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The Biggest Generation 

Fact Sheet 
 
According to the American Obesity Association (AOA), 15.5 percent of adolescents (ages 12 to 19) and 15.3 
percent of children (ages 6 to 11) are obese. These numbers have more than tripled in the past 20 years 
ago.  Dr. David Satcher, a former U.S. surgeon general, says, “This is the first generation of children whose 
life expectancies will be less than that of their parents. We have no record of this happening before in the 
entire history of human kind.”  

What We Need to Know 
Parents, children and teens all over the country are banding together to influence healthy changes in school 
lunch programs, vending machine snacks/drinks, physical education programs and more. In addition to 
learning the facts about obesity and weight, adults can encourage children to take action. Youth advocates 
have the power to influence their peers and family members, as well as policymakers, educators, 
community leaders and more. Search the Internet for youth advocacy programs in your community. Places 
to start include: 

• Let’s Move, http://www.letsmove.gov/ 

• VERB – http://www.cdc.gov/youthcampaign/ 

• TASC (The After School Corporation) – http://www.tascorp.org/  
 
Research, education and understanding are critical to reducing childhood obesity: 
• Approximately 30 percent of children ages 6 to 11 are overweight; more than 15 percent of this age 

group is classified as obese. This number has tripled in the last 20 years.  

• The condition of being overweight in children and adolescents is generally caused by a lack of physical 
activity, unhealthy eating patterns or a combination of the two. Genetics also play an important role in 
determining a child's weight.  

• Overweight adolescents have a 70 percent chance of becoming overweight or obese adults. This 
increases to 80 percent if one or more parent is overweight or obese. 

• Children who are overweight are teased and discriminated against by peers. This often leads to low 
self-esteem and depression.  

• The condition of being overweight and obesity are associated with heart disease, certain types of 
cancer, diabetes, stroke, arthritis, breathing problems, psychological disorders such as depression, 
and increased risk of death.  

• Gaining 11 to 18 pounds doubles a person's risk of developing type 2 diabetes compared to people 
who have not gained weight.  

• Losing just 10 percent of your body weight can improve your health. 
• The economic cost of obesity in the U.S. was $117 billion in 2000.  
• Each year, 300,000 deaths in the U.S. are associated with obesity.  

 

 

It is important to for your child to maintain a healthy, active lifestyle. Consider the following: 
• Children should be physically active each day for at least 60 minutes. This can include walking, riding 

a scooter, rollerblading, swimming, biking, playing hopscotch and simply playing outside. Don’t forget 
physical education in schools, too! 

• Being physically active (expending energy) is the only way to balance the number of calories a child 
eats.  

o To maintain weight, the intake of calories must equal the output of energy (physical 
activity/calories burned). 

o To lose weight, a person must use more energy than he/she takes in.  
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• Experts recommend that children limit television viewing and computer/video game usage to less than 
two hours a day. (Research shows 43 percent of adolescents watch more than two hours of television 
a day.) 
 

In addition, keep an eye on what your child is eating. Consider the following: 
• Today, restaurants serve portion sizes that are double the size they were 20 years ago. That’s why 

many of us – children included – don’t realize how much food we are being served. It’s called “portion 
distortion.”  

o Help your child eat sensible portion sizes. Try ordering one meal and splitting it, or choose 
healthy appetizers or side dishes instead of a meal. 

• Follow the Dietary Guidelines for Americans (www.health.gov/dietaryguidelines). 
• Drink water and low-fat milk. One 12-ounce soft drink or fruit juice equals 150 calories.  
• Think of food in terms of calories and energy. One small chocolate chip cookie (approximately 50 

calories) equals walking briskly for 10 minutes. One jelly doughnut equals one hour of walking. One 
fast-food meal of a hamburger, fries and soft drink (1,200 calories) equals approximately two hours of 
running.  

• Help your child make smart choices from every good group (see www.mypyramid.com)  
o Include five servings of fruits and vegetables a day.  
o Make half your grains whole grains. Try whole-grain pasta, breads or pancake mix instead 

of refined products such as white bread or white rice. 
o Drink milk with every meal. Eat low-fat or fat-free calcium-rich foods for snacks (cheese, 

milk, yogurt). Choose lactose-free alternatives – widely available in grocery stores – if you 
cannot tolerate dairy products. These products also come in low-fat and fat-free varieties. 

o Choose lean protein (90 percent lean ground meat, skinless chicken, pork loin, and round 
steaks and roasts.). Choose lean turkey or ham, tuna, or low-fat sandwich meats instead 
of regular-varieties of ham, bologna and salami. 

 

RESOURCES 
KidsHealth  
Kidnetic.com  
We Can! 
Department of Health and Human Services 
National Institutes of Health 
WIN – Weight-control Information Network 
National Institute of Diabetes and Digestive and Kidney Diseases 
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The Biggest Generation 

Parent Tip Sheet 
 
 
Today, more children than ever before are significantly overweight. Why? Fast food, junk food, “super-sized” 
portions, computers, video games, a car-driven society – it’s a combination of trends creating a generation 
of young people who are overweight and under active. Consider the following: 
• The rate of obesity in children has tripled in the past two decades 
• One out of five children today is overweight  
• Obese children have shown an alarming increase in the incidence of type 2 diabetes,  

previously known as “adult-onset diabetes,” meaning it usually does not affect  
children. 

• Today, many obese/overweight children suffer from other high health-risk diseases  
rarely seen in childhood, including high cholesterol and high blood pressure, which  
are risk factors for heart disease. 

 
WHAT WE CAN DO 

Experts call today’s childhood obesity rates an epidemic. But unlike other epidemics, this one is not caused 
by germs. It is caused by the choices each of us makes. And we can make a difference. In addition to 
educating young people about the benefits of healthful nutrition and physical activity, we can also become 
advocates for healthy change. Parents, educators, community leaders, youth group leaders, children and 
teens are spearheading innovative programs all over the country to combat negative environmental 
influences and help improve this generation’s health and wellness.  
 
Nutritional and physical education means teaching young people about healthy food choices, daily physical 
activity, and a balance of calories and exercise. But it is also about empowering youth to be advocates for 
healthy options in their schools and communities.  
 
Students all over the country are forming grassroots campaigns to ensure cafeterias and vending machines 
offer healthy food choices. Other groups are focusing on daily physical education in schools. And it’s 
working. Parents and adult mentors such as teachers and coaches are critically important to this success, 
supporting youth advocacy efforts to influence peers, families, churches, schools, communities and policy-
makers.  
 
It’s not always easy to get kids to put down the french fries and remote control and pick up an apple or a 
soccer ball! Experts offer the following tips to encourage children and adults to live a healthier lifestyle:  
- Guide your children to choose the foods and portions (amounts) that are right for their level of activity. 

To maintain weight, you need to expend as many calories as you eat. To lose weight, you need to 
expend more energy than the calories you eat. A helpful interactive site that both adults and children 
can use is www.mypyramid.gov.  

- Encourage your school to offer nutritional lunch choices, healthy vending machine snacks and drinks, 
and daily physical education. Consider the following: 

o National programs such as Stir It Up America (stiritupamerica.com) help parents voice their 
support for legislation regarding healthy school nutrition and physical education/activity.  

o All across the country, parents, educators and students are banding together to make changes 
to school lunch programs, vending machine offerings and physical education. Search the 
Internet for “school nutrition” in your district to learn about local programs. 

- Put limits on the amount of time children watch television and play video games. Experts recommend 
no more than two hours a day. 

- Schedule daily physical activity (walking, bike riding, simply playing outside). Select activities your 
children enjoy and can incorporate into your daily lives. Children should get at least 60 minutes a day of 
moderate physical activity (including the activity they get at school).  
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- Appreciate and love your children regardless of their weight. Overweight children know they have a 
weight problem; they need support, acceptance and encouragement.  

- Talk to children about their health, not their weight. Focus on the benefits of feeling good and being 
healthy because of smart food choices and physical activity.   

- If you have an overweight child, gradually change your family’s physical activity level, food choices and 
eating habits. For example, turn off the television during meals. Prepare healthy meals on the 
weekends to reduce the temptation of fast food restaurants. Take a walk after dinner. 
 

The CDC recommends these important guidelines to parents of an overweight child: 
• Have a doctor or other healthcare professional determine if your child is overweight.  
• Physicians often use Body Mass Index (BMI) – based on height and weight – to determine if a child is 

overweight.  
• A physician will also consider your child or adolescent's age and growth patterns to determine whether 

his/her weight is healthy.  
• Many overweight children who are still growing will not need to lose weight, but health professionals 

may recommend that they reduce their rate of weight gain so they can "grow into" their weight.  
• Your child's diet should be safe and nutritious, and include the Recommended Dietary Allowances for 

vitamins, minerals and protein. A weight-loss diet should be low in calories (energy) only, not in 
essential nutrients (consult the U.S. Department of Agriculture’s food pyramid for children at 
www.mypyramid.gov). 

• Even with extremely overweight children, weight loss should be gradual.  
• Crash diets and pills are not recommended by many health care professionals for children. They can 

stunt growth and harm a child’s health.  
• All weight management programs for children should be supervised by a physician.  

 

In order to make a difference in the lives of children, we must be good role models ourselves. Here is a list 
of suggested Dos and Don’ts – because children are watching our every move! 
(Source: www.health.gov/dietaryguidelines/) 
DO: 
- Eat meals as a family as often as possible.  
- Eat a healthy breakfast; research shows this may be important in achieving and maintaining a healthy 

weight. 
- Eat slowly and chew well. It takes 20 minutes for the brain to signal the body that it is full.  
- Turn off the TV when eating meals and snacks. 
- Encourage children to eat when they are hungry – not bored or tired. 
- Drink water and low-fat milk. Limit soft drinks, sports drinks and even fruit juice – which contain added 

sugar and up to 200 calories per serving!  
- Prepare for healthy snacks by stocking cut-up veggies, fruit and low-fat dairy products in the 

refrigerator.  
- Have children participate in planning meals, which often encourages them to try new things. Children 

need to learn self-discipline around food; overweight children need to discover how to manage their 
relationship with food. Helping out in the kitchen is a good learning tool. 

DON’T: 
- Put your child on a restrictive diet (unless it’s physician-recommended and supervised). Restricting your 

child’s diet or dictating foods can cause both mental and physical stress.  
- Use food as a reward.  
- Withhold food as a punishment 
- Forbid fast-food restaurants, but do limit them. Once there, choose salads over french fries; low-fat milk 

over soft drinks. 
 

RESOURCES 

HealthierUS.gov 
Centers for Disease Control and Prevention 
Health.gov  
American Obesity Association 
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The Biggest Generation 

Discussion Questions  
 

PART ONE – OPEN 

 
1. What are some of the factors contributing to the increase in childhood obesity today? Which factor 

do you think is having the most effect? 
 

2. What are three changes we can make to our daily food and exercise habits to help reduce 
overweight/obesity? (Eat five servings of fruits and/or vegetables, reduce sugar and fat, increase 
physical activity to 60 minutes a day). 
 

3. Dr. Satcher, a former U.S. Surgeon General, says that today’s children may be the first in history to 
have a shorter life expectancy than their parents. How does this make you feel? Would you like to 
live as long or longer than people do today? 

 
PART TWO 

 
1. Is it a school’s job to teach health and nutrition? Do you think schools should offer healthy options 

at lunch and in vending machines?  How often should schools offer physical education?  
 

2. Do you enjoy participating in physical education at school? Why or why not? Have you ever felt a 
benefit from being physically active in school? (i.e., more energy in the afternoon, better 
concentration, etc.) 

 
PART THREE 

 
1. Have you ever influenced (or wanted to influence) a friend or family member to change? Explain 

what you did (or wanted to do). How successful were you? (How successful do you think you would 
have been?) 

 
2. Have you ever been influenced by peer pressure?  Are you influenced by your friends and/or the 

media to make good or bad choices about nutrition or exercise? Explain. 
 
PART FOUR 

 
1. How much influence do you think kids can have regarding health and nutrition changes in schools, 

communities, government?  Have you ever seen an example of the power/influence students 
have? 
 

2. Have you ever been an advocate for a cause or wanted to support a cause?  What would you do – 
make speeches, hold an event such as a race, write letters, use email?  

 
PART FIVE – CLOSE 

 
1. Are your parents or other adults in your life in charge of what you eat or how much you eat?  Do 

they affect how much you exercise? What do your parents/adults do that is a positive influence? 
What do they do that is a negative influence?  

2. How healthy is your lifestyle?  What changes could you make to improve your eating habits, 
TV/video game habits and physical activity?  What prevents you from making the 
changes/improvements that you want? What can you do to stick to your goals when it gets tough?
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The Biggest Generation 

Lesson Plan Grades 3-5 

Get the Message Out!  
 
PROJECT AND PURPOSE 

Students will create their own education campaign to help raise awareness and encourage their 
peers to make healthy decisions around food and exercise choices. 

OBJECTIVES 

Students will … 
• Determine what makes for a healthy diet. 
• Build a list of exercise activities that kids can do every day. 
• Create posters or banners to promote healthy eating and exercising choices for their peers. 

MATERIALS 

• Board 
• Paper and writing implements 
• Art supplies (markers, crayons, magazines, scissors, glue, etc.) 

 
PROCEDURE 

1. After viewing the documentary, The Biggest Generation, ask students the following questions:  

• What is a healthy choice?  

• When you think about making healthy food choices, what kinds of things do you think 
about? If students need a prompter, you might highlight the importance of portion size, 
paying attention to the food pyramid or being aware of how often you eat, etc.  

• When you think about being healthy and making exercise choices, what kinds of things do 
you think about? If students need a prompter, you might highlight the importance of 
needing to get your heart rate up, exercising daily, riding a bike instead of watching 
television, etc.  

• How and when do you make healthy food and exercise choices? 
2. As they brainstorm, collect their ideas on the board. When you have discussed their ideas 

thoroughly, ask them to think about ways they can encourage other students their own age to 
make healthy food and exercise choices. What messages do their friends need to hear? What 
would make a difference to their friends? Break the class into small groups. 

3. Explain that their assignment is to create a poster, collage or banner that will send a message that 
encourages people in their school to make healthy nutritional choices and good exercise choices 
as well. The goal is to help their friends understand the importance of healthy food and exercise 
choices and make them more aware of their choices.  

4. Tell them that they may use some of the ideas collected on the brainstorm list, and they can use 
the art supplies to create their posters. They may also create original art or use pictures from 
magazines, but the message must be very clear to the viewer. Say: What do you want your friends 
to understand about healthy nutritional and exercise choices? 

5. Give them an appropriate amount of time, perhaps even two class periods. When they are finished, 
have each pair present their project and explain their thought process as well as their message. 

6. Mount their projects in the classroom or in the halls of the school. 
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EVALUATION 

• Did each student participate in the discussion? Can each student define “healthy choices” in terms 
of food and exercise? 
Did each student help create an original banner, poster or collage? Did a representative from each 
pair present their project? 
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The Biggest Generation 

Lesson Plan Grades 6-8 

Mapping the Way 
 

PROJECT AND PURPOSE 

Students will chart their eating and exercise habits for one week in order to analyze their current behaviors 
and set goals for their future. 

OBJECTIVES 

Students will … 
• Keep track of their eating and exercise habits on a chart for one week. 
• Compare their habits to those suggested on the new food pyramid. 
• Set a goal for future eating and exercise habits. 

MATERIALS 

• Eating chart 
• Exercise chart 
• Overview of the new food pyramid 
• Paper and writing implements 

PROCEDURE 

1. Ask: What have you eaten so far today? Can you make a specific list? Is this pretty much what you 
eat every day?  

2. Ask: What did you do to exercise yesterday after school? How long did you exercise, if at all? Have 
you exercised today? Describe what you did. 

3. Explain that sometimes people are not even aware of what they eat and what they do to exercise 
each day. Experts have found that children need to exercise at least 60 minutes each day, and 
every person should eat a healthy diet consisting of varying amounts of the basic food groups 
(based on age, height and gender).  

4. Distribute the Eating Chart to each student and explain that for one week – yes, one whole week – 
all students will record every morsel of food put into their mouths. Sometimes they will know the 
serving size because the label of the food or drink will tell them. If they are not sure, they can 
compare it to their fists and answer the question, “How many fist sizes was my portion of that 
food?” This will take dedication, concentration and honesty. Every time they eat a snack or have a 
juice box, they will need to write it down. 

5. Next distribute the Exercise Chart and explain that they will record their time and activity of all 
exercising. Remind them that certain chores are considered exercise and review what those 
activities might be. They will record their active exercise times for one week, as well as their eating 
habits. 

6. Be sure to give them a due date for the completion of their charts. 
7. On the due date, review the food pyramid with them and the basic food groups. Additional 

information can also be found online at www.mypyramid.gov.  
8. Ask the students if they were surprised by their information. Ask the following questions: 

• Was anyone surprised by how much he or she ate or how little he or she ate?  

• What times of day did they eat most? Least? 

• Did they tend to eat the recommended serving size? Explain. 

• Did they eat the recommended amounts from each of the food groups? 

• Did they exercise the recommended 60 minutes per day every day?  
• What sorts of activities did they participate in? 
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• If they did not meet the recommended time, why not? If they did, what factors in their lives 
contributed to being able to do so? 

9. Now ask the students: Based on your own findings about yourself, what would you like to change 
to live a healthier lifestyle? How can you put that in words so you can set a goal for yourself?  

10. Have each student write a personal goal for eating habits and/or exercise habits. Tell them that 
they will be assessing how well they have done to achieve their goals a week from now. 

11. Revisit the goal one week later and have each student write a response to the following questions:  
• What were my goals and why did I need to set them?  

• How did I do in achieving my goals?  

• What will this mean for my future? 
 

EVALUATION 

• Did each student participate in the class discussion? 
• Could each student interpret the food pyramid for him/herself? 
• Did each student complete the weekly tracking charts? 
• Did each student write a response to the questions? 
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CommentsAmount of TimeType of ActivityDate/Time-of-Day

Exercise Journal Name: ______________________
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CommentsPortion SizeFoodDate/Time-of-Day

Eating Journal Name: ______________________
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The Biggest Generation 

Lesson Plan Grades 9-12 

Buyers Beware! 
 

PROJECT AND PURPOSE 

Students will learn media literacy skills to analyze and critique television commercials and the messages 
sent about food, health and nutrition. They will then create their own commercial that promotes a healthy 
lifestyle. 

OBJECTIVES 

Students will … 
• Critically review television advertising related to food, nutrition and/or health products that are 

aimed at youth. 
• Analyze a sampling of commercials and identify the key theme or message, the strategy for 

delivering the message, and other critical facets of advertisements. 
• Discuss how commercials influence children’s attitudes and behavior toward food, nutrition and 

health. 
• Create an original television commercial promoting positive choices for a healthy lifestyle. 

MATERIALS 

• Commercial Analysis Worksheet 
• Paper and writing implements 
• Props and/or art supplies necessary to creating original commercials 

 

PROCEDURE 

1. Begin a discussion about television commercials and brainstorm a number of their favorite 
commercials. Collect a list of commercials on the board. 

2. Ask: What products are being promoted? Do you remember the jingle (the song), the visual image 
(picture/s) or the message? Do you sometimes remember the jingle, visual image or the message, 
but not the product? Do these commercials influence your buying/spending habits? Why or why 
not? Do you think the commercials are honest depictions of the product? Explain your answer. 

3. Explain to the class that they will study and analyze commercials; they will enter into the world of 
media literacy. The goal is to learn how to “read” a commercial and decide if the commercial tries 
to sell you something good or tries to sell you something you don’t need or shouldn’t think you 
need. 

4. Distribute the Commercial Analysis Worksheets. Review the following information:  
Advertisements want you to think if you use the product/service: 

a. Your life will improve. 
b. You will be special. 
c. People will like you. 
d. You will be the same as somebody famous. 
e. You will be accepted into the cool group. 
f. You will be happy. 

5. Now ask: What commercials for food and exercise are on during typical children’s viewing times (4-
6 p.m. weekday afternoons or Saturday mornings)? What messages do they send?  

6. The class assignment is to watch television and identify one commercial that depicts a healthy food 
or exercise choice and one commercial that depicts an unhealthy food or exercise choice. They will 
use the Commercial Analysis Worksheet to record their observations. Give them a date when the 
assignment will be due. 
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7. On the assigned day, have students break into groups of four to discuss their commercials and 
their worksheets, and to analyze them for the following information: 

a. Target audience – Who does the commercial want to reach? How can you tell? 
b. Message – What does the commercial say to the viewer? 
c. Method – How does the commercial get its message across to the viewers? 
d. Truth – Does this commercial deliver an honest message? Explain. 
e. Healthy matters – Is this product healthy for children? Why or why not? 

11. Have each group present its findings to the entire class and compare and contrast all findings. 
Discuss the following question: Is afternoon television good for children’s health? 

12. Break the students into working groups of no more than four and have them create a commercial 
for kids that encourages healthy food and exercise choices. Let them write, rehearse and perform 
their commercials for each other and have the audience evaluate the commercials the same way 
they evaluated the television commercials they watched. 

 

EVALUATION 

• Did students participate in the discussion on commercials? 
• Did each student complete the television research for homework? 
• Did students participate in small group discussions and presentations? 
• Did students create an original commercial that promotes healthy food and exercise? 
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Commercial 

#2

Commercial 
#1

Does the ad 
promote a 
healthy 

lifestyle?  
Explain.

How is the 
message 
delivered? (eg. 

Jingle, 
testimonial, 
etc.)

What is the 
key message?

What product 
being 
advertised?

Please describe.

Commercial Analysis Worksheet Name: ____________________
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The Biggest Generation 
 
Scientists and physicians are calling obesity among America’s youth an 
epidemic. In fact, some medical practitioners are predicting for the first time in 
American history that this generation of young people will have a shorter lifespan 
than their parents, all because of expected health problems later in life related to 
weight. Diabetes, high blood pressure, high cholesterol, heart attacks, strokes – 
what can we do to stop the epidemic? 
 
This special program was produced by the Emmy award-winning television and education  
team at CWK Network, Inc. 


