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[image: image2.jpg]There’s an
obesity epidemic

in America. There’s
also an epidemic of
bullying people who
are overweight.
Three teens share
stories from the
front lines.
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(11 he looks really bad
today.”
“Fat people can’t
wear that; only
skinny people can wear that.”
“You’re fat and worthless.”
These are just some of the
comments Ally Del Monte, a
ninth-grader in New Milford,

Connecticut, has faced in school or

online. “Ever since middle school,
people have been talking about
me,” she says. “It doesn’t make
you a better person just because
you’re thinner than me.”

For Marshall Reid, a seventh-
grader from Sanford, North
Carolina, the bullying started in
third grade. “They would call me
names or make fun of my friends
or my family. It really ruined my
self-esteem.”

Kenderick Scorza, an 18-year-
old from North Little Rock,
Arkansas, was also bullied about
his weight.

“1 got tired of the verbal
abuse,” he says. “But
wasn’t going to let them
break me down.”

A Complex Puzzle
Millions of teens around
the country are bullied, but
students who are overweight
are often treated with particular

cruelty. Many bullies feel justified

in making jabs at kids who are
overweight. Can't they just go on
a diet? Couldn 't they join a gym?
If they only tried a little harder,
they could lose weight in a matter
of months.

“Many people think obesity
is an issue of laziness or lack of
willpower,” says Rebecca Puhl,
Ph.D., director of research and
weight stigma initiatives at Yale
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“It doesn't
make you a
better person
just because

you're thinner
"

than m

Policy and Obesity. “Certainly,

personal responsibility is part of

the picture, but it’s only one piece

in a much more complex puzzle.”
In fact, many factors can

i contribute to a person becoming

H overweight, including not knowing
i how to choose nutritious foods,

i an underlying medical condition,

University’s Rudd Center for Food |
i stressful situation like moving or
i divorce. There is also growing

i Americans weighing more than is

taking certain medications, or a

evidence that genetics might play a
role in obesity. Some people gain
weight more easily than others and
have a harder time losing it.

Obesity is a national problem,
with more than two-thirds of
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[image: image4.jpg]Ninth-grader Ally Del
Monte (in the striped
shirt) hangs out with
her friends.

Kenderick Scorza, 18,
lost 40 pounds when he
was 12 (as pictured on
page 8).

Seventh-grader
Marshall Reid hosts a
Healthy Snack War
Challenge, in which
contestants get 12
minutes to create a
healthy snack out of a
collection of surprise
ingredients. After
Marshall and his mother,
Alexandra, learned how
to cook and eat
healthfully, they wrote a
book, Portion Size Me,
to help other families
do the same.
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i healthy for their height and body
type. Considering how common

i the problem is, you might think

i that people would be sensitive to
the challenges faced by those who

struggle with their weight.
But in a recent study of 1,500
teens, 79 percent reported seeing

i someone being bullied because of

his or her weight. Weight was at

i the top of the list of reasons why
people were bullied at school.

Bullied in Sports
Bullying can be devastating

i emotionally, and it can make
it even harder for a person

i who is overweight to make

i positive changes. Teens who are
| bullied about their weight often
z feel discouraged, anxious, or

depressed. What's more, according

i to Puhl, many teens who are

i overweight avoid participating in
i sports because theyre afraid of
being teased or bullied.

Ally, for example, became

; inspired to try cheerleading after
i seeing one of the Bring It On

i movies. But before she even

i signed up, she says, “people were
saying I wasn’t going to be

any good.”

Marshall faced similar
voices of doubt and
criticism. “I wanted to be
healthier,” he says, “but
no one would help me.”

Fortunately, all
three teens found ways
to cope with nasty
comments. All made
positive and inspiring

: changes that have helped them
become healthier.

Ignoring the naysayers, Ally

signed up for the cheerleading
i squad in sixth grade. “I was very
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-»MAKE SMALL CHANGES “The little things help, like eating carrots
instead of potato chips or drinking water instead of soda. I'm not 0:
saying you can’t have these things—you can—but in moderation.”
<>WALK “| used to be really tired walking up and down stairs. Now |

walk a lot more. | walk on the treadmill, | walk my dogs, | ride my bike,

| walk around our town. Walking is easier when you're with your friends

or listening to music. Now | can walk on stairs and I'm not tired.” >

nervous and really self-conscious. i A real boost came when she i she says, “By the end of the game,
first put on her cheerleading I really didn’t care what people
uniform. “It felt great. I really i thought anymore, because I loved
felt like a cheerleader for the first : cheering.”
time! My confidence soared for The squad came in third place
the whole day after.” i at the national cheerleading

When Ally cheered her first i championships that year, and Ally
i game, she did hear some rude continued cheering.
how to stunt, which I was actually comments. She felt like she was She says that becoming a
pretty good at. That gave me some } being judged constantly. But she cheerleader had an amazing effect
power to overcome being afraid.” tried to ignore the comments, and, i on her life. It helped her gain

I wasn’t as good as the rest of the
girls, and I felt bad about it. But
by the third week, I had some new
friends on the team who were
supporting me, and I started seeing
improvements in my flexibility ;
and jumps. I also started learning

“I'm skating now,
doing archery, and
kayaking. I used to be

huffing and puffing
all day in school.
I feel a lot better.”

—Marshall
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<>THINK SMALL “Getting

healthy is aimost all mental; it's only
about 1 percent physical. Set small goals
and keep at it, and you'll get there.”
=»GET HELP “One person can make a
difference, but you can’t do it alone. You
need people to help you. My family is
helping me.”

Kenderick

-»COOK AT HOME “if | go out to eat, | probably don't
want to go out to eat for another two weeks. | make sure
that I'm eating home-cooked meals.”
=*LEAVE THE CAR AT HOME “Instead of driving to the
corner store, walk there. Step-by-step, it helps you get

better in the long run.”

confidence as well as friends.

Her crayings for unhealthy food
decreased, her jeans got looser,
and her muscles got stronger. “I
feel a lot better now,” she says.

“I started to care less about what
people thought, and I had more fun
being myself.”

Portion Size Me!

Marshall also made a major
change. Whether the bullies in
school knew it or not, Marshall’s
family was under some stress. His
father was in the Army, stationed
in the Middle East. His mother
Wwas too strapped for time to cook.
“I ate pizza and mac-and-cheese
every day,” he says.

He also didn’t like to exercise.
“The only muscle I had,” he says,
“was the one I needed for playing
video games.”

Then Marshall started thinking
about the documentary Super

i Size Me, in which a man named

i for 30 days in a row. The results,
i famously, were grisly. He gained

i Marshall created his own program,
i which he called Portion Size Me.
i For 31 days, he and his mother ate

i but his parents cheered him on.

Morgan Spurlock decided to see
what would happen to his body if
he ate every meal at McDonald’s

25 pounds, had heart palpitations

and stomachaches, and developed

a disease called fatty liver.
Inspired by Spurlock’s idea,

only nutritious food, learned to
cook healthfully, and exercised.
He created daily videos of his
experiences and posted them on
YouTube, where his father could
watch his progress.

“For the first two days, it
was bad,” remembers Marshall,
“because I couldn’t eat what I
wanted. But by the third day, I felt
great.” He had other tough days,

i get healthy and set the example

i “Ialways felt better after I

exercised. Even today, if I'm
feeling tired, I push myself to go
out and run, and afterward I'm
jumping off the walls!”

The Reids continued watching
their portions after the 31 days
were up. “This is not a diet,”
explains Marshall. “It’s a lifestyle
change.” He has gone down two
pants sizes so far, and he’s having
fun trying new activities. “I'm
skating now, doing archery, and
kayaking. I used to be huffing and
puffing all day in school. I feel a
lot better.”
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“I’'m Out There
Talking to People”

For Kenderick, it was a family
crisis that led him to change his
life. When Kenderick was 12,
his older brother had a stroke. “It
made me realize that I wanted to

WWW.SCHOLASTIC.COM/CHOICES SEPTEMBER 2012 13





[image: image7.jpg]o ORI IS A8

Ej_‘:d o5 in my household,” he says.
D;‘m; He joined Nickelodeon’s
Let’s Just Play: Go Healthy
Challenge, a program that
helps kids and teens make
healthy choices, and lowered
his weight from 220 pounds
to 180 over the course of
six months. The experience
; affected more than just
Kenderick’s body.

“I changed
physically, mentally,
and emotionally. It

was a really good stress
reliever, and I learned to
persevere until I accomplish
my goals. I also used to be
eally reserved, but now I'm
out there talking to people.”
So are Ally and Marshall.
7 n fact, all three teens made
_Eatmg he bold decision to share
rlght, a_nd heir experiences with the
exercising world. Kenderick became
are more a youth adviser for the
important Alliance for a Healthier

than how Generation, an organization

eing overweight when you're young ou look. =
puts you at a significantly higher risk Y that works to improve young
i people’s health.

for heart disease, diabetes, and other

health problems. And the form of type 2 diabetes that i Marshall and his mother

teens develop is often far more difficult to control than the form i turned their Portion Size Me

adults develop. Teens with this disease may face serious health program into a book to help

challenges as they grow older. e

It is not true, however, that thin people are automatically H other families.

healthier than those who are overweight. In fact, doctors have i And Ally felt so moved by

seen a rise in Type 2 diabetes even among teens who are thin. i the problem of bullying that

Researchers suspect that diets high in sugar and a lack of she created a blog (losergurl.

exercise are to blame. 3 com) to help other teens who

% Marlene ScrwartZ: Ph.D., a d_epu!y director at th’e Rudd  are bullied about their weight.

enter, says, “There’s body weight, and then there’s health, “I don’t like it when

nutrition, and physical fitness.” In some cases, a person who is

overweight but who eats well and exercises can be healthier people say I can’t do

than someone who is thin but does not eat well or exercise. something,” Ally says. “It

The keys to good health are eating nutritious food; cutting just empowers me more to do

down on sugar, fat, and salt; and getting regular exercise. But it. People were saying ‘Ha-

only 35 percent of teens do the minimum one hour of strenuous ha, there’s a fat cheerleader;
she’s probably horrible.” I
wanted to prove them wrong.

i And I think I did.”

physical activity a day that doctors recommend.
Bottom line: The majority of teens need to take their health
much more seriously.

14 CHOICES SEPTEMBER 2012





