Nutrition Education in the Classroom

Subjects surrounding nutrition, healthy eating and physical activity habits can be challenging to teach in a sufficiently sensitive manner. Many students and teachers bring to the classroom their own personal insecurities, histories, and points of view. Teachers should strive to present factual information in a nurturing environment and inclusive manner. It is very important that the teacher acknowledge the differences in individuals and their health needs to help reduce self-consciousness during the nutrition lessons. 

Teachers should focus on the health and well-being of the student. Emphasize living activity, eating healthfully, and recognizing one’s own worth as an individual. Nutrition education specialists have identified some sensitive issues and actions that should be avoided when teaching nutrition education. Here are some things to keep in mind when planning nutrition lessons and promoting a healthy eating environment at school.

· Children see teachers and other adults as role models and tend to copy their behavior.

· Encourage new experiences; ask students to taste before they decide whether or not they will like something.

· Avoid making comments about personal likes and dislikes in reference to foods.

· Avoid using terminology such as “junk food”.

· Teachers and students should not be encouraged to share personal stories relating to weight loss programs, fad diets, and eating disorders. 

· Discussions should involve factual nutrition information and developing valuable life skills. 

· Avoid engaging in teacher self-disclosure. 

· Do not promote commercial products, diets (especially fad diets), or diet aids.

· Avoid presenting information about dangerous eating habits so technically specific that it actually provides instructions to students on how to practice those very habits.

· Provide general instruction and guidance. Inspire positive and healthy behavior in students.

· Do not glamorize disordered eating by providing examples of celebrities or athletes who have struggled with their weight. 

· Recognize that certain religious, ethnic, and cultural communities and individuals hold important beliefs or moral opinions related to food, and may avoid certain groups and types of food.

· Some individuals have food allergies or aversions; being forced or coerced into consuming some foods may cause serious psychological or physiological harm.

· Reassure students that their personal beliefs and traditions will be respected and that no one will be penalized for refusing to taste or eat any demonstration food.

· Practice sensitive and compassionate teaching methods.

· Avoid strongly encouraging or discouraging the eating of certain foods or food groups. 

· Mealtime is a significant part of every person’s day. Allow children to view meals eaten at school as positive, social experiences. 

· School breakfast and lunch programs provide valuable nutrition to the Wisconsin students within Wisconsin.

· Avoid making negative references to meals eaten in the school cafeteria. 

· It is imperative that positive messages of respect and value for each individual’s unique qualities and talent replace stereotypical messages produced in some forms of media.

· Remind students that every body is a good body. 

· Being different (or eating different foods) is not equivalent to being wrong.

· Avoid making comments that reinforce the unrealistic societal demands for perfect people or ideal bodies.

Nutrition Across the Curriculum: Essential Nutrition Topics

According to the Centers for Disease Control, nutrition lessons should be sequential, age-appropriate, and actively involve the learner. Nutrition Education should include the following essential topics: 

· Benefits of healthy eating 

· The Food Guide Pyramid 

· Using food labels 

· Identifying foods that are high in vitamins and minerals 

· Identifying foods that are low in fat, saturated fat, cholesterol, sodium, and added sugars 

· Eating plenty of fruits, vegetables, and grains 

· Eating plenty of calcium-rich foods 

· Food safety (including hand washing, food purchasing, preparation and storage) 

· Preparing meals and snacks that are low in fat, sodium, and added sugar 

· Balancing food intake and physical activity 

· Accepting body size differences 

· Data on illnesses related to poor nutrition or unhealthful dietary behavior 

· Influence of family on dietary behavior 

· Influence of culture and media on dietary behavior 

· How to find valid information and services related to nutrition and dietary behavior 

· Communication skills for healthy eating 

· Decision-making skills for healthy eating 

· Goal-setting skills for healthy eating 

· How students can influence or support others to engage in healthy dietary behaviors 

· Healthy weight control and risks of unhealthful weight control practices (such as crash diets and purging) 

· The Dietary Guidelines for Americans (2005 revision)

· Eating disorders 

In addition, the CDC recommends that opportunities to practice nutrition skills should include the following: 

· Reading food labels 

· Identifying foods on a restaurant (and school cafeteria) menu that are low in saturated fat, cholesterol, and sodium 

· Planning meals 

· Gardening 

· Monitoring one's own physical activity and eating behaviors 

· Preventing injury during physical activity 

Students are more likely to make eating choices when they receive consistent, reinforced messages from a number of creditable sources within an environment that encourages healthful choices. Collaboration among school food service staff, teachers, the community, families and institutional services is necessary. 

The CDC also recommends that effective nutrition education should include the following: 

· Behaviorally focused content that is developmentally appropriate and culturally relevant 

· Hands-on activities that are fun 

· Repeated opportunities for students to taste foods that are low in fat, sodium and added sugars and high in vitamins, minerals and fiber 

· Positive aspects of healthful eating behaviors 

· Social learning techniques such as role modeling, providing incentives, developing social resistance skills, overcoming barriers to behavioral changes and goal setting

