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Teaching Guide: "Fa'asamoa”: A Sizeable Health Problem 
 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
American Samoa is a part of Oceania, a 
group of islands in the South Pacific Ocean, 
about half way between Hawaii and New 
Zealand. 
 
Capital: Pago Pago 
Population: 57,663 (2007) 
Religion: Christian Congregationalist, 
Roman Catholic, Protestant 
Language: Samoan, English, Tongan, other 
Pacific islander 
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Learning Objectives for this Narrative 
 
 

1. Understand the severity of obesity and prevalence of this disease. 
2. Describe ways in which obesity can prevent an individual from wholly participating in 

society, in addition to the way that society promotes overeating.  
3. Identify ways that an individual becomes obese, for example many Samoans have moved 

away from agriculture-based occupations to civil servant office work, have traded in their 
va’as (canoes) for motorized boats, and have become accustomed to using cars instead of 
walking, all of which have decreased their day-to-day physical activity. In combination, 
cultural attitudes about “bigness,” presence of new foods in their local context, and 
physical inactivity have caused a surge in obesity-related diseases (hypertension, 
diabetes) in Samoa.  

4. List diseases that obesity increases risk for, such as diabetes, hypertension, high 
cholesterol, and heart disease.  

 
 

Pre-Reading Activities and Questions 
  
 
Journal Response   What does healthy eating mean to you?  In some cultures, overeating is 
encouraged and in others, undereating is idealized.  How do we know what is right?  If problems 
are associated with overeating and undereating, how can we encourage the public to eat 
balanced, healthy meals?  What are balanced, healthy meals?   
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Suggested Discussion Questions 
 
 

1) What qualifies an individual as obese?  What percent of the U.S. population is obese?   
 
2) What is the prevailing body image in American Samoa?  Did this play a role in Iosofo’s 
interest in eating? 
 
3) Why is larger size often recognized as ‘healthy’ in American Samoa?   
 
4) In some areas where food was scarce, families valued thick body mass and obesity was a sign 
of ‘success’ or ‘wealth’.  How does cultural norms or expectations influence a child’s idea about 
food?  
 
5) What are some important ways to ensure that an individual is eating healthy?  
 

 
Recommended Activity 

 
 
Each student should draw an agricultural map of the pathway their food takes from the grower to 
the table.  This could be done with words in a linear formation or with sketches or photos (such 
as clippings from magazines).  Once the map is created, students should find the amount of 
calories in five of their favorite dishes (such as a turkey sandwich, one portion of lasagna, or a 
bowl of ice cream).  Through essay or oral defense, students should then make an argument for 
the healthiest pathway from the producer to the consumer (them).  A few statements students 
could defend include: 

- Shopping at the farmer’s market is the healthiest choice and it is also the better 
economic choice because the food passes through fewer hands, saving me money and 
increasing the producer’s income. 
- Shopping at Krogers (or the Pigly Wigly, HyVee, Dominick’s) is the best place to shop 
because they have the lowest prices. 
- Shopping at organic grocers (such as Whole Foods, Wild Oats or Wegman’s) is the 
healthiest option because organic foods are better for everyone.   

 
 
 
  

 


