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Dear Kathleen,

My daughter —Allison -- isgoing to third grade thisyear but ishaving alot
of trouble. She’'sa great kid but considerably overweight. Last year, her classmates
teased her so much that she'd often come homein tears. Isthereanything that | can
doto hep her?

-- Betty

Dear Betty,

It's sad but true — in spite of achanging consciousness about celebrating diversity
— “obesty stigmd’ Hill rules many classrooms. There are three important things you can
do to help your daughter: 1) Let her know that you love her just the way sheis, 2) Help
her develop coping skillsfor the teasing; and 3) Help her to lose weight because she will
be physicdly hedthier and far happier.

Children who are substantialy overweight fed like they carry the weight of the
world on their shoulders. In a society where the mantraiis “you can never betoo rich or
too thin,” the obese kid is atarget for theimmeature taunting of her peers. That'salot of
pain and alot of kids. More than 15% of American children are obese (compared to
about 30% of adults). Thisisadramatic increase over the past two decades. Still, I'll bet
the fact that Allison is not done doesn't help her one bit when her schoolmates are
meking fun of her.

Let Allison know that she isloved unconditionaly and help her to understand that
people comein al shapes and szes. We dl identify with our bodies and it's easy for a
young child — maybe adults aswell -- to draw aconclusion that says, “fat is bad,”
therefore 1 am bad.” Help her to disconnect those two thoughts. Give her lots of praise
for things she doeswdl and show interest in her hobbies and activities.

Some recent research suggested that some children overcome teasing better than
others. Kidswho held their ground by asserting themsdlves with their classmates or
discussed the problem with friends or adults seemed to maintain higher levels of self-
esteem. Be agood listener. Encourage Allison to talk with you about her fedings.
Support her if she wants to confront one of her peers who are making fun of her. There
are hedthy waysto do this. She may fed like knocking their blocks off, but let her know
that she can express hersdf in waysthat don’t stoop to that level. Step up yoursdf and
talk with her teacher if the teasing continues or escalates.

It simportant that Allison get a handle on her weight problem now. A new study
showed that — in addition to physica hedth risks like digbetes and heart disease --
children who are substantialy overweight have a higher incidence of depresson and
psychologica problemsthan other kids. Although media atention seemsto zero in on
weight problems of young girls, young boys were actualy a a higher risk for weight-
related depresson. Both boys and girls were more likely to engage in oppositiond or
defiant behavior — away of acting out their pain.

Did you know that less than 25% of children are physically active for at least 30
minutes a day? Gone are the days of kickbdl in the street and pick up basebdl games.
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Instead, mogt kids spend hoursin front of the television, playing video games, or
shackled to computers. Combine that with super-szed fast-food meals (No, | don't
believe we should dl sue McDondd' s for our love handles), high carbohydrate, high
sugar food and you' ve got the makings of an epidemic.

Modd good egting habits and help her learn good nutrition by your example.
Prepare hedlthy, low-fat meals. Subdtitute fruit for cookies at snack time. Eat dinner at
the table as afamily (thisis an excdlent thing to do anyway) instead of in other locations
(likein front of the televison).

Let Allison know that you want to help her lose weight because she will be
hedlthier when she does — and not because you think she is unatractive as sheiis.
Encourage — even ings — that she have ahigher leve of physicd activity. Limit
televison and computer time. Set up habits of regular exercise in ways that are fun — go
bowling on weekends, join the YMCA and swim together, play kickball in the backyard
like we used to do askids. Express your confidence that she can change her life, because
she can.

Send your persona coaching questions to kathleen@fullpotentidliving.com or cal 473

4004. Kathleen is a persond and executive coach, clinica psychologist, and writer. (©2003
Kathleen Brehony. All Rights Reserved.) Columns are archived at www.fullpotentialliving.com.
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