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A Yoga Oasis in a Food Desert 

There is a perplexing problem in Chicago where there is a population of 

citizens whose access to fresh fruits and vegetables is limited but whose access to 

corner stores for junk food is immediate. This phenomenon has many layers. This 

phenomenon has been coined a food desert. 

The term food desert seems like an oxymoron because the neighborhoods 

affected have access to plenty of food. Unfortunately, the food is mostly processed 

food from high-priced convenience stores or fast food from high fat, high sodium, 

and high caloric restaurants. They just do not have access to fresh meat, vegetables 

and fruits within a reasonable distance. The people in these neighborhoods have to 

drive or ride the bus to get to a major grocery store or farmer’s market. On average 

it takes twice as long to get to the fresh food as it does to fast food. 

The irony is that food deserts are some of the most densely populated 

neighborhoods of Chicago. These neighborhoods were once booming with economic 

and social promise. Bronzeville, Roseland and several other neighborhoods on the 

south side of Chicago, which used to be driven by industry in the last century and 

attracted residents are now blighted with abandoned buildings and have suffered 

from white flight. White flight occurs when whites move out of the urban 

communities and move into suburbs as the minority population increases. 

Suburbanization along with redlining (mortgage discrimination) has been a key 

feature of environmental racism. 

Past research has included information on whether access to a grocery store 

had an impact on either obesity or eating habits. Recent studies are showing more  



conclusive evidence. “Helen Lee of the Public Policy Institute of California concluded 

that children in poor neighborhoods really do have greater access to fast-food 

chains and convenience stores than children in richer neighborhoods. But it didn’t 

make any difference: Access to different kinds of stores didn’t have any impact on 

weight gain among elementary-school-aged children” (Drum). Furthermore, 

“Roland Sturm of the RAND Corporation, found no relations between what type of 

food students said they ate, what they weighed, and the type of food within a mile 

and a half of their homes...Living close to supermarkets or grocers did not make 

students thin and living close to fast food outlets did not make them fat” (Drum). 

Similar conclusions were found at the University of Washington where obesity rates 

were closely linked to income. 

The lack of awareness and education are key factors influencing the existence 

of food deserts. If residents are not aware that buying processed food is going to 

have great implications on their health down the road, then they cannot make an 

informed decision on where to buy food. Fresh food is not a luxury but a necessity 

and not exclusively a necessity for the rich. Some residents of food deserts have no 

idea the impact high calorie, high sodium, high sugar and high fat foods can have on 

their health. 

A diet made up exclusively or mostly of fast food and processed food can lead 

to obesity. A poor diet and lack of exercise can lead to weight gain and a host of 

other health problems like high blood pressure, high cholesterol, and diabetes. 

Drinking beverages full of sugar like soda and juice can lead to kidney failure. The 

highest rates of kidney failure are on the west and south side of Chicago. Fifty-five  



percent of the residents in the food desert on the west side of Chicago have stage 2 

kidney disease. More than half the residents of the food deserts on the south side 

are beginning to see their kidneys fail (Saxenmeyer). 

There is a lack of education on how fresh food can be made to be flavorful. 

Fast food and processed foods are tasty and it is a tough sell to have people used to 

processed foods switch to eating vegetables. This hands-off, “it’s good for you” 

approach will not fly so it is important to speak the language and know the lay of the 

land, so to speak. LaDonna Redmond, a food activist, has done just that by opening 

Graffiti and Grub in a food desert on the west side of Chicago and has her sights set 

on the south side. Graffiti and Grub is an organic, local grocery store that also serves 

as a performance space for artists. She does not believe in telling people what to eat 

because it can come off as being condescending (Montgomery). 

The key to all social ills is self-awareness. If people are in tune with their 

bodies they will know what its needs are like recognizing thirst for water. A cultural 

shift is needed to improve the lives of people living in food deserts. A supermarket is 

not the answer to the food desert problem but I believe yoga can be an oasis in a 

food desert. 

In ancient times, yoga was referred to as a tree with six distinct branches or 

types - hatha, raja, karma, bhakti, jnana, and tantra yoga. All the branches are 

attached to the tree, each reaches for the sun in a different direction. They all 

include breathing, poses, and meditation, but each one takes a different path to yoga 

goal of unity.  



Hatha yoga, the path of physical mastery, is the type of yoga most people in 

the Western world are familiar with (and is the style branch I focus upon in my 

program). It’s the yoga of movement and activity, the yoga of postures. Hatha means 

balance, the union of opposites. The basis of hatha is the postures, performed with 

breath control. The mind also has to be focused. 

Yoga promotes unification of body and mind, and as you practice, your 

awareness and your ability to look within, think for yourself, and trust yourself 

increase. “It is a discipline that promotes self-awareness and a strong sense of self, 

without overinflating the ego. Yoga is part of a system that, for centuries, has been 

used to build character and compassion, and is a basis for learning unconditional 

love of oneself and others” (Luby, 4). 

Food deserts are having adverse effects on our youth. I would like to use yoga 

to get people, especially children who live in food deserts, to start moving and 

become more active. Yoga is a discipline and a science but also a fun way to exercise 

the body and mind. Some poses are held statue-like, which build concentration 

skills, physical strength, and flexibility that will help children in school. Other poses 

are active and involve jumping movement, which will build strong muscles for 

endurance (Luby, 2). Breathing exercises teach students to breathe deeper and 

slower through the poses and aid in sleeping better and waking up in a better mood 

and with good energy. 

“Yoga offers a different approach to strengthening and moving the body than 

sports and other types of physical activity. It gives you a chance to listen to your 

own body’s needs by tuning in and learning which parts need direct attention for  



healing or strengthening. Instead of exerting energy to the point where your body 

feels exhausted, in doing yoga you will feel increased energy as you focus inward on 

proper alignment of the body while holding a pose” (Luby, 4). 

Yoga is a holistic practice, which can provide my target audience with tools 

that can aid in de-stressing while getting some exercise. Yoga is also good for 

connecting people with nature and each other. I would tout yoga’s benefits so it 

encourages parents to get their children involved. Yoga’s benefits range from the 

obvious to the extraordinary. For example, the positions practiced in yoga are 

extremely helpful in increasing joint flexibility, improving full-body muscle tone, 

massaging most major organs, and completely detoxifying the body. 

The main question I want to answer is: what can yoga do for kids? It’s 

important to show yoga’s benefits as well as make it seem approachable and show 

the need for it. 

I will teach yoga at a school located in a food-desert presenting user friendly 

and age appropriate poses to the kids. This will provide solace to kids who live in 

food deserts as yoga will teach them the connection between body, mind, and spirit. 

The project is going to be centered on yoga while providing tools for the kids to 

make healthier food choices and give them coping skills. 

My target audience is secondary education students between the ages of 10- 

19. I believe this age group is more receptive to new ideas and amendable to change. 

My class is open to adults to include parents, teachers and administrators as I 

believe they will want to join after seeing the changes in the young participants. I 

: | gaint Mary-of-the-1 48 3 
b College Library 3  



would like to present my class to students in the gym and my class would be an 

afterschool activity. 

My modest goal would be to teach a yoga class once a week at a school within a 

food desert. I would like each class to be balanced with an equal number of male and 

female participants, and encourage them to drink water and seek healthier food 

choices. Up to a third of residents in food deserts in Chicago are children. I would 

like to get kids to move around and have fun but also incorporate healthy 

undertones that can help the young people make better choices and perhaps rub off 

on their parents. 

Contrary to popular belief, life for many of today’s children can be fairly 

stressful and when unhealthy eating habits and lack of exercise are factored in, it 

can become downright toxic. Yoga is exercise that is not based on competition, 

which allows children to improve their overall well being, reduce stress, detoxify 

their bodies, and strengthen their bodies. It will help their naturally limber joints 

stay nice and loose, channel their boundless energy into body/breathing control, 

and start them down a path of personal improvement that will last a lifetime. 

There is a style of yoga to fit everyone, everything from increasing strength, 

improving flexibility, controlling breathing through meditation, or all of the above. 

Meditation, one of the key aspects of yoga, can help increase concentration while 

improving both behavior and grades. When all of these benefits are presented in a 

format that is non-combative and noncompetitive, with focus on unification of mind 

and body, the sky is the limit for a student's improvement. One good choice leads to 

another and yoga is just the first step on a path that will lead to better choices such  



as healthier food selection, increasing water intake, and continuing to strengthen 

their ties to the community and the earth. 

My project shows the interconnectedness of our health, environment, and 

spirit and these are all the themes of the Earth Literacy program. This project is 

putting action to a problem with positive and thoughtful intention. Yoga is a pure 

exercise form, which can be used to calm and settle the mind to make good 

decisions. Earth Literacy has taught me if you see a problem you cannot sit idly by 

especially if you have a solution. 

I have been practicing yoga for twelve years and it has been life changing. I'm a 

busy body and suffer from emotional swings that are debilitating but yoga has been 

the only thing to calm and quiet my mind. Yoga and Earth Literacy go hand and hand 

because they both speak to the authentic self, good stewardship to others, the 

planet, and gratitude. 

The environment will improve if the kids in my project choose healthier food 

choices because there will be fewer animals slaughtered for meat and less processed 

food transported by trucks. There will be a demand for a farmer’s market because 

they will be equipped with the knowledge that vegetables and fruits are essential to 

their daily lives. This in turn will help local farmers. 

The kids will get some exposure to the natural world through my class because 

I will try to conduct a class outside when possible. The kids should experience yoga 

outside breathing in fresh air. I will recycle everything recyclable and use the 3Rs 

for the whole project. With continued yoga practices and success with the program I 

would like to branch the project out to community gardening. This would allow the  



kids to grow their own food and see how it is grown. I believe this fosters an 

appreciation for life and food. 

Brochure 

On the cover of my brochure, I chose a picture of a black girl eating an apple 

to set the tone for my class and get the students to subconsciously think about 

healthy food choices. I chose a black girl with cornrows in her hair because she 

looks like my target audience. I want healthy eating to come naturally without 

forcing the issue. By presenting images of other black people, myself included, 

eating healthy and exercising hopefully they will follow suit. Nobody likes to be 

preached at, so subtlety is of the most importance. 

I chose the “Kids Yoga” picture because such yoga is the main focus of my class. 

The picture shows kids in motion, which is my main objective. The picture shows 

that yoga is not intimidating and can be fun. The picture is full of color and that is 

eye-catching. 

The last three pictures on the back and middle covers are demonstrating 

different yoga poses from triangle to easy pose. All the kids are smiling and look like 

they are enjoying themselves. I want to convey that exercising can be fun and silly. 

Once again, I chose pictures that are culturally representative of my target audience 

by showing black boys and girls and Hispanic girls. 

For the inside pages, I chose a picture of fruits and vegetables. Students in food 

deserts might be able to get access to meat but are seriously lacking fruits and 

vegetables in their diet. I want students to think of creating balance in their lives by  



eating right, and by exercise and breathing. I did not want parents and teachers to 

think my class was only about exercise and yoga. I want everyone to know that 

everything is connected, and that once you start one healthy habit it leads to 

another. 

I love the picture of a black girl sitting in easy pose in meditation. I chose this 

picture because growing up in a food desert and most likely the inner city is hard 

and stressful for kids. I wanted this picture to symbolize taking time to breath and 

self-sooth. Unfortunately, my target audience needs all the tools they can get to be 

self-reliant and allow them to be calm in the eye of a storm. Most of them are raising 

themselves because the single parent is working all the time. This class will be able 

to teach students how to center themselves. 

The last picture represents the ultimate goals of my class -- the parents joining 

my class with the student, and/or my students continue practicing yoga and passing 

it down to their children. The picture has a happy black girl enjoying nature with her 

mom as she practices yoga. I want my students, parents and administrators to know 

this is how it should be. 
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