
   Project H.A.P.P.Y. (Healthy Attitudes Produce Positive 
Youth) is a school-based, family-centered pilot program 
designed to address childhood obesity in a diverse 
community. This study explores the sustainability of newly 
established attitudes in a family-based setting, evaluates 
effects of healthy food alternatives and barrier 
recognition, and explores the impact of creating a social 
support system for continued healthy behaviors. In 
addition to the community impact, it also provides first 
year students the opportunity to assume a professional 
role and develop communication and patient education 
skills as they guide families in their decisions to make 
healthy dietary and lifestyle choices. 

     The program evaluation was conducted at Elsa Widenmann 
Elementary School in Vallejo, California. Study participants 
included 7 students enrolled at Elsa Widenmann between 
Kindergarten and 6th grade, and members of their families. All 
families participated in a 6-week education program with 
lessons focused on making healthy dietary and lifestyle choices 
and promoting a more positive mindset towards these choices. 
Each family was assigned to a navigator, a first-year medical 
student from TUCOM, with whom they worked for the duration 
of the program.

Project H.A.P.P.Y.: A Navigator’s Perspective

     The Project HAPPY pilot study served  to bolster both 
parents’ and children’s knowledge and self-efficacy 
regarding healthy eating and exercise habits. Navigators 
gained confidence in their ability to counsel families in 
their health, connect different topics in regard to 
preventative health, and understand the structures that 
shape clinical interactions. The success of this pilot study 
allowed for funding of a full-scale (12-week) Project 
HAPPY cohort which will more formally examine the 
impact on the families as well as the medical students 
involved.  
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     Navigators served to guide each family through the 
curriculum and provided support by taking into account the 
individual family’s culture, dynamics, and needs. In addition to 
providing health education to the participants, the study served 
as a service-based learning experience for navigators. The 
opportunity to counsel families regarding their health allowed 
first year medical students to increase their confidence in their 
ability to provide patient education while holding empathy 
toward patients and their families.


