Gender, Race, and Role Models:

Investigation of Children’s Picture Books that Show 

Healthy Eating and Physical Activity Patterns for African Americans

Background:

Although 7 of every 10 deaths among Americans are due to chronic disease, the actual underlying causes of  these deaths are often risk factors that could have been prevented (National Center for Chronic Disease Prevention & Health Promotion, 1998).

Three such behaviors – tobacco use, poor nutrition, and lack of physical activity – are major contributors to cardiovascular disease and cancer, our nation’s leading killers. These behaviors also exacerbate diabetes, lung disease, arthritis, and osteoporosis.

Chronic diseases do not have to be an inevitable consequence of aging. Americans often practice health-damaging behaviors on a daily basis, leading to higher risks for disease, disabilities, and premature mortality. Children and adolescents depend upon healthy role models and positive environmental cues for practicing healthful behaviors on a daily basis. One way to ensure these models exist for young people is to investigate children’s literature, especially picture books, for examples of healthy eating and regular physical activity. Picture books afford readers different story line texts, subtexts, and artistic images for learning topics, concepts, and skills across eight academic disciplines (Ubbes, 2001). By identifying characters and story lines which show healthful eating and physical activity practices, teachers, parents, caregivers, and librarians assist children by increasing their exposure to positive role models through books. 

Purpose:

The purpose of this roundtable discussion is to analyze the text, subtexts, and artistic images of selected picture books written about African Americans. The objectives are to  discuss the criteria for selecting books; how gender, race, and cultural story lines provide young people with useful models for health promotion; and why complex health behaviors can be studied through literature and art. The presentation will conclude with how the Children’s Picture Book Database at Miami University (http://www.lib.muohio.edu/pictbks) serves as a technological tool for identifying multicultural story lines in relationship to health-related behaviors.
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