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Vending Machines in Schools:

The effect on school-aged children
Childhood obesity in the United States has been increasing over the past number of years. According to the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, obesity among high school students has increased from 10.5% in the year 2001 to 13% in the year 20072. According to the CSPI newsroom, Obesity rates among children have doubled and tripled among adolescents over the last two decades3. Factors that have influenced an increase in childhood obesity include genetics, behavioral factors, socioeconomic status, lifestyle and environmental factors.  Among the factors that influence childhood obesity, behavioral and environmental have the most impact on childhood obesity. This paper will focus on the environmental factor that influences childhood obesity, specifically vending machines in schools, and the importance of providing healthier alternatives in vending machines.

The school environment plays a vital role in the eating habits of our children. Children spend majority of their days in schools, and therefore consume most of their meals within school cafeterias. Subsequently, it is of great importance that schools provide students with healthy meal choices. According to the Department of Health and Human Services, 18% of students could purchase fruits and vegetables; in contrast, 77% of students could purchase soda pops or fruit drinks that were not 100% fruit juice4. The Nation’s Health states, “the majority of vending machine food sold in the nation’s middle and high schools has little or no nutritional value, a factor that advocates believe is contributing to skyrocketing child obesity rates5.” According to The Nation’s Health, 80% of snacks in vending machines consist mostly of candy, chips or sweet baked goods and of the 9,723 snack slots surveyed only 26 slots offered a fruit or vegetable5. With regards to beverages, 70% of beverages were sugary drinks such as iced tea, soda and soft drinks, with water making up only 12% of vending machine beverages5. According to Robin Carter, there are more than 27 million students on the National School Lunch Program and approximately 7 million on the National School Breakfast Program1. With so many children on these school lunch and breakfast programs and the amount of time spent in school, it is clear to see the great impact that school meals make on children’s overall diet.

One’s environment greatly influences the health choices that people make and children are often easily influenced by the environment around them. Therefore, having vending machines with unhealthy snacks in schools will influence our children to make unhealthy choices in regards to their nutrition. Many would argue that vending machines should be removed; however it is the contents within the vending machines that should be changed. Vending machines, despite the bad stigma that are attached to them, are used as revenues to fund after school programs that can help children to be healthier. Consequently, many schools will need the profits gained from vending machines and providing healthier snacks will be a great way to curb obesity in children while allowing school to continue profiting from vending machine sales.
 According to the CSPI newsroom, the Department of Agriculture (USDA) has little authority to regulate foods sold in vending machines3. Senator Tom Harkin stated, “Congress should step in and ensure that soda, candy, chips and cookies don’t become the de facto school lunch. USDA needs to set standards for all foods sold in schools that participate in the federal school lunch program3.”Children have no control over what they choose and often times are unable to understand the consequences of having poor nutrition, therefore it is important that the government steps in to make the school environment as healthy as possible. In order to provide children with a healthier school environment, schools should have vending machines stocked with healthy foods such as fruits, vegetables, no-sugar added juices, low calorie and low fat snacks. The vending machines should exchange unhealthy snacks such as candies, chips and sodas for the healthier snacks mentioned above. Although many would believe that removing low-nutrition snacks from vending machines would decrease vending machines sales, the CSPI newsroom states that school districts that have switched over to healthier snacks have not noticed a decrease in revenue3. Hence, allowing schools to keep their vending machines and exchange their contents for healthier snacks would be mutually beneficial to the schools and children by providing the schools with revenue to fund programs and providing the students with healthy snacks throughout the school day and the opportunity to learn to make healthier nutrition choices. 

In the fight against childhood obesity, it is of great importance to make changes to the school environment which should include making healthier choices available in vending machines. Community leaders should lobby to make policy changes in the snacks available in the vending machines and to give the USDA more authority in regulating the foods available to children.  Changes should also be made to the physical education curriculum to provide children with proper exercise habits and nutrition should be an important topic in health education classes. Both education and environmental changes are important in helping children to remain healthy and fight against obesity. It is important to note, that education alone cannot solve the problem when the school environment is filled with junk food, in addition, environmental changes alone cannot suffice when children are not able to make sound decisions in regards to their health due to lack of health education.
Having schools replace unhealthy snacks in vending machines with healthy snacks will enable children to learn to make healthy food choices from a young age, to promote healthy eating and change the environmental factors influencing their diets. Children live what they learn and having items such as fruits, vegetables, water, low-caloric snacks and fruit snacks will help children to learn healthy eating habits from a young age and that healthy options can also be enjoyable.  Vending machines can do more harm than good if used well, for example, a quick snack for students that may have forgotten their lunch or need a quick snack throughout the day. 
In order to change the snacks available in vending machines, schools need the support from parents, teachers, school staff and community leaders to bring awareness about the impact that unhealthy snacks can have on children’s health and to make it a priority to make changes to the foods offered. It is important for community leaders to stress the importance of having the vending machines in schools to fund programs, but also to stress the importance of keeping our children healthy and preventing obesity amongst the younger population. It is also important that politicians realize the importance of having USDA regulate the foods that our children eat as this will ensure that it is of the highest nutritional value possible.
To conclude, vending machines should not be removed from schools but rather the content within the vending machines should be changed to provide children with healthier alternatives such as low-calorie, low-sugar and low-fat snacks. Having vending machines with healthier alternatives will enable children to make sound decisions about their diet and will enable schools to have after school programs such as athletic programs that can in turn improve children’s health. Changing the contents in vending machines to healthier options is just a small step toward fighting childhood obesity, but it is a crucial step as children spend majority of their waking hours in schools and therefore the school environment can greatly affect their diet. A combination of a healthier school environment, more physical activities and more health education focusing on nutrition are just some of the steps that will play a great role in reducing childhood obesity. In order to accomplish this change in schools, it will be necessary to have community leaders lobby politicians on the importance of these changes within our schools.
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