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 My name is José García, or Pepe for short. 
My mother gave me this journal for my last birthday, 
and I decided to start writing down some of my 
thoughts.
 I am 11 years old and just started sixth grade 
this month.
 I have an older sister named María who is 15 
years old and in tenth grade.
 My mother and father are from a rural area 
in Mexico. They came to Oregon when they were 
about my age. Their families worked on farms near 
where we live. My parents met at my mother’s 
quinceañera and got married five years later.



 My mother told me that I look like the muchachos 
on her side of the family. She showed me a photo of my 
tío Jorge when he was little. It was sad when my tío 
died last year suddenly. My mother told me it was 
because of a blood clot that blocked the flow of blood 
in his lungs. She said that it was because he was very 
overweight. 
 My mother showed me a picture of my primo Luis 
when he was young. A few months ago, Luis found out 
that his liver is sick, and his body might become sicker 
if he doesn’t lose weight. My mother said he might even 
need to get a new liver in the near future. I hope he can 
get healthier, and that I don’t have health issues like 
him. 



 My mother told me that Dios made me the way 
that I am and there is no one in the world like me.
 I don’t know why He made people fat, but there 
sure seems to be a lot of people like that around.
 It can be so hard for me to walk and keep up 
with my dog Chalupa. I am having trouble playing 
fútbol, basketball, or other games with the kids in 
my neighborhood. My feet and knees hurt by the 
end of the day.
 When I am at school, some of the kids in my 
class tease me and call me “chancho” or “Pepe 
pig,” like the cartoon. I try to shrug it off and move 
on, but I have to admit that it makes me sad to hear 
this.
 Did I do something wrong to get this way?



 I sometimes look in the mirror and wish that I 
could be healthier, so that I can help others to the 
best of my ability and be able to play sports that I 
really like to watch, while not getting tired so easily.
 One of my favorite futbolistas, Diego Maradona, 
helped Argentina win the 1986 World Cup against 
West Germany in Mexico City. I heard that later on in 
his life he had some health problems too because of 
his weight and had to get a surgery on his stomach 
in order to lose it.
 I hope that I can lose weight and feel better 
without any surgery.



 My father spends long days working on a large vivero 
de plantas to make sure everything is growing well and 
sleeps there during the weekdays. He comes home for the 
weekends to share time with us. I notice that he sometimes 
looks tired.
 My mother works two jobs as a janitor. Some days 
while we are in school, she works at the local gym and 
some nights at the airport. For those evenings, me and my 
sister stay home alone.
 María and I make macaroni and cheese or pizza for 
dinner. Sometimes we all eat at fast food restaurants and 
feel rushed before my mom leaves for work.  
 My father likes us all to eat home-cooked meals 
together at the table on the weekends. I like when my 
family is all together and we can enjoy our time laughing, 
playing card games, and watching fútbol on TV.
 My family has a way of helping others both at work 
and in the community. My father volunteers in the collections 
at the misa on Sunday. He also helps train other farmworkers 
at the vivero de plantas. My mother helps out with serving 
cookies and juice after the misa. I would like to help others 
like my parents do.



 Sometimes, my mom and dad yell at each other when 
they are both at home. I think that they argue because they 
are both trying to save money, but my mother spends it on 
things we need from day to day.
 I remember a time when just my father was working. 
We sometimes went to food pantries (places where you can 
get free food). There were always lots of fruits and vegetables. 
There were also lots of snack foods and desserts. My mother 
picked those foods for us too. I think that was when I started 
liking sweet foods more.

 I had a check-up with my doctor, Dr. Elisa, over Thanks-
giving break. My teacher must have told my mom that I was 
sleeping in class a lot. I admit that sometimes it is hard for 
me to stay asleep at night, because there are a lot of things 
on my mind.  
 She wondered if the sleep problems might be from 
my weight. We talked about ways that I could improve my 
health. She told me that being overweight is common in the 
United States, Mexico, and many parts of the world.
 She asked me about my favorite foods. I like arroz, 
tortillas, and tamales con chicharrones. I also enjoy colas, 
sweet horchatas, helados, and torta de manzana. When we 
eat out, I usually ask for a cheeseburger, French fries, and a 
soda. 
 She mentioned about all the fresh food from our local  
    farmer’s market. I like pepinos, tomates and fresas. 
      My father sometimes brings home vegetables from the 
        farm during harvest season.



 Dr. Elisa informed me that the foods I usually eat make 
my body build more fat. She explained how a substance 
our body produces called insulin works on the sugar that 
enters the blood from the gut when we eat. It moves it into 
muscles, the organs and the brain to be used for energy. 
Anything left over is stored for the short-term in the liver 
and muscles as glycogen, and for the long-term in adipose, 
or fat.
 I remember when Dr. Elisa told my mom that she had 
diabetes last year and had to start taking insulin shots. 
She said her own insulin wasn’t working well because of the 
extra weight. This caused the sugar in her blood to be too 
high. She told my mom that, if it wasn’t treated, the high 
sugars could damage her eyes and kidneys and cause her 
feet to go numb. She could even have heart and brain 
problems. 
 Dr. Elisa told us to eat more raw fruits and vegetables, 
have eggs instead of cereal for breakfast, and make soups 
and other home-cooked meals with fish, chicken or pork. 
That’s not how we usually eat.
 I am not sure if I will be able to do that. The doctor told 
me that if I eat less sugar, I will develop a taste for healthier 
foods, and I won’t feel so hungry all of the time.   
    My mother and I agreed that it was worth a try.



 I met with my school counselor today and told 
her that I felt upset when the other kids tease me. 
I also described the feelings I get when my parents 
argue. Sometimes, I just want to eat food in my room, 
watch TV, and play computer games to pass the time 
and not worry about the teasing and arguing. 
 She asked me to encourage the whole family to 
go for a walk after a meal to talk about the day and 
enjoy the outdoors together. We don’t usually go outside 
much. She told me to continue using the journal to write 
down my feelings and thoughts on paper. 
 I agreed it was worth a try.



 I paid more attention at the supermarket when I 
went shopping with my mother today. There were so many 
different types of food. In the outer aisles, there were natural 
foods from the farms like nuts, fruits, and vegetables. Then 
there were all of the boxed foods in the inner aisles, like 
pasta, cookies, chips, cereals, cakes, and crackers. 
 After looking at the nutritional content on the back 
of the boxes like Dr. Elisa showed me, I noticed the words 
complex and simple carbohydrates, or sugar, both of 
which she told me to limit. Inside the body, they both 
break down and get into the blood as sugar. She said that 
natural foods also have carbohydrates but aren’t as hard 
on our bodies. Even the boxed foods that were “low in 
sugars” were still high in complex carbohydrates.  
 It was hard to pronounce all of the big words on 
the long ingredients list like “potassium citrate,” “high 
fructose corn syrup,” and “trisodium phosphate.” It 
reminded me of the chemistry experiments we did in 
school this year. 
 After we went home, I read that food companies use 
more salt, sugar or other chemicals in foods to preserve 
them; something to keep crunchy foods crunchy and not 
stale. Maybe sweeter foods also get people coming back 
to them. 
 I saw that some of the boxed foods could stay “fresh” 
  for more than a year. I’d never thought about it before, 
   but that doesn’t seem right. They don’t sound like foods 
    that I would want to put in my body anymore.



 Over the last few months, I tried really hard to do 
the things that the doctor and counselor suggested. I 
have to admit that it wasn’t easy. I am noticing more 
energy and that I am sleeping better. I can play sports 
longer with my friends and walk my dog – or let him 
walk me. My clothes fit more easily. I even wanted to 
play outside rather than sit in front of the TV or play my 
games.
 My family and I started walking outside on the 
weekends. We plan to start walking after school on 
some days, now with the weather getting nicer. My 
parents seemed to be able to relax more, and I liked 
seeing the smiles and laughs from my mom and dad’s 
faces.
 My mother is cooking meals in advance, so that 
we can eat the leftovers for the nights she is working. 
She invited my sister and me to work on the meal plan-
ning and even let me cook!



 For Pascua, my mother and father took me shopping 
for new pantalones, camisas, and a cinturón. The other 
ones were getting too big on me. 
 My father taught me how to prepare the jardín and 
plant the seeds so that we can grow our own vegetables. 
He even let me choose which seeds I wanted. 

 I really learned a lot more about food this year. Some 
foods are made in large factories with assembly lines and 
put into boxes with long lists of ingredients and sugar 
added. Other foods can be eaten right out of the ground. 
I think we need to eat more of those foods. Oats make 
oatmeal, corn makes corn on the cob, and vegetables 
make a salad. They are also delicious.



 I am noticing changes as I get healthier, even that I 
am more feliz. I like to tell jokes or cheer up others when 
they look sad. I used to think that I was going to be fat all 
my life and that I was made that way. I am now beginning 
to wonder what else I can do if I try. I plan to join the local 
soccer league and hope to improve my skills.
    My mom was also able to lose weight after eating 
healthier foods for the past few months. The doctor even 
stopped her insulin. She is feeling more feliz too.
 I have so much more energy, and my dog is enjoying 
     the times I jog with him. I love the feeling of fresh air 
      and the peace I feel when I am outside. 



 I now know that I have a choice in what I do, how 
I react, and what I put in my body. The decisions I make, 
moment by  moment, really affect how I feel about 
myself, my life, and my health.
 School is over and my father is now home with us 
for the entire summer. The vegetables are growing well 
in the garden. I water them every day before I take my 
dog for a walk.
 I just made a tomato and cucumber salad from 
what I picked today. It is for the big fiesta – my 
twelfth birthday!

          The End



Arroz: rice

Camisas: shirts

Chancho: pig

Cinturón: belt

Vivero de plantas: plant nursery

Helados: ice cream

Horchata: a popular drink in Latin 
America. In Mexico, it is usually 
made with rice, nuts, cinnamon and 
sweetened with sugar

Jardín: garden

Muchachos: boys

Misa: mass or church service

Pascua: Easter

Pantalones: pants

Pepe: a nickname form for José

Pepinos: cucumbers

Primo: cousin

Quinceañera: a popular coming of 
age party in Latin America for girls 
that turn 15 years old 

        Tamales con chicharrones: 
         consist of meat with folded   
           cornmeal dough and fried 
           pigskin

          Tío: uncle

Tomates: tomatoes

Tortillas: corn-meal or flour 
flatbread used for making burritos, 
tamales and other foods.

Torta de manzana: apple pie

Cumpleaños: birthday 

Dios: God

Feliz: happy

Fiesta: party

     Fresas: strawberries

          Fútbol: soccer

         Futbolista: soccer 
                    player

1. How did Pepe realize that he wanted to improve his health?

2. What were some challenges that Pepe faced that affected 
     his attitude toward his health?

3. What were some ways that Pepe was successful in making 
     positive choices about his health?

1.                                       is a substance released by the body to work 
with the sugar in the bloodstream?

2.                                      is a condition that leads to excess sugars in 
the blood and can cause injuries to the eyes, nerves and kidneys.

3. Find the most natural foods in the following groups:

a.  Corn-on-the-cob        Corn Chips          Corn Cereal
b.  Grape juice                   Raisins                 Grapes                   
c.   Potato chips                Baked Potato     French Fries  
d.  Oat Bread                     Oatmeal               Granola bar
e.  Peanut butter cups     Peanut butter     Peanuts
f.   Orange juice                 Orange                 Orange drink

1. List three health goals that you would like to make for the next 
    several months.

2. Can you identify barriers that may prevent you from achieving 
     these goals?

3. How can you start to address these barriers?
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