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What Children are Saying about Nutrition
Education...
!

"I want a popsicle, but they said sugar is bad, so I shouldn't
have one." - Ellie, age 7

!

"I have learned you should never eat junk food and you should
always eat healthy food." - Caroline, age 13

!

"They taught us how much to eat to maintain our weight."
- Miriam, age 10

!

"I NEED to exercise an hour every day. You need to make sure I
do that." - Isaac, age 6

Current Nutrition Education
for Children is:
1. Rooted in Diet Culture
2. Developmentally Inappropriate

Diet Messaging in Nutrition Education
Causes Harm
!

Of parents who received a health report card informing them their child
was "overweight,"
!

19% of them reported they planned to put their child on a diet

!

9% of these parents reported they planned to serve their children 5
fruits and vegetables per day. (Chomitz et al. 2003)

!

7 of 53 obesity intervention programs reviewed reported on impact on
children's psychosocial wellbeing (Van Winjen, Wendell-Vos, Wammes,
and Bemelmans, 2009)

!

"Trading Health for a Healthy Weight" —Pinhas et al, 2013

!

Just one exposure to a prodieting message elicit higher levels of
established risk factors for disordered eating (Roehrig, Thompson, &
Cafri, 2008)

Children’s Interpretation of
Developmentally Inappropriate
Nutrition Messages
!

Children grades K-4 had trouble explaining abstract terms such as “variety,”
“just a little,” and “healthy weight.”

!

Most children did not know how you would decide if you weigh a “healthy
weight”

!

Children of all ages had difficulty identifying foods that are “high/low” in fat/
sugar/salt, grain products. (More successful identifying fruits and veg)

!

All ages believed strongly that there are good food/bad foods, some
explaining bad foods make you gain weight, get sick, have skin problems

!

Few children shared an opinion that occasionally eating ”bad” foods is okay

(Lytle et al. JNE 29: 128-136, 1997)

Interpretation of
Common Nutrition Education
Common Nutrition Message

Interpretation

Fat is bad

Don’t eat any fat, it will harm me

Low Calorie is better

Calories are bad for me

Exercise for healthy weight

Physical activity is not enjoyable for its own sake

"always," "sometimes" foods, There are foods that are bad for me and will hurt
etc
me (often foods I like best)
"Eat Less"

Food is bad for me, Hunger is a feeling I should
resist

Weight Loss/Manipulation

It is my responsibility to make my body look a
certain way

Carrots are good for my eyes If I don't eat carrots I will go blind
Cake is bad for me

I should never eat cake

Developmentally Appropriate Practice
in Education
"Early Childhood Practitioners (birth – 8 years) must consider:"

1. What is known about child development and learning?
(age related characteristics)

2. What is known about each child as an individual?

3. What is known about the social and cultural contexts in which the children live?
!

to ensure learning experiences are meaningful, relevant, and respectful for each child and family

Copple, Carol and Bredekamp, Sue Developmentally Appropriate Practice in Early Childhood Programs, Washington, DC. 2009.

Empowering Nutrition Education:

-- Free of Weight Focus and Bias
-- Developmentally Appropriate

"Weight Science: Evaluating the Evidence
for a Paradigm Shift"
!

Interventions should:
!

Meet ethical standards: "health promotion" not "obesity prevention," avoid weightbiased language

!

Seek to change major determinants of health, that reside in inequitable social,
economic and environmental factors

!

Constructed from a holistic perspective

!

Promote self-esteem, body satisfaction, and respect for body diversity

!

Accurately convey the limited impact that lifestyle behaviors have on overall health
outcomes

!

Physical activity and eating interventions should focus on self-care, rather than
prescriptions

!

Focus on modifiable behaviors where there is evidence that modifications improve
health

!

Lay experience should inform practice and political dimensions of health research and
policy should be articulated.

Bacon L. and Aphramor L. "Weight Science: Evaluating the Evidence for a Paradigm Shift." Nutrition Journal. 10:9. 2011

As they enter adulthood, what do we want kids
to take away from nutrition education?
!

Feeling relaxed and flexible around
food

!

Knowing where our food comes from

!

How to feed themselves in a way that is
balanced, nourishing, and satisfying
overall (self-care)

!

Basic food preparation skills

!

Eating well and listening to our bodies
is a way we take care of ourselves

!

An appreciation for the wisdom and
diversity of bodies

Current Nutrition Education:
What you should eat to be "healthy"
and/or weigh the "right" amount

Empowering Nutrition Education:
School Food
Environment
Food Education
Health Education

Empowering Nutrition Education:
School Food Environment:
• Calm, Pleasant, Regular Meal Times
• Flexibility and respect around food
• No negative food talk
• Weight neutral environment
• Policies around no food/physical activity
reward/punishment
• Opportunities for regular physical
activity
Food Education:
▪ Where does food come from?
▪ Agriculture/Gardening
▪ How are certain foods made?
▪ Food Science/Cooking
▪ Food Manners
▪ Food Experiences – Voluntary Taste Tests
▪ Food and Cultural Diversity

Health Education:
(appropriate to deliver some to parents)
• Modeling healthy eating through content
of meals, snacks, lessons, experiences
• Food is fuel
• It's part of self-care
• We need all different foods
• Food groups
• Our bodies are smart and tell us how much
we need
• Biological Diversity
• Nutrients/Physiology (older children)
• Balance
• What different nutrients do for our
bodies
• Physical Activity

Move from telling to experiencing/modeling
!

"Fruits and Vegetable are good for you."
!

Having fruits and vegetables at meals

!

Learning where fruits and vegetable come
from/growing plants

!

!

Have voluntary taste tests of smoothies, vegetable varieties

!

Include fruits and vegetables at eating times if food is served

"You need to exercise 1 hour per day"

Provide children opportunities to move throughout the day
! Do not use exercise as punishment
! Participate together and model (genuine!) enjoyment of physical activities
!

!

"Don't eat so much processed (or "junk") foods."

Parents are in charge of what is offered, every family is different
! Learn about variety of whole foods and where they come from
! Serve whole foods more often if food is served
!

Remove Diet Messaging from
Nutrition Education
Weight neutral, respectful of biodiversity
! Supports and reinforces innate intuitive eating skills
! Supports children in their natural curiosity, inclination to
increase variety
! Doesn't put value judgements on food or classify foods in
confusing ways
! Teaches through experience, modeling not telling
! Teaches abstract nutrition concepts at developmentally
appropriate times
!

Make Nutrition Education
Developmentally Appropriate

Theory of Cognitive Development
!

Piaget: born in late 1800's in Switzerland, developed
theory of cognitive development

!

Children are not less intelligent than adults, they simply
think differently.

!

Albert Einstein called Piaget's discovery "so simple only a
genius could have thought of it."

Piaget's Theory of Cognitive Development
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Piaget’s State
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x
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x
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x

Nutrition Education in
Preschool
(Preoperational Stage)

Preschool
(2-5)
Piaget’s Stage

Lower
Elementary
(5-7)

Preoperational Stage

Upper
Elementary
(7-11)
Concrete
Operational

Middle School
(11-14)
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thinking, very
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Concrete
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using one
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Calm, Regular
Eating times at
School with
Adequate Food

x

x

x

x

x
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Agriculture

x

x

x

x

x

Cooking/Food
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x

x

x

x

x
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Voluntary Taste
Tests

x

x

x

x

x

Preschool: Developmental Considerations
Preschool children's main developmental goal is to
make sense of their world and organize it into
meaningful and manageable categories or schemas.
•

What kind of things are there in the world?

•

How do they relate to one another?

Preschool: Developmental Considerations
!
!
!
!
!
!
!

Limited reasoning and ability to solve problems
Very concrete thinkers that focus on the tangible and observable
aspect of objects
Continue to be illogical, egocentric and one-dimensional in their
thinking
Begin to organize their thoughts into categories and use of
symbols through drawing and pretend play
Construct understanding of a concept through interaction with
others
Do better on tasks with familiar objects
Have trouble understanding an object can be in more than one
category

Preschool: Developmental Considerations
!

!

3 year olds: no more likely to group items by script than by
general category:
!

Pair foods together: broccoli and donut

!

Pair breakfast foods together: eggs and toast

4 years olds: more likely to group items by a familiar script
!

!

Pair breakfast foods together: eggs and toast

It's not until at least 7 years old that children begin to use more
abstract hierarchical taxonomies of categorization
!

i.e. apples are a fruit and red and grow on trees

Preschool: Implications for Educators
!

Build on prior experiences

!

Include food in pretend play, daily work

!

Avoid abstract concepts – nutrients, "healthy," "balance"

!

Do not categorize food – foods fall in too many categories

!

Read books about food, agriculture, cooking and culture

!

Have tangible experiences: voluntary taste tests, interaction
with food—neutral exposures

!

Use drawing, symbols in observations/learning

!

Draw on children's curiosity, encourage children to pursue their
own questions

Preschool Nutrition Lessons: Exposure
Visit A dairy farm

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Agriculture
--Take turns milking the cows
--Observe the cream rising to the
top

Variety of play foods available in Read a book and tie in an
classroom
experience

•
•
•

Voluntary taste tests
•
Talk about different foods that
come from cow’s milk--milk,
cheese, butter, ice cream, etc

Encourage free play
Include all types of foods, modeling
with the majority being whole
foods
Observe sensory qualities such as
color, texture, etc
Model positive talk about different
foods

• Cultural Diversity
• Discuss manners, different
families have different foods
• Voluntary Taste Test of veggie
sushi, edamame
• Teach respect and manners,
talking about different foods in
a positive way

Nutrition Education in
Lower Elementary Grades
(Preoperational Stage)

Preschool
(2-5)
Piaget’s State

Lower
Elementary
(5-7)

Preoperational Stage

Upper
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(7-11)
Concrete
Operational
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(11-14)
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(14-18)

Formal Operational

Cognitive
Development

Symbolic
thinking,
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concrete

Calm Eating times,
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x

x

x

x

x

Gardening/Agriculture

x

x

x

x

x

Cooking/Food Science

x

x

x

x

x

Neutral Exposure

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

Respect for diversity:
food preferences,
needs and bodies

Concrete
Thinking more
Beginning of
thinkers,
logical, but
Abstract Thinking
categorize using remains concrete
one attribute

Abstract and
hypothetical
concepts; can
apply from
general to
specific

Lower Elementary School:
Developmental Considerations
Developmental shift occurs between ages 5-7:
! Before

shift, children are more like preschoolers than school aged
children
! Achieving the “age of reason”
! After shift: increased personal responsibility, self-direction and
logical thinking
! More flexibility in their thinking, conceptualizing categories,
advance in reasoning/problem solving
! Can begin to hold 2 or more dimensions of an object or event at the
same time – but at times will revert back to simplistic thinking

Lower Elementary School:
Developmental Considerations
!

Like to be helpful and follow the rules

!

Want to be viewed as being good, internalize adult evaluations

!

Develop self-concept by comparing themselves to their peers

!

Observe and ask questions about their natural world

!

Continue to learn best with hands on exploration and repetition

!

Kindergarteners learn best from everyday experiences

Lower Elementary School:
Implications for Educators
!

Ask children thought-provoking questions
!

!

Make comments that help children reflect
!

!

!

I wonder why we like to cook apples in the fall or include apples in Halloween festivities?

Have children record and document observations
!

Record how the green, yellow and red apples tasted

!

Make a chart of peers’ preferences

Making choices
!

!

Where do apples grow?

“Do you want to cut up the apples or stir the apples in the pot?”

Include Food in everyday experiences
!

Shared meal

!

Picture book to discuss

!

Sing songs

!

Outing to the park or field trips

Lower Elementary Nutrition Lessons
Making Butter: Whip heavy cream Plant seeds of a fruit, vegetable, Explore eating customs in
until the cream breaks, drain off
bean, or grain
different cultures
buttermilk, rinse with ice water
and/or holidays,
sample different
cultural cuisine

• Cooking/Food Science
• --separating different parts of
cream
• --why use ice water?
•
• Voluntary Taste test
• --Salted or unsalted? How does
salt change the flavor?
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Gardening/Agriculture
--Observe and measure growth
--Ask questions and discuss:
Which one is growing fastest?
Why isn’t this one growing?
• Voluntary taste tests
•
•
•
•

• Cultural Diversity
• Respect for differing eating
patterns, refraining from
negative talk about others’ food
behaviors
• No “one right way”
•

Nutrition Education:
Upper Elementary
(Concrete Operational)

Preschool
(2-5)
Piaget’s State

Lower
Elementary
(5-7)

Preoperational Stage

Upper
Elementary
(7-11)
Concrete
Operational

Middle School
(11-14)

High School
(14-18)

Formal Operational

Cognitive
Development

Symbolic
thinking,
very
concrete

Calm Eating times,
Adequate Food

x

x

x

x

x

Gardening/Agri-culture

x

x

x

x

x

Cooking/Food Science

x

x

x

x

x

Neutral Exposure

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

Respect for diversity

Categorizing food
into food groups

Concrete
Thinking more
Beginning of
thinkers,
logical, but
Abstract Thinking
categorize using remains concrete
one attribute

Abstract and
hypothetical
concepts; can
apply from
general to
specific

Upper Elementary School:
Developmental Considerations
!

More logical and flexible in thinking than
younger children

!

Reasoning reflects limited level of knowledge
and experience.

!

Seek connections across domains

!

Increase sensitivity of comparing to peers and
seeking peer approval, not just adult approval

Upper Elementary School:
Developmental Considerations
!

After 5-7 yr old shift: able to categorize using more than one
attribute

!

Begin to think more abstractly, but can't grasp highly abstract
concepts or learn by text or instruction alone

!

Develop a new kind of egocentrism: children become fixated on
the validity of their own hypothesis rather than modify the
hypothesis because the facts do not support it

!

Can be perfectionistic

!

New concepts must have a tangible, familiar referent

Upper Elementary School:
Implications for Educators

!

Can begin to introduce idea of food groups

!

Can begin to introduce the abstract idea of variety

!

Nutrients and how it relates to health remains very abstract

!

Help students enjoy the process, rather than be perfectionistic

!

Focus on concrete, relevant to the children's lives, and connected to
previous material

!

Hands-on, experiential learning

!

Avoid lessons that compare self to peers

Upper Elementary Nutrition Lessons
Making Pizza or Stir Fry

Separating Foods into Categories
(Fruits, Veg, Dairy, Meat, Grain)

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Food Context
Which foods go into which food
groups?
What food groups are your favorite
foods in?
What are the basic things each food
groups does for us? (avoid value
judgement)

•
•

Make rainbow kababs - notice different colors
Fruit or Vegetable?

•

•
•
•
•
•

•

Cooking/Food Science
--Making dough, sauce together—
chemical changes of baking dough
--Choosing favorite toppings
Voluntary taste test
Encouraging curiosity about
different foods
Modeling manners, respect for
others’ preferences

Prepare a Food Narrative

• Cultural Diversity
• What is an event in your family
that food is an important part?
• Write about it
• Bring in the food to share
• Encouraging positive feelings
around food, eating
•
•

Nutrition Education:
Middle School and Beyond
(Formal Operational)

Middle School and Beyond
!

Moving from concrete to abstract thinking

!

Beginnings of metacognition

!

Developing skills in deductive reasoning, problem solving, and
generalizing

!

Short term memory is impacted – and middle schoolers can
generally retain 5-7 pieces of information at a time

!

May become very focused on a topic for short periods of time

!

Prefer interactions with peers

!

Prefer active versus passive listening

Upper Elementary
(7-11)

Middle School
(11-14)

High School
(14-18)

Piaget’s Stage

Concrete Operational

Cognitive Development

Thinking more logical, but
remains concrete

Beginning of abstract
thinking

Abstract and hypothetical
concepts; can apply from
general to specific

Calm, regular eating times

x

x

x

Gardening, Agriculture

x

x

x

Cooking, food science

x

x

x

Neutral Exposures

x

x

x

Biodiversity

x

x

x

Nutrients/Physiology

x

x

Shopping/Planning
balanced meals/snacks

x

x

Societal pressures/Media
literacy

Formal Operational

x

Middle School and Beyond:
Implications for Educators
!
!
!
!

Present limited amount of information
Opportunities to discuss and process new information and
connect to old information
Varied lessons with hands-on learning
Provide lessons with problem solving and critical thinking

http://www.nea.org/tools/classroom-management-articles.htmlMiddle School and Beyond

Middle School and Beyond
Lessons on putting together
balanced meals and snacks

Group project—plan/prepare a
balanced meal for the class

Media literacy lessons

• How does protein, carbohydrates
• Emphasize balance, variety,
• Discuss messaging, how it
and fat effect our energy?
characteristics of an appetizing
misleads
• Discuss experiences
meal
• Discuss how media contributes
• How to use this information to fuel • What are the parts of a basic
to poor body image and how
our bodies well
balanced meal?
that impacts health
• How to put together balanced
• Utilize cooking facilities as
• Research tactics for misleading
snacks
available
the public utilized in media
• Make a list of paired snacks
(photoshop, airbrushing, etc)

Other Resources for Proactive Changes
!

!
!
!
!

Academy of Eating Disorders' Guidelines for Childhood
Obesity Prevention Programs:
Sigrún Daníelsdóttir, Cand.Psych., Deb Burgard, Ph.D., &
Wendy Oliver-Pyatt, M.D
www.aedweb.org
Ellyn Satter's Guidelines for School Nutrition Staff
www.ellynsatterinstitute.com
Weight Stigma in Kid's Programs and Schools –
www.bedaonline.com
Healthy Bodies: Teaching Kids What they Need to Know,
Kathy Kater (Middle School)
Resource Section – www.feedingdoctor.com
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Thank you!
Anna Lutz: anna@lutzandalexander.com
Katherine Zavodni: katherine@kznutrition.com

What is diet talk?
• What is diet talk?
•

“You’re lucky you can get a cookie. I can’t eat that kind of food.”
“Why do you have all that junk in your lunch?”
“I’m not going to eat that. I’m being good today.”
“I’m counting my steps so I can be ready for my cruise.”
“I need to lose weight.”

"Sugar is bad."

“I’m going to be bad and eat the birthday cake.”

