
Part II:

Healthy Eating and Physical Activity

Patterns of African Americans 

in Children’s Picture Books



Assumption

Children and adolescents depend upon 

healthy role models and positive 

environmental cues for practicing 

healthful behaviors on a daily basis. 

Children’s picture books are an effective 

medium for observing human role 

models.



Rationale & Background

Fact 1:

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….and chronic 

diseases do not have to be an 

inevitable consequence of aging.
Source: National Center for Chronic Disease Prevention & Health 

Promotion, 1998



Rationale & Background

Fact 2:

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 

negative behaviors increase risks for 

diabetes, lung disease, arthritis, and 

osteoporosis.



Methodology

Selection Process 

Selection Criteria



Selection Process

Over 4000 picture books were 

reviewed on the Children’s Picture 

Book Database at Miami University 

(http://lib.muohio.edu/pictbks)

The CPBD@MU is a bibliography for 

designing thematic units in eight 

academic disciplines. Each picture 

book is assigned more than 10 

keywords to allow greater access (and 

use) of books across the curriculum.



Sample Size (n = 59):

20 books with nutrition-related story 

lines, including different types of foods and 

beverages; places and socialization around 

food (picnics, restaurants, home), and types

of meals (breakfast, lunch, & dinner), and

39 books with physical activity-related 

story lines, including play, recreation 

(fishing), exercise (bicycling), dance, and  

sports.



Selection Criteria

Books were read then selected for the

study if it included:

– A predominant story line about African 

Americans;

– Human subjects as the focus on the 

story, not animal or novel characters;

– Positive environmental cues for food, 

nutrition, exercise, and/or physical 

activity -- either through the text or the 

visual images.



Descriptive Statistics

Out of the 4000 picture books reviewed,

20 books or .5% had nutrition-related 

story lines with African Americans, and 

39 books or .1% had physical-activity 

related story lines with African 

Americans.



Types of Food

Fruit = 8

Potatoes = 6

Greens = 5

Beans & Nuts = 3

Corn on Cob = 3

Chicken = 4

Turkey = 1



Types of Food, continued

Crab cakes = 2

Corn bread = 3

Tea cakes = 1

Pies = 3

Fried spoon bread = 1

Cookies = 1



Types of Beverages

Buttermilk = 2

Tea = 2

Milk = 1

Cocoa = 1

Coffee = 1

Alcohol = 1



Types of Meals

Breakfast = 2

Lunch = 1

Dinner = 6



Place of Meal

Picnic = 3

Restaurant = 3

Home = 12

There were at least 9 story lines with

intergenerational family relationships.

























Types of Physical Activity

Dancing = 12

Walking = 10

Running = 10

Basketball = 8

Bicycling = 4

Gymnastics-like activities 

– Cartwheels = 2

– Somersaults = 2



Other Types of Physical Activity

Skipping = 3

Climbing = 3

Swinging = 2

Soccer = 2

Leaping = 2

Swimming = 1

Marching = 1

Hopscotch = 1



Books with Story lines 

about Dance ( n = 6)

Boys dancing       =  0

Girls dancing        = 6

Coed interactions = 5



Books with Story lines 

about Sports ( n = 3)

Boys dancing = 0

Girls dancing = 6

Coed interactions = 5



Books with 

Intergenerational Story lines 

about Physical Activity ( n = 7)

Girl walking with grandfather

Boy walking and dancing with mother

Girl dancing with father

Boy playing basketball with father

Boy walking with grandfather

Others



Interesting Observations

Boy jumping rope

Girl climbing tree

Girl playing basketball with social 

positioning by her father



Gender Frequencies for 

Physical Activity

Girls       =     43 times 

Boys      =     38 times

Men       =     15 times

Women  =     13 times































































Possible Future Directions

Compare story lines with a focus on 

African Americans with story lines of 

other cultures;

Study eating behaviors, dietary 

patterns, and physical activity 

patterns (including sport and dance 

practices) depicted in picture books 

in the context of public health trends;



Possible Future Directions

Continue to investigate if there are 

adequate representative samples of 

health-related themes in children’s 

literature;

Promote picture books as a 

wonderful way to promote literacy, 

health, and education.

Read, read, and read some more!


