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Executive Summary

of Opinion (WOO) Study, a qualitative study conducted by 

the NSW Centre for Overweight and Obesity (COO). The 

study set out to collect data from teachers, principals, 

parents and students on their perceptions of childhood 

overweight and obesity. Understanding how these key 

groups in schools view the issues of causation, prevention 

and responsibility for overweight and obesity is critical to the 

development of appropriate and effective resources and 

policies.

The WOO schools sub-study involved visiting primary and 

secondary schools in two metropolitan Sydney areas and 

one rural NSW area. At each school, one in-depth interview 

with a teacher or principal and, at secondary schools, three 

focus groups with students in Years 7/8, 9/10 and 11 were 

conducted. In addition, one focus group with parents was 

from the interviews with principals, teachers and second-

ary school students. Data from the parent focus groups are 

a range of socioeconomic and infrastructure differences in 

order to include the views of participants from diverse back-

grounds and circumstances. 

Research questions

principals were:

To what extent do primary/secondary school 

teachers or principals recognise child and adolescent 

overweight and obesity as an important issue?

To what extent do teachers or principals feel that 

primary/secondary schools should play an active role 

in prevention and dealing with child and adolescent 

overweight and obesity? What are they currently 

doing?

•

•

What is the nature of the interactions between staff 

and students; parents and staff?

What is the current practice of the school with regard 

to promoting healthy eating and physical activity?

What key changes or supports (both within and 

outside of the education sector) are required to help 

to reduce the incidence of child and adolescent 

overweight and obesity? 

The key questions explored with secondary school students 

were:

What are young people’s views on adolescent 

overweight, obesity, and being a healthy weight?

What are young people’s experiences of maintaining 

a healthy weight, to what extent do they worry about 

this, and who or what supports would they use if they 

wanted help?

To what extent do young people feel that secondary 

schools should play an active role in prevention and 

dealing with child and adolescent overweight and 

obesity? What are they currently doing?

What key changes or supports (both within and 

outside of schools) are required to help reduce the 

incidence of child and adolescent overweight and 

obesity?

Methods

Both interviews and focus groups were digitally recorded and 

later transcribed verbatim. Two members of the research 

team independently coded the themes under each topic and 

then met to discuss them. In the case of the student focus 

groups, two other team members also read the collated 

responses and checked the consistency and interpretation of 

easily between the project staff.

•

•

•

•

•

•

•
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The themes that emerged were consistent across urban 

and rural schools and across age groups and genders in the 

according to whether they relate to the teacher/principal 

interviews or the student focus groups. There were some 

differences between primary and secondary schools and 

these are noted in the report. 

Teachers/principals

All teachers interviewed believed that overweight 

and obesity is an issue for some children, and that 

this means that it is an issue for their school.

Secondary school teachers were also concerned 

about underweight and eating disorders. 

All teachers agreed that schools should play a 

obesity among children and adolescents. Primary 

schools were more likely to have a whole-of-school 

approach to nutrition and physical activity, whereas 

secondary schools were more likely to cite 

curriculum in PDHPE (Personal Development, 

Health and Physical Education) and Food 

Technology as the role of the school. The three 

primary schools all described additional initiatives 

such as introducing fruit breaks and morning 

exercise routines to promote healthy eating and 

physical activity. 

Although the teachers seem to accept that the 

school had a considerable level of responsibility to 

•

•

•

None of the teachers interviewed had raised the 

issue of weight with a student or parent. They would 

only do so in extreme circumstances, where they 

believed the child’s health or emotional wellbeing 

was being compromised or the student’s academic 

performance was affected. Secondary school 

teachers were explicit about the range of 

competing priorities within the area of student health 

and welfare, and that bullying, mental health or 

alcohol and other drugs may be more urgent issues.

All schools are involved in implementing the PDHPE 

key learning area. All teachers reported that they 

promote participation in physical activity, and actively 

seek to motivate sedentary students. Teachers were 

aware of the limits of what could be implemented 

and achieved through PDHPE activities. 

Secondary school teachers commented on their 

school’s progress with the implementation of the 

NSW Healthy School Canteen Strategy. Most 

mentioned that gradual change toward healthier food 

had been occurring and that it could be expected to 

continue.

Barriers to new initiatives included lack of time, staff 

and funding to be able to implement and sustain 

additional programs. All teachers would like more 

support for existing structures (e.g. school canteens, 

and training.

Teachers were aware of the range of causes of 

overweight and obesity and believed that it is

important to address physical activity and nutrition 

issues from an early age.  In thinking about the 

broader community context, they made a variety 

of suggestions about actions that would contribute 

•

•

•

•

•
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Students

Secondary school students acknowledged that 

overweight and obesity among young people was an 

important issue in NSW.  They were aware of the 

increasing prevalence and visibility of overweight 

and obesity. 

Most students believed that it was a challenge for 

people their age to be a healthy weight for a variety 

of reasons related to both healthy eating and 

physical activity.  An abundance of fatty/unhealthy 

foods was perceived as a major contributing factor. 

The students believed that people their age were 

concerned about being slim rather than a healthy 

weight. There was no single clear path students 

most likely to seek help from people they trusted and 

who were knowledgeable in the area.

Parents were viewed as playing an important role in 

supporting students to be a healthy weight. 

Students believed that schools have an important 

role to play in helping adolescents maintain a healthy 

weight.

Students had a range of suggestions for improving 

healthy eating at school and these mostly centred 

on the canteen. There were differing opinions on 

whether canteens should (and do) only sell healthy 

food, or whether individuals also had the right to 

•

•

•

•

•

•

make their own food choices, even if this sometimes 

meant eating less healthy foods. However, students 

were highly consistent in their belief that healthy food 

at their school canteens was too expensive.

Participants reported that information on healthy 

eating was only received at school via the PDHPE 

curriculum. Students requested replacement of old 

health education videos used in class with newer, 

more adolescent-friendly DVDs e.g. featuring 

cooking skills and/or exploring new foods.

opportunities and options for PE at school. Others, 

particularly older students, thought that ways to be 

active at school were too limited and suggested 

non-competitive activities such as yoga or pilates. 

Suggestions for changes outside of the school 

environment ranged from family to local government 

and community level, as well as industry. Like the 

teachers, the students were clear that any changes 

implemented should start during primary or early 

childhood years. Ideas included parental 

encouragement and participation in physical activity, 

more opportunities for fun sport, controls on fast food 

advertising, and TV campaigns for healthy options 

using celebrities and humour. 

Discussion

The results of this study indicate that secondary school 

students have a sophisticated understanding of the complex 

issues related to overweight and obesity and their 

perceptions should be taken into account when designing 

age-appropriate interventions.

•

•

•

to prevention, ranging from promoting positive role 

models to changes in marketing of unhealthy foods 

and decreasing costs of healthy food and costs 

associated with participating in sport.
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It is very clear from the data that both primary and secondary 

teachers/staff want help and support to address this issue in 

schools. This is particularly the case for secondary teachers 

who may experience some level of uncertainty regarding 

strategic approaches.

The overall approach suggested by students and teachers 

was consistent, that is, for schools to implement incremental 

changes that build upon existing structures. Both teachers 

role, but that schools do not have sole responsibility. They 

responsibilities as well.

There is a paucity of qualitative data in the literature with 

contribution to building the Australian literature base. Schools 

environment where gains can be made in terms of 

addressing and preventing overweight and obesity.  It is 

therefore imperative to understand overweight and obesity 

from the perspectives of the major players in schools 

(teachers and students). In particular more qualitative work 

with secondary teachers and secondary students may be 

useful.

Implications

Efforts by schools to provide support for healthy 

weight strategies may also be complemented by 

consultation with and inclusion of secondary school 

students in the process.  In particular, given the 

acknowledged importance of the school canteen, 

and the differing perspectives students held on 

recent changes following the implementation of the 

NSW Healthy School Canteen Strategy, 

consultations about food choices and pricing should 

be held with students. 

•
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School initiatives should be complemented by 

strategies directed to families, parents and early 

childhood organisations.

Dissemination of resources and implementation of 

professional development opportunities that support 

teachers’ knowledge and schools’ capacity to 

implement initiatives that complement the PDHPE 

key learning area needs to continue.

Schools should continue to emphasise healthy 

eating and physical activity topics in the

implementation of the PDHPE key learning area with 

all age groups, particularly in the early educational 

stages such as Years K - 2. This learning needs to 

be reinforced through school policies and practices 

that promote healthy eating and physical activity.

•

•

•
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Introduction

of Opinion Study (WOO), a qualitative study conducted by 

the NSW Centre for Overweight and Obesity (COO). While 

epidemiological research has done an excellent job of 

describing the trends and variations in childhood overweight 

and obesity in NSW and Australia (Booth et al, 2006; 

Margarey et al, 2001), there are limited qualitative data 

regarding the extent to which those most directly involved 

(parents, early childhood education directors/staff, school 

principals and teachers, general practitioners and young 

people themselves) view childhood overweight and obesity 

the causes, how they think responsibility for preventing and 

dealing with childhood overweight and obesity ought to be 

shared between community sectors and what they would do 

in practical terms to promote healthy eating and adequate 

physical activity. Understanding how these key groups view 

these issues is critical to the development of appropriate and 

effective resources and policies. The WOO study was 

designed to address this gap in our knowledge by conducting 

a series of in-depth interviews and focus groups with these 

key groups in four geographic areas within NSW.

The WOO schools sub-study involved visiting primary and 

secondary schools in two metropolitan Sydney areas and 

one rural NSW area. At each school, one in-depth interview 

with a teacher or principal and, at secondary schools, three 

focus groups with students in Years 7/8, 9/10 and 11 were 

conducted. In addition, one focus group with parents was 

from the interviews with principals, teachers and 

secondary school students. Data from the parent focus 

groups are reported elsewhere.

The secondary school students’ sub-study focused on how 

students perceive the issue of overweight and obesity among 

young people, as well as their ideas for interventions that 

they thought would help prevent overweight and obesity and 

make it easier for young people to achieve and maintain 

a healthy weight. The teacher/principal interviews aimed 

to gain information about how the school was engaged in 

promoting healthy eating and physical activity, as well as the 

within the context of their school.

Background

There has been a widespread recognition that a whole-

of-community approach to the prevention of childhood 

overweight and obesity that involves government, 

non-government and private sectors is required to address 

the many causes that underpin the problem.  Schools have 

educating children and young people about health and 

supporting them in adopting healthy behaviours. Schools are 

an important setting for promoting health through curriculum-

based education, organisational policies and their physical 

and social environments. 

Internationally, studies on interventions to prevent overweight 

and obesity have focused on the school setting, and there 

is consistent evidence that comprehensive school programs 

behaviours, and possibly weight status (Flodmark et al, 

2006).

Within NSW, healthy schools comprise one of the priority 

settings for the ‘Prevention of obesity in children and young 

people: NSW Government Action Plan 2003-2007’. The NSW 

Healthy School Canteen Strategy, branded as Fresh Tastes 

@ School is a key initiative within the NSW Government 

Action Plan, and has been implemented across government 

schools from 2004. The evaluation of the implementation of 

this strategy shows that school community support and 

stakeholders’ attitudes have been important in enabling the 

changes to be implemented (Nutrition and Physical Activity 

Branch, 2006). 
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The recent report on the NSW Schools Physical Activity and 

Nutrition Survey (SPANS) 2004 (Booth et al, 2006) provides 

important information about students’ physical activity and 

nutrition behaviours, and shows that the prevalence of 

overweight and obesity is increasing. This survey also 

includes information on some school-related factors, such as 

modes of travel to and from school and school environments. 

The recommendations arising from this survey cover actions 

by schools, parents and children and young people. The 

extent to which these recommendations are accepted and 

perceptions of all groups within the school community,

including principals, teachers, students and parents.

When developing policies and programs which target 

adolescents, it is critical to listen to their ideas and input. 

During adolescence individuals develop a greater 

awareness of the complex world around them accompanied 

by the emergence of a sense of their own autonomy 

(Zimmer-Gembeck et al, 2003). Thus, while primary school 

compliant, and represent a group where healthy lifestyle 

behaviour can be established early on, parents exert a 

adolescents are exposed to a kaleidoscope of external and 

school environment, advertising, time constraints and peer 

group pressure.
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