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Executive Summary:

Based on the fact that persistent bioaccumulative toxins are present in the food chain and human tissue and cause a variety of adverse reproductive and neurobehavioral problems, the Healthy Women’s Nutrition Study was designed to characterize the perceptions and interests of women of childbearing age at two high schools in Providence, Rhode Island. This information could then be used to inform educators and communications specialists to target this audience regarding healthier food choices with the goal of reducing exposure and improving public health. The study included a survey, a focus group at each school, and general observations. Topics for exploration included eating habits, perceptions of food safety, reproductive interests and beliefs, nutritional education and beliefs, levels of trust and sources for nutritional information, and perceptions of vegetarianism and food systems.

This study found that the women surveyed are at risk for nutritional inadequacy, based on the fact that one third eat two or fewer meals with their family- making school a primary source for nutrition. In focus groups, participants expressed frustration over the food provided at school and the fact that work and other commitments often prevent them from eating healthy foods. The focus groups revealed confusion about dietary needs and the fact that few women knew about the health benefits of a vegetarian diet, though several were very interested. Most women in the focus groups were aware of the hazards of eating meat, though concern was focused on bacterial contaminants. Women expressed a desire to have children, though few expressed an understanding of the connections between diet and baby’s health. All women expressed interest in the issue of reproductive toxins. In-school observations showed that each school has only one female health teacher, while survey results showed that the majority of participants would trust a woman over a man for nutritional information. The survey showed that the level of trust in health teachers is low, while they readily identified health class as a primary resource for nutritional information in both the survey and focus groups. Regarding the nutrition education they receive, they expressed in focus group that it was given before they had the ability to and interest in improving their eating habits.  The reality of a profit-driven school food environment was brought up by participants in both focus groups and issues surrounding global food systems were hotly discussed.

Recommendations include providing access to healthy and appealing foods at school, pushing primary nutrition education from the seventh grade to a later year when individual autonomy and interest are higher, incorporating food systems and toxic exposure reduction messaging into current curriculum, and balancing the sex ratio of health teachers.  The creation of an after-school health collective at each school will be undertaken in the fall to facilitate students’ ability to make use of the educational and social resources present in their communities and to teach them to teach themselves about the relevant health issues in their lives.

