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Background 
Over the last several decades, childhood 
obesity and obesity-related diseases such as 
type-2 diabetes and high blood pressure 
steadily rose. Poor health negatively impacts a 
child's ability to learn and grow. Good 
nutrition and daily physical activity are critical 
for children, and their caregiving adults. 
Children learn healthy eating habits and how 
to stay physically active by watching their 
parents and caregivers. Accordingly, the 
federal government partnered with state health departments to address this concern using a multi-
modal approach, across the age spans, looking at increasing dietary intake of fruits and vegetables, and 
increasing daily physical activity.  
 

Target Audience and Key Messages 
Nationally, in 2009, one in three children in low-income families were considered obese or overweight. 
(Retrieved from http://www.cdc.gov/obesity/downloads/pednssfactsheet.pdf). Washington State 
mirrored those statistics. However, the state's Early Childhood Education and Assistance Program 
(ECEAP) was uniquely positioned to work directly with preschool programs serving low-income families, 
using a family-centered, whole child, strengths-based approach for modeling and teaching healthy 
choices and behaviors. 

ECEAP is the state-funded version of the federal 
Head Start program, offering a whole-child, 
comprehensive school readiness program serving 
low-income three- and four-year-old children.  
 
Operating in school districts, educational service 
districts, local governments, nonprofit 
organizations, community action programs, and 
community colleges, ECEAP works with local 
communities to address early childhood 
education, family support, parent involvement 
and health and nutrition interests and needs.  
 
The federal Basic Food Nutrition & Education 
Program offered funding and technical assistance 
to local communities to tackle rising obesity 
rates. Two key messages were stipulated by the 
federal funders: 
 

 Eat 5-A-Day (fruits and vegetables) 
 
 Increase daily physical activity 
 

 

National obesity trend data 

Prevalence of obesity among 
preschool children, ages 2-5 

Boys Girls 

2003 – 2004 15.1% 12.7% 

2005 – 2006 10.4% 11% 

2007 – 2008 9.3% 10.9% 

2009 – 2010 14.4% 9.6% 

2011 - 2012 9.5% 7.2% 
          

 Statistics retrieved from: 
http://www.cdc.gov/nchs/data/hestat/obesity_child_11_12/obesity_child_11_12.htm 

http://www.cdc.gov/obesity/downloads/pednssfactsheet.pdf
http://www.cdc.gov/nchs/data/hestat/obesity_child_11_12/obesity_child_11_12.htm
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Project Planning and Formative Research 
The project approach was framed by the Prochaska and DiClemente behavior change model. Change is 
not linear, and people visit various stages, sometimes repeatedly, as they work to create new life habits. 
Curricula and materials needed to reflect and normalize the reality of the forward and backward motion 
inherent in the stages of change. The stages of change include: 
 

 Precontemplation. Not currently considering change.  

 Contemplation. Thinking about change.  

 Preparation. Getting ready for change.  

 Action. Practicing new behavior.  

 Maintenance. Continued commitment to the new behavior. 

 Relapse. Revisit old behavior.  
(Retrieved from http://stepupprogram.org/docs/handouts/STEPUP_Stages_of_Change.pdf ) 

 
In addition to framing the 
project activities using a 
stages of change approach, 
staff were trained in using 
family support principles for 
working with families using a 
strengths-based perspective.  
The following ideas were 
embedded in the developed 
materials, activities, 
curricula, and training: 
 
 Parents as First 

Teachers  
 Parents Supporting 

Parents 
 Families as Community 

Resources 
                         

 Retrieved from http://www.del.wa.gov/publications/partnerships/docs/BFNEP_Final_Report.pdf 

The initial planning and design group included preschool teachers, family support workers, and program 
nutritionists from local programs around the state. The project approach and curricula included a strong 
emphasis on remembering that "telling isn't teaching" and focused on methods and approaches that 
supported families in learning and trying out new ideas and healthy lifestyle practices in a safe and 
supportive environment that was fun, inviting and non-judgmental.   
 
ECEAP families took part in focus group activities, trying out the activities and materials,  offering 
valuable feedback about their level of usefulness and desirability, and providing suggestions for ways to 
improve the approach.  Staff and families continued to be involved in providing critical feedback that 
informed continuous quality improvement efforts to the materials -- but also, and most importantly, 
increased individual perception of self-efficacy, empowerment and investment in self, family and 
community. 
 

http://stepupprogram.org/docs/handouts/STEPUP_Stages_of_Change.pdf
http://www.del.wa.gov/publications/partnerships/docs/BFNEP_Final_Report.pdf
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Project Evaluation and Results 
FEAST participants took part in pre-and-post surveys, self-reporting current and planned behavior. 
Based on a family activity night model, FEAST consisted of hands-on activities for parents and children to 
learn about healthy eating, colorful fruits and vegetables, and the importance of physically active 
lifestyles. 
 
Session 1: 

 84% reported eating four or fewer servings of fruits and vegetables each day 

 94% planned to eat more servings of fruits and vegetables during the next month 

 78% planned to eat between 3-6 servings of fruits and vegetables each day 

 99% believed daily physical activity was important 

 52% felt they got enough physical activity each day 

 65% wanted to know more ways to get daily physical activity 
 
Session 2: 

 40% reported actively trying to eat 5 or more servings of fruits and vegetables each day 

 24% were planning to eat 5 or more servings but had not yet started 

 15% were thinking about eating 5 or more servings each day 

 12% continued to eat 5 or more servings each day 

 35% reported getting at least 30 minutes of physical activity 5 or more days each week 

 62% reported getting at least 30 minutes of physical activity 1-4 days each week 

 53% reported planning to get at least 30 minutes of physical activity 5 or more days each week 
   

(Retrieved from http://www.del.wa.gov/publications/partnerships/docs/BFNEP_Final_Report.pdf) 

 
The project as designed was implemented in ECEAP with financial consideration and support for 
programs from 2004 - 2007. However, programs have continued to report implementing the program 
activities as part of their ongoing work with families. The curriculum and activities were designed to be 
flexible and responsive to changing interests and needs, and programs were encouraged to adjust and 
modify as indicated. BFNEP activities in the state preschool program were just one component of 
statewide (and national) efforts to impact early childhood obesity, especially among low income 
populations. Was it successful as part of the larger effort?  
 
According to a 2013 Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) report, Washington State showed 
a statistically significant decrease in childhood obesity among low-income 2 - 4 year olds, falling from 
14.4% to 14% between 2008 - 2011. (Retrieved from http://stateofobesity.org/states/wa/ ) Additionally, 
a Robert Woods Johnson Foundation report in 2013 attributes the decline in childhood obesity to 
several factors, including new nutrition and physical activity standards for early child care programs. 
(Retrieved from http://www.rwjf.org/en/library/articles-and-news/2013/07/washington-signs-of-
progress.html) 
 
Undoubtedly, the project played an important role in setting the stage for ongoing efforts in ensuring 
that low-income families and preschool children have access to supported and strengths-based 
opportunities to explore healthy lifestyle choices around nutrition and physical activity. The bonus for 
many families and for staff (as reported in the project's final report) was the success and empowerment 
they felt as they started making small, incremental changes they had chosen for themselves and their 
families.  

http://www.del.wa.gov/publications/development/docs/FEAST_project_guide.pdf
http://www.del.wa.gov/publications/partnerships/docs/BFNEP_Final_Report.pdf
http://stateofobesity.org/states/wa/
http://www.rwjf.org/en/library/articles-and-news/2013/07/washington-signs-of-progress.html
http://www.rwjf.org/en/library/articles-and-news/2013/07/washington-signs-of-progress.html

