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	"I'll try a piece if you try one," one elementary school student said to her mom, as she plucked an unfamiliar vegetable from a tray Thursday night at Lakeshore School.

Children, parents and teachers sampled healthful snacks, from sweet potato slices to jicama, at the Fresh Fruit and Vegetable Family Fun Night. It was an event to help show kids and parents how to make healthy food choices, with the broader goal of repairing children's nutrition. A similar event will take place from 5 to 7 p.m. Thursday at Longfellow School.

"Generally speaking, it's no secret that there's sort of issues with child nutrition," said Eric Jamelske, a UW-Eau Claire associate professor of economics who helped organize the event, which is part of the U.S. Department of Agriculture's Fresh Fruit and Vegetable Program.

Jamelske is part of a team that's measuring the effectiveness of the program.

"The program is great and kids will say all kinds of nice things, and parents and teachers like it. But it's very hard to measure accurate survey data from kids," Jamelske said. "At the end of the day, it was clear the program could be better if there were more activities associated with it."

So the family night was created.

"We wanted to be able to draw parents into the program and share the special moments with their kids and gather information about how to incorporate fresh fruit and vegetables into their diet," Jamelske said.

About 215 parents and children attended last week's event.

LeAnn Harrison said her 8-year-old daughter tried - and liked - some foods she didn't expect the third-grader to enjoy, including raw broccoli and sweet potatoes.

"At least she's trying new things she never would have tried," Harrison said.

The event gave her daughter a chance to try foods Harrison said she probably wouldn't buy for fear her daughter wouldn't like them.

Local vendors and organizations provided samples and exhibits for visitors. At a Just Local Food co-op table, children reached under a blanket and tried to guess what kinds of foods were underneath, then tried to guess if they were fruits, roots or shoots.

Jamelske said bringing in these kinds of community partners might empower schools to organize events like this in the future.

"We're connecting (parents and teachers) to all these healthy ideas. We feel like this might really be the ticket to enhancing the successfulness of this program," he said.

Researchers will be surveying fourth- and fifth-graders who attend the events to try to measure its effectiveness. But for the most part, students last week ventured into unknown vegetable territory. They were a little hesitant with the brightly colored peppers, said Nancy Coffey a UW-Extension Wisconsin nutrition education programer.

"They've been pretty receptive. We tell them to lick it or taste it even if they don't think they like it," she said. "If they try it, good. If they try it again another day, they might like it."

Banks can be reached at 830-5840, 800-236-7077 or emily.banks@ecpc.com.


