society, and quickly spreading into other nations, there is an increasing epidemic of obesity. In the USA alone, there are 127 million overweight adults, and almost 70 million obese individuals [1]. Obesity is well linked to dangerous and life-threatening diseases such as type-II diabetes, and heart disease [2]. With the climbing rate in obesity in the world, it has become apparent that to prevent continued increases, children need to be educated not only in the typical subjects such as math and science, but also in newer issues such as obesity and the dangers of poor eating.
Should Schools Be Required To Provide Healthy Foods For Kids?

The simple answer to this question is that yes, a school should be required to provide options that are healthy for children. This does not require that all food be healthy, however the option should (and often in schools, does) be presented to children as a way to heighten their health, and by extension their lives. With the fast food market performing so well in the food market, and mass production of food, it is necessary to ensure that children have easy access not just to foods that are potentially harmful, but also to healthy, nutritious foods.
One tool that parents can easily use to determine health is by requesting nutritional information from their school. By law (administered by the FDA), institutions that are providing food, or meals, are required to produce documentation of ingredients, as well as the nutritional breakdown of what is being served. These documents, as well as a grasp of healthy eating, are a great tool to help parents steer children towards a healthy and active lifestyle.


With an increasing number of kids with obesity, it is no wonder why such a topic is necessary to discuss. 

Obesity and diabetes are the fastest growing problems in the US, and are very closely related. As most schools employ the ‘closed campus’ policy (that is, students may not leave the campus for lunch), it creates what is economically known as the ‘captive audience.’ That is, the providing company of food has a certain grouping of children that will need lunch every day, and will have to accept what they are served. 

Coupled with the governmental concept of diminished rights in schools, it is the duty of adults to ensure that their children are offered high quality food (which often gets sacrificed for lowering price). By enforcement that healthy foods are available to children, parents are then able to shape their child’s future for a good future.

Should schools be required to provide healthy foods for kids? If yes, which kinds of foods and why?
A school should be provided to offer foods that are of reasonably healthy profile. This is not to say that everything in the menu must be the ‘clean’ diet that many bodybuilder’s and fitness enthusiasts lead, but a selection of reasonably priced and nutritionally sound foods should be available. This means that foods such as: fruits, vegetables, whole-grain carbohydrates, high-quality meats (~15% fat instead of 22%), and nutritional profiles that fit into a reasonable three meal per day diet. Conversely, there needs to be a selection of foods that aren’t containing: man-made trans-fatty acids, high fructose corn syrups, and foods that are not laden with sugar or excessive amounts of fat.

These sorts of meals and options should be required so that the availability of a healthy meal exists. By presenting children at a young age that there really are better options for them than the next hamburger or pizza, we encourage them to think about their meals, and help to change the perception of those who eat healthy. By setting the precedent at a young age that healthy eating is more than acceptable, but is the smarter than indulgence.

Should schools be required to offer junk foods?

It is difficult to say that a school should be ‘required’ to provide junk foods. As there are no FDA recognized reasons that junk foods provide any health benefit (hence the name, junk food!), it is difficult to justify that in fact they must be made available. In contrast, healthy foods such as fruits and good quality grains have plenty of scientific backing from well-respected universities, organizations, and research institutions, validating the requirement of such options. However inevitably it can be realized that such a demand does exist for such foods, and by extension economics predicts that a supplier will come to meet such demands (our entire economy hinges on this fact). While a school may not be required to make junk foods available to children, as long as they can be legally sold and the demand exists for them, they will remain in schools.

This begs a different, but ultimately related question: “Should schools be required to ban junk foods?” This is a more difficult question not only rationally, but also the ramifications that it holds (and therefore, should be argued). The knee-jerk reaction of the average fitness enthusiast would tell you that absolutely yes, such foods should be banned. Even from a strictly health-oriented point of view, it would appear that this is the optimal solution; to make only healthy foods available, to ensure that correct nutrition is followed.

On the surface, it does not seem like a bad idea, but consider the implications we are making. First, we are denying the right to humans to consume what they choose. Junk foods do not pose a clear and immediate threat to life (although they do in the long term), nor do they infringe on the rights of others to live their lives as they see fit. By banning junk food from the premises, it makes the message that children, and by extension us, do not hold the right to choose what foods we consider to be the ‘correct’ ones. If we are willing to fight for the right to choose healthy foods, it must logically follow that we fight for the right to choose unhealthy foods. Fundamentally, the argument is not for good or bad foods; it is the argument of our choice of consumption.
Secondly, economic theory also presents us with the inevitable result of banning a wanted good: a black market. Black markets exist when there is a necessary demand (in this case, junk foods), but the supplier has been blocked. Forming to this case, it should be predicted that children will bring the junk food with them to school, and those who could not bring it will trade or buy for it. This has the undesired result that the trading material is not necessarily monetary, but also schoolwork, and answers to tests. Banning does not solve a problem when the market exists, and lobbyists for such action should first understand the effects of their cause.

Should the responsibility of a healthy diet for kids rely on the school or the parents?
When everything is said and done, it is the parent who must form the future of the child. If the parent is not willing to take responsibility for the diet of their child, then it is unreasonable to expect that someone who deals with hundred’s to thousand’s of children per day. Parents have constant access to their children’s meal choice at school, and also have the benefit of controlling the foods at home. To expect a teacher, worker, or administrator to track a single child’s eating habits is unreasonable, and fundamentally a parent is responsible for the upbringing of their child.
There are a few simple tools that parents can use to encourage healthy eating:

1. Set a good example. Children naturally will emulate their parents, and we will always pass on our traits to our offspring. By eating well and being active, it provides a much-needed role model for children to be, and gives them someone to look up to. Conversely, by eating poorly and never exercising, we send the message that it is alright to be overweight, and that nutrition is not important.

2. Education. This is one of the most overlooked aspects of living. A parent does not need a degree in the subject to show their children how to lead a reasonable and healthy lifestyle; however it may require some learning as to how to change their own. Instead of simply telling a child that ‘this is just how it is done,’ being able to provide reasons and learning will help develop the knowledge of the child, and spark the interest to learn more about eating right, and living well. A good amount of experience and common sense will lead someone in the right direction for living, and staying away from the epidemic of obesity.

3. Keep healthy foods, and eat them too. By providing a home environment that is supportive of good eating (including doing it yourself), having good foods introduces the concept that it is normal to eat right. By allowing junk food as a special treat, it keeps the intake of bad foods minimal, and also makes it more of an event that is rare, instead of an everyday thing.

4. Talk to your school. Request information! Ensure that your child is getting a reasonable meal from the school, and if the food is not meeting reasonable specifications, send a meal with your child to school. The extra 20 minutes in the morning can make all the difference for a child.
This world is quickly approaching a problem that will require large changes on behalf of an entire population, largely caused by the opulence that many residents of the US, Europe, and similar countries enjoy. Obesity is only one facet of this problem, however a serious one that cannot be changed overnight. By setting a good example of eating habits both at school, and at home, the next generation of adults can be healthier, and better prepared for what they will face in life.
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