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What is obesity? What is diabetes? Is obesity a cause of diabetes? If so, how does obesity actually contribute to the disease? What are the consequences of both obesity and diabetes? Some people have said that the United States is now in an epidemic of childhood and teenage obesity, but what does that mean? In this month’s What A Year! story we look at the work of Dr. Barbara Kahn and her colleagues as they unravel the mechanism linking obesity to diabetes. Not quite CSI: Miami, but a laboratory detective story, nonetheless, and one with possible real-world benefits.

To get the whole story, go to www.WhatAYear.org and click on the 05.07 icon.

1. Obesity has a technical definition. What is it?

2. Name four health risks that can be linked to being obese.

3. There are three main kinds of diabetes, all characterized by a condition called hyperglycemia. What is hyperglycemia?

4. What are the main differences between type 1 and type 2 diabetes?

5. Where in the human body is the pancreas, and why is it important when discussing diabetes?

6. This month’s author says that glucose may be the most important molecule in the body. Whether you agree or disagree, what is her reason for including that statement?

7. GLUT4 is a glucose transporter protein. What does that mean? What does GLUT4 do?

8. Insulin directs some cells to take up glucose from the bloodstream. What cells? It also orders an organ to stop producing more glucose. Which organ?

9. In patients with type 2 diabetes, where are the GLUT4 levels decreased?

10. Dr. Kahn and her team used fat-specific GLUT4 knockout mice for one stage of their research? Why?

11. What was the surprising consequence? In effect, what protein came out of left field as a key to insulin resistance?

12. Moving from mice to people – what are some of the strategies for managing diabetes?

13. What is likely to come from the link between insulin resistance and RBP4?

Here are some further topics to think about and research.


Student Worksheet


GET UP AND MOVE – Research by the Dr. Barbara Kahn and her team at the Beth Israel Deaconess Medical Center and Harvard Medical School





If type 2 diabetes is linked to obesity, then an increase in obesity would lead to an increase in diabetes across the population. And this is exactly what is happening in the US. But interestingly, type 1 diabetes is also increasing in prevalence (the percentage of people with the condition). Why do you think this might be?


We didn’t say much about gestational diabetes in this month’s story. What are the possible consequences for the mother and her child? What special steps should pregnant women take if they are diagnosed with gestational diabetes?


If you have diabetes, how do you control it? If not, interview some people who do have diabetes and learn some of how it affects their lives. Many diabetes patient groups support stem cell research. Why is that?


The pancreas is a source of some popular humor. Wikipedia lists at least two parody songs about the pancreas. Write your own funny poem or song that explains what this hardworking organ does. Warning: not many words rhyme with pancreas.




















