AMERICAN SOCIOLOGICAL ASSOCIATION

ASA NEWS
Contact: Daniel Fowler, American Sociological Association, (202) 527-7885, pubinfo@asanet.org

FOR IMMEDIATE RELEASE
Study Suggests Junk Food in Schools Doesn’t Cause Weight Gain Among Children

WASHINGTON, DC, January 17, 2012 — While the percentage of obese children in the United States
tripled between the early 1970s and the late 2000s, a new study suggests that—at least for middle school
students—weight gain has nothing to do with the candy, soda, chips, and other junk food they can
purchase at school.

“We were really surprised by that result and, in fact, we held back from publishing our study for roughly
two years because we kept looking for a connection that just wasn’t there,” said Jennifer Van Hook, a
Professor of Sociology and Demography at Pennsylvania State University and lead author of the study,
which appears in the January issue of Sociology of Education.

The study relies on data from the Early Childhood Longitudinal Study, Kindergarten Class of 1998-1999,
which follows a nationally representative sample of students from the fall of kindergarten through the
spring of eighth grade (the 1998-1999 through 2006-2007 schools years). Van Hook and her coauthor
Claire E. Altman, a sociology and demography doctoral student at Pennsylvania State University, used a
subsample of 19,450 children who attended school in the same county in both fifth and eighth grades (the
2003-2004 and the 2006-2007 school years).

The authors found that 59.2 percent of fifth graders and 86.3 percent of eighth graders in their study
attended schools that sold junk food. But, while there was a significant increase in the percentage of
students who attended schools that sold junk food between fifth and eighth grades, there was no rise in
the percentage of students who were overweight or obese. In fact, despite the increased availability of
junk food, the percentage of students who were overweight or obese actually decreased from fifth grade
to eighth grade, from 39.1 percent to 35.4 percent.

“There has been a great deal of focus in the media on how schools make a lot of money from the sale of
junk food to students, and on how schools have the ability to help reduce childhood obesity,” Van Hook
said. “In that light, we expected to find a definitive connection between the sale of junk food in middle
schools and weight gain among children between fifth and eighth grades. But, our study suggests that—
when it comes to weight issues—we need to be looking far beyond schools and, more specifically, junk
food sales in schools, to make a difference.”

According to Van Hook, policies that aim to reduce childhood obesity and prevent unhealthy weight gain
need to concentrate more on the home and family environments as well as the broader environments
outside of school.

“Schools only represent a small portion of children’s food environment,” Van Hook said. “They can get
food at home, they can get food in their neighborhoods, and they can go across the street from the school
to buy food. Additionally, kids are actually very busy at school. When they’re not in class, they have to get
from one class to another and they have certain fixed times when they can eat. So, there really isn't a lot
of opportunity for children to eat while they’re in school, or at least eat endlessly, compared to when
they’re at home. As a result, whether or not junk food is available to them at school may not have much
bearing on how much junk food they eat.”

The study results also intimate that when it comes to combating childhood obesity and weight issues,
policymakers should put more emphasis on younger children, Van Hook said. “There has been a lot

— more —



of research showing that many children develop eating habits and tastes for certain types of foods when
they are of preschool age, and that those habits and tastes may stay with them for their whole lives,” Van
Hook said. “So, their middle school environments might not matter a lot.”
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About the American Sociological Association and the Sociology of Education

The American Sociological Association (www.asanet.orq), founded in 1905, is a non-profit membership
association dedicated to serving sociologists in their work, advancing sociology as a science and
profession, and promoting the contributions to and use of sociology by society. The Sociology of
Education is a quarterly, peer-reviewed journal of the ASA.

The research article described above is available by request for members of the media. For a copy of the
full study, contact Daniel Fowler, ASA’s Media Relations and Public Affairs Officer, at (202) 527-7885 or
pubinfo@asanet.org.




