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Have you ever thought about the power picture books can have in the fight against childhood obesity?  No?  Well, think again.  Picture books can open up a child’s world to new ways of looking at food, thinking about food, and learning about food.  Picture books can present children with new possibilities and can challenge old prejudices.  Picture books can encourage them to try something new. 


Picture books have unique qualities that can be used to inform and affect change in ways no other type of medium can.  Picture books for 3 to 8 year olds can introduce basic nutrition information at an early age.  Moreover, they can also be important tools in promoting health within the entire family.  Children this age are pre-readers or early readers, so a parent is often reading the book with them.  When the adult gets a nutrition message from a book at the same time as the child, it can prompt the two of them to talk about the different foods in the book.  It may also encourage them to begin thinking more critically about what they, and the entire  family eats.  This is important because the choices parents make at the market, going through the drive-thru, or in the kitchen directly impact their children’s health and well-being.  


Picture books are powerful because of their accessibility.  They need no electricity, are inexpensive, and when beautifully designed have a level of visual richness that gives a parent and child permission to pause and linger over illustrations and ideas.  This static nature, which requires physically turning the page, allows readers unlimited time to discern and discover, encourages them to discuss and interact in ways both silly and serious, and gives the individual or dyad license to reread as needed or skip ahead as desired.  These attributes are important for both children and adults who may be slow readers or non-readers.  Because 43% of adults in the U.S. have inadequate health literacy and read at the 4th grade level or below, a picture book written at the 2nd grade level may be the only nutrition-related information they can  understand.



Picture books can begin the process of becoming food literate.  Millions of children aren’t able to identify the names of fruits and vegetables, or the difference between a red tomato and a red apple.  One of the most basic life skills is being able to know what is a food and how it is eaten.  Over millennia humans have built up a knowledge base of which plants and animals can sustain us, and which ones will harm us.  The inability to name and categorize foods is a red flag telling us these kids will most likely face a future without knowledge of basic nutrition, and with little or no skill in evaluating, shopping for, or preparing wholesome, nutritious food that benefits their health, not detracts from it.



Picture books are non-threatening.  Variety in our diets is important in helping us get everything our body needs, so encouraging kids to expand their experiential "pantry" is vital.  Obviously, the more kids are exposed to new foods, the more likely they are to try them.  Picture books can introduce new foods with pictures and short descriptors, and don't require an immediate sensory experience that involves touching,  tasting, or smelling.   Once they learn to identify a food, know its name and a bit about it, it is less scary and easier to approach.  Picture books can get kids thinking about something new.


Picture books can help promote positive attitudes about food.  Learning to identify fruits and vegetables from picture books can start the process of helping kids have open, more adventurous feelings about foods with which they are unfamiliar.   Fearful, resistant, suspicious, indifferent, interested, curious, reassured, empowered, excited, proud, motivated, brave, are some of the emotions that kids can have about trying new foods.  The pride kids feel when they point out fruits and vegetables they know  at the market can lead to motivation to try a new type of vegetable.  A resistant child can be reassured by familiarity; suspicion can turn into curiosity.    


Picture books can help kids begin to learn to make good food choices.  In the same way that it is important to be able to identify different foods and food types, it’s important to be able to recognize that there are bad, good, better, and  BEST choices.  Picture books can help kids visualize the amounts of sugars, fats, and calories in various foods, help them understand portion size and why it matters, and learn about what other kids like to eat and suggestions or recipes for ways to try it.  Kids can begin to feel more empowered to choose wisely, and to make requests for having healthy food at home and at school.    



Picture books can introduce kids to how and what people eat around the world.  Books that explore foods from around the world not only expose kids to lots of new foods and customs, they can help create cultural understanding and encourage cross-cultural communication.  When kids are exposed to the idea that food is not simply fuel for us, but an integral part of our social and cultural lives, they are provided a backdrop from which personal introspection and critical thinking about food and our diets can stem.  


Picture books are vital to the development of a child’s language skills and love of learning.  If a picture is worth a thousand words, then a picture book is invaluable.  In fact, when a parent sits with a child and talks about the pictures in a book, the level of vocabulary and sentence structure they are exposed to is up to four times more complex.  Moreover, the dialogic questioning and answering that takes place between them provides an additional form of cognitive stimulation that encourages critical thinking.  So, when kids read or "digest" new information, and share it with others - it increases their brain power!  We know that higher literacy levels directly equate to better health status in adults, so by all means - give them books!



What kind of picture books am I talking about?  While they need to introduce knowledge, cognitive processes alone will not help us meet the ultimate goal of behavior change and better health outcomes in kids.  Affective learning that helps kids develop new attitudes about food (i.e. as recreation versus fuel),  motivate them to try new tastes and textures, and help empower kids to make good choices is needed.  That means the way in which the information and exposure is delivered must be dynamic, compelling, colorful, and incorporate some type of activity.  Books need to be understandable and beautiful.  


All picture books aren’t the same.  Black and white booklets using cartoon carrots and cucumbers - complete with hands, feet, and faces, won’t do the job.  Neither will the most highly regarded, colorful, and artfully created picture books if they are not realistic.  Five-year-olds aren’t going to make the connection that an abstract swath of green is a lettuce leaf and a purple circle is a slice of onion.  Picture books for kids need to show real food that can be identified and put into the context of their real lives.  If the goal is to educate and motivate youngsters to try to eat better, they need, first of all, to be able to recognize the good stuff, whether it is in the lunch line, in the produce department, or in the fridge. 



Visit us at www.brainchildpress.com to see “the good stuff.”

