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Lessons Learned from Rural Youth Concerning Healthier Lifestyles
Introduction/Theoretical Framework
Health is a crucial factor that affects national productivity. A healthy and well-nourished population is likely to be more productive and capable of focusing its energies on the provision of goods and services which in turn contributes to the overall growth of an economy.  The pursuit of sound nutrition, as an economic objective, alleviates a nation and its people to effectively and efficiently attain goals that significantly improve the human condition (Economic Research Service, 2009).  According to Becker (2008), education, training and health are the most important investments in human capital. In order for our youth to develop into educated and productive citizens, they need to be healthy. Unfortunately, the issue of the increased number of youth living unhealthy lifestyles poses an issue with being healthy especially due to obesity. 

The prevalence of obesity among children is high and it is increasing, and in spite of the recent national attention directed to prevent obesity, obesity rates have continued to rise in North Carolina. This is especially the case among children and more so in North Carolina Individuals between ages 10 to 17 years are overweight (20%) whereas 14 percent are obese (North Carolina Department of Healthy and Human Services, 2009).  High obesity rates are attributable to physical inactivity and unhealthy eating habits. To curtail this issue, the delivery of nutrition education is key which can promote lifelong healthy eating and increased exercise behaviors of youth that should start from early stages of life. 
Studies conducted to examine the behaviors of rural communities’ habits for living healthier lifestyles. As a result, it has often been found that rural communities have disproportionately higher rates of obesity as well as the related comorbitites of cardiovascular disease and type 2 diabetes because of their lack of knowledge and limited resources. 
Methodology
The purpose of this study was to assess the attitudes, behaviors, and knowledge of 4-H rural youth and determine the most appropriate educational approaches for this population. To guide the study, the following research question was developed:
1. What are the attitudes, behavior and knowledge of 4-H rural youth concerning living eating healthy?
2. What are the attitudes, behavior and knowledge of 4-H rural youth concerning exercise behaviors?
The population for this study consisted of rural 4-H youth (N=53) grades 6-8. Focus group sessions were held between 2010-2011 at 4-H afterschool sites (N=4) to pose questions to youth about their eating choices and exercise habits.  Questions were related to nutrition knowledge, attitude, and skills required to make healthy eating choices. Each participant was given an equal opportunity to communicate their individual viewpoints to the questions posed. 
Results/Findings
Fifty-three youth participated in the focus group sessions, who were Native American (N=20), Hispanic/Latinos (N=2), African American (N=31). There were twenty-seven (51%) females and twenty-six (49%) male participants.
Focus group questions posed:
Question 1. What can you do or feel others can do to promote being healthy?  
Youth participants stated the following: eating more fruits and vegetables, exercising more, eating less meat, dink more water, reduce sodium and sugar intake, eat fast food less often, and prepare foods at home in healthy ways.

Question 2. What are small changes you can make to be healthy?
Change from eating white bread to wheat, fried to baked foods, using fresh fruits and vegetables versus canned foods for cooking, watching less television and going outside more, drinking less juice and more water, stop eating late at night and become more active.

Question 3. Do you eat three meals a day? 
Many youth admitted to not eating breakfast or lunch because they do not like what is served in the school cafeteria.
Question 4. What foods do you eat at school? 
Overall, the participants said they eat vegetables and fruit, chicken noodle soup, salads, ham and cheese sandwiches, corn, steak and cheese, cheeseburgers, ribs, macaroni and cheese, pizza, French fries, fried chicken, BBQ chicken, and chips. None of the youth reported bringing their lunch to school.

Conclusions and Recommendations
Overall, the findings show that there are many areas youth need to be educating in to live healthier lifestyles. This is especially important during today’s increased focus on youth living healthy. Youth are in need of parks and exercise facilities and access to healthy foods. Youth may need more nutrition information to make better choices to become healthier. Parents should be more involved in nutrition education to help them help their children and themselves practice healthy lifestyles.  In addition to the focus group session providing information that will assist in guiding future projects toward evaluating the food and nutrition knowledge and attitudes of youth, the focus group created a dialogue that encouraged participants to think about the impact of healthy and unhealthy eating choices on health and disease. The focus group session also encouraged participants to improve their knowledge about nutrition, health and physical activity. 
Recommendations/impact on profession
Finally, further research should involve youth expressing their concerns about various nutrition topics such as reading food labels, body image and eating on the fun (fast food). 
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