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. . . and justice for all
The U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) prohibits discrimination in all its programs and activities on the basis of
race, color, national origin, gender, religion, age, disability, political beliefs, sexual orientation, and marital or family
status. (Not all prohibited bases apply to all programs.) Many materials can be made available in alternative
formats for ADA clients. To file a complaint of discrimination, write USDA, Office of Civil Rights, Room 326-W,
Whitten Building, 14th and Independence Avenue, SW, Washington, DC 20250-9410 or call 202-720-5964.

Issued in furtherance of Cooperative Extension work, Acts of May 8 and June 30, 1914, in cooperation with the
U.S. Department of Agriculture. Stanley R. Johnson, director, Cooperative Extension Service, Iowa State University
of Science and Technology, Ames, Iowa.
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Purpose of curriculum Many low-resource families struggle with how to provide
adequate and nutritious foods for their families within a very
limited budget. Selecting, purchasing, and storing low-cost,
nutritious foods and planning and eating nutritious meals and
snacks in a family setting involve complex skills and problem-
solving abilities. The Expanded Food and Nutrition Education
Program (EFNEP) and the Family Nutrition Program (FNP)
are designed to help reach low-resource families with practical
nutrition education. The Building a Healthy Diet curriculum
was developed by Iowa State University Extension to support
nutrition education in small group settings of low-resource
adults enrolled in either program. The lessons are based on
the USDA Food Guide Pyramid and the Dietary Guidelines for
Americans.

The Building a Healthy Diet curriculum is designed to be used
by trained paraprofessional nutrition educators.  They can
select from 20 lessons to best meet the needs of the adult
learners with whom they are working. The curriculum uses
principles of adult learning to help low-resource families
acquire the knowledge, skills, and problem-solving abilities
they need to improve the nutritional status of their families
within a limited budget. Discussion and activities are included
throughout the lesson plans to draw upon the learner’s cur-
rent knowledge and experience, and facilitate active learner
participation. Learners are provided opportunities to experi-
ence, share, discuss, generalize, and apply learned nutrition
information.

Format of the lessons Each lesson plan follows a standard format.

Title: The title tells the educator about the general content area
of the lesson.

Main idea: The main idea is a brief, one or two sentence
statement of the overall focus of the lesson. It is the main point
that learners should remember after participating in the class.

Objectives: The objectives are a list of the measurable behav-
iors that participants should be able to do as a result of partici-
pating in the lesson. Each objective begins with an action verb,
such as, identifying, stating, selecting, eating, purchasing,
planning, preparing, choosing, or using. The objectives help
identify the important skills that will enable learners to
improve their food and nutrition behaviors.

Building a Healthy Diet
—User’s Guide—



8 — Building a Healthy Diet

Materials needed: Each lesson includes a list of materials
needed to teach the lesson, listed in the order they will be used
in the lesson. Visual aids and other materials help the educator
bring the “real world” into the class setting. Extensive use is
made of food models, actual foods or food labels, and other
types of visual aids so that learners can practice skills they will
use later in their homes or at the grocery store. Some of the
lessons include displays that are provided with the curricu-
lum, so that the educator can easily reinforce key concepts.
Many of the lessons also include discussion cards, to provide
learners with an opportunity to draw upon knowledge they
already possess or have learned from the lesson and apply it to
real-life, problem-solving situations.

Preparation: This is a list of tasks that need to be done prior to
the class session and at the meeting site for the educator to be
ready to teach the lesson. These instructions will provide tips,
such as, which pieces to laminate for durability, how to pre-
pare for demonstrations or activities, where to obtain some of
the visual aids, and how to set up the classroom for the lesson.

Lesson outline: The lesson outline consists of an introduction,
three to five main concepts, a summary, and an opportunity for
learners to set a mini-goal. The main concepts are taught and
reinforced through the lesson script, questions, small group
activities and discussions, flannel board displays, and worksheets.

The introduction provides the educator with an opportunity to
“warm-up” the audience prior to the lesson. Each lesson,
except the introductory lesson You can build a healthy diet with
nutrition education, includes a review of the mini-goals set by
learners in the previous lesson. This helps to reinforce the
importance of setting small, attainable goals to change behav-
iors. Reviewing mini-goals gives learners an opportunity to
celebrate successes, as well as clarify information from the
previous lesson that may have been unclear when they got
home. The introduction also includes a question, discussion, or
activity to focus the learners on the topic of the day’s lesson.
The opening activity stimulates learners to think about how
this topic might apply to their own lives.

The main concepts summarize the main ideas that participants
should learn in each section of the lesson. Each main concept is
related to one or more of the objectives listed at the beginning
of the lesson outline. Results from focus groups with low-
resource audiences suggest that they prefer learning through
activities and discussion. There is at least one activity, discus-
sion, or demonstration related to each main concept to rein-
force skill building and knowledge application by the learner.
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The lesson script outlines the things that the educator will do in
smaller type and the things the educator will say in larger
type. The lessons are written so that new educators will have a
script to follow as they develop their expertise in presenting
nutrition information to small groups. Experienced educators
are encouraged to present the lessons using their own words.
All educators are encouraged to review the script and practice
it at least once before presenting to a group. Educators should
practice the lessons until they are comfortable with all of the
concepts and activities. The lessons are formatted so that
educators can make additional notes in the margins to help
them teach.

Questions to pose to learners are in bold type and are a clue for
the educator to pause and allow enough time for participants
to think about the question and respond. Educators should try
to stimulate as much discussion as possible, as this enables
learners to process both existing and new knowledge.

Small group activities and discussions are included throughout
the lessons. These provide an opportunity for learners to gain
from each other’s experiences, share knowledge, practice
applying new information, and build skills they will use later.
Because the size of learning groups will vary, educators will
need to be flexible in the way they structure some of the
activities. Educators may want to add to the lessons other
learner activities they have developed. Educators are encour-
aged to review any new learner activities with their supervisor
or nutrition and health field specialist and make sure the
activity helps develop knowledge or practice skills related to
the main concepts of the lesson.

Flannel board displays are included with some of the lessons to
help reinforce key concepts or complex concepts. They are
designed to be easy to read in small group settings.

Worksheets are referred to throughout many of the lessons. The
worksheets provide another opportunity for learners to rein-
force new knowledge by writing down key concepts or new
ideas, or to practice new skills. They are three-hole punched so
that learners can put together a notebook or folder of nutrition
information for later reference. The worksheets include hard-
to-remember or complex concepts that may need written
reinforcement for the learner.

The summary provides an opportunity for learners to summa-
rize what they’ve learned and ask any final questions. Educa-
tors should refer to the objectives and main concepts as
learners are summarizing the lesson to make sure the key
points are covered.
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At the end of the lesson, each learner is encouraged to set a
mini-goal. This enables the learner to identify one new thing to
practice and apply from the lesson. Mini-goals help the learner
break down large, complex behaviors or skills into smaller
steps that can be accomplished successfully.

Each lesson can be taught in approximately one to one and a
half hours, depending upon the size and active participation
of the group. If a group is actively involved in learning, some
of the activities and discussions may take more time and the
educator may not complete the entire lesson. This is OK!
Educators are encouraged to be flexible and adapt lessons to
the needs and interests of the group.

Order of the lessons The lesson You can build a healthy diet with nutrition education
should be taught first. The lesson It’s all about you™ should be
taught last. The remaining lessons can be taught in any order.
However, the educator needs to be aware that some lessons
build on concepts taught in other lessons. The following
lessons are related to each other.

Group #1:  These lessons focus on the major food groups,
recommended number of servings, and serving sizes. The
lesson on physical activity is included in this group to rein-
force the dietary guideline of balancing food choices with
physical activity.
The Food Guide Pyramid
Breads, cereals, rice, and pasta
Beyond the ABCs—apples, bananas, and corn: The vegetable

and fruit food groups
“The dairy foods”: Milk, yogurt, and cheese group
“The protein foods”: The meat, poultry, fish, dry beans, eggs,

and nuts group
Let’s get moving

Group #2:  These lessons focus on improving food selections
through planning, shopping, and eating.
Choose a healthful breakfast
Snacks
Meal planning
Shopping smart
Fight BAC™: Food safety

Group #3: These lessons focus on managing financial
resources to be able to buy adequate food for the family.
Financial wellness: Start on the right track
Financial wellness: Follow your plan
Financial wellness: Give yourself credit



Building a Healthy Diet — 11

Group #4:   These lessons focus on parenting as it relates to
providing good nutrition to children.
Say yes to family mealtime
Making family mealtime work
Parents and children: Partners for healthy eating
Feeding children as they grow

The introductory lesson You can build a healthy diet with nutri-
tion education provides an opportunity for the nutrition educa-
tor to enroll participants in the nutrition education program,
take 24-hour food recalls and behavior checklists (if appli-
cable), provide information to the learners about the resources
available from Extension, and give them an overview of what
they will learn by participating in the nutrition education
program.

The final lesson It’s all about you™ provides a general review of
concepts learned throughout the nutrition education program.
It is based on five key themes developed by the Dietary Guide-
lines Alliance. This also provides the educator an opportunity
to collect exit 24-hour food recalls and behavior checklists, as
well as provide graduation certificates to learners who have
successfully completed the required number of lessons or
hours of participation in the nutrition education program.

List of displays Name of display Name of lesson

Food Guide Pyramid The Food Guide Pyramid

Grain group Breads, cereals, rice, and pasta

Let’s get moving Let’s get moving

Rent-to-own: Is it for you? Financial wellness:
Give yourself credit

Say yes to family mealtime Say yes to family mealtime
Making family mealtime work

Parents and children: Parents and children:
Partners for healthy eating Partners for healthy eating

Feeding children as they grow Feeding children as they grow

It’s all about you™ It’s all about you™
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List of visual aids National Dairy Council food models
You can build a healthy diet with nutrition

education
The Food Guide Pyramid
Breads, cereals, rice, and pasta
Beyond the ABCs—apples, bananas, and corn: The vegetable

and fruit food groups
“The protein foods”: The meat, poultry, fish, dry beans, eggs,

and nuts group
Snacks
Parents and children: Partners for healthy eating

Nutrition Facts food labels
Breads, cereals, rice, and pasta
Beyond the ABCs—apples, bananas, and corn: The vegetable

and fruit food groups
Choose a healthful breakfast
Snacks

Assortment of dairy product cartons
“The dairy foods”: Milk, yogurt, and cheese group

Actual containers from rice, tuna, rice cereal
Shopping smart

Clear drinking glass and pitcher
The Food Guide Pyramid

32-ounce glass or 20-ounce soft drink bottle
The Food Guide Pyramid
Beyond the ABCs—apples, bananas, and corn: The vegetable

and fruit food groups (optional)
Snacks

Paper bowls
Breads, cereals, rice, and pasta (3)
Parents and children: Partners for healthy eating

Paper plates
The Food Guide Pyramid (1)
Breads, cereals, rice, and pasta (9)
Beyond the ABCs—apples, bananas, and corn: The vegetable

and fruit food groups (3)
“The protein foods”: The meat, poultry, fish, dry beans, eggs,

and nuts group

Child-size plate, spoon, fork, glass
Parents and children: Partners for healthy eating

Three 8-ounce cups, styrofoam or plastic
“The dairy foods”: Milk, yogurt, and cheese group

(Complete information about using
these materials—and ordering informa-
tion as appropriate—is included in each
lesson.)
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Liquid measuring cup
You can build a healthy diet with nutrition education
The Food Guide Pyramid
Beyond the ABCs—apples, bananas, and corn: The vegetable

and fruit food groups (optional)

Dry measuring cups
You can build a healthy diet with nutrition education
The Food Guide Pyramid
Breads, cereals, rice, and pasta
Beyond the ABCs—apples, bananas, and corn: The vegetable

and fruit food groups
“The protein foods”: The meat, poultry, fish, dry beans, eggs,

and nuts group
Parents and children: Partners for healthy eating

Measuring spoons
“The protein foods”: The meat, poultry, fish, dry beans, eggs,

and nuts group (tablespoon)
Snacks (teaspoon)
Parents and children: Partners for healthy eating (tablespoon)

Spatula
“The protein foods”: The meat, poultry, fish, dry beans, eggs,

and nuts group

Pack of saltine crackers
Feeding children as they grow

1/4 cup orange juice, 1 cup water, ascorbic acid, yellow
food coloring, sugar
Beyond the ABCs—apples, bananas, and corn: The vegetable

and fruit food groups (optional)

Prune snacks from the California Prune Board
Beyond the ABCs—apples, bananas, and corn: The vegetable

and fruit food groups (optional)

Peanut butter
“The protein foods”: The meat, poultry, fish, dry beans, eggs,

and nuts group

Optional taste-testing supplies (select 1, 2, or 3)
1. A variety of whole grain products (breads, crackers,

cereals )
2. Ingredients for bread-in-a-bag.  (See Learning about breads,

cereals, rice, and pasta, NP-114.)  You might want to provide
a zippered bag containing 1 cup of whole wheat flour for
each participant to try the recipe at home.

3. Electric griddle and ingredients for whole wheat pancakes.
Breads, cereals, rice, and pasta (optional)
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Zipper plastic bags
Snacks (6)
Parents and children: Partners for healthy eating (10)
Fight BAC™: Food safety (5)

Zipper plastic bags of oat cereal, macaroni, saltine
crackers, rice
Breads, cereals, rice, and pasta
Parents and children: Partners for healthy eating (rice only)

Zipper plastic bag of dry beans or beads
The Food Guide Pyramid
Beyond the ABCs—apples, bananas, and corn: The vegetable

and fruit food groups
“The protein foods”: The meat, poultry, fish, dry beans, eggs,

and nuts group

Zipper plastic bag containing 30 teaspoons of sugar or 30
sugar cubes
Snacks

Zipper plastic bag of small items that can choke children
Parents and children: Partners for healthy eating

Zipper plastic bags of dry beans (20 per bag, several
bags)
Financial wellness: Follow your plan

Zipper plastic bags of dry beans, unpopped popcorn, or
similar items
Fight BAC™: Food safety

Zipper plastic bags of various grains, such as farina, grits,
barley, quinoa, buckwheat, millet, amaranth, couscous,
bulgur or other grains common to the cultural background
of participants
Breads, cereals, rice, and pasta (optional)

Zipper bags containing the following amounts of perlite:
1/4 cup, 3 1/2 cups, 7 cups
“The dairy foods”: Milk, yogurt, and cheese group

10-12 cotton balls (squeezed together in hand to make
one large ball)
Making family mealtime work

Large rubber ball or soccer ball
Making family mealtime work

Pine cone
Making family mealtime work
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Baseball
Beyond the ABCs—apples, bananas, and corn: The vegetable

and fruit food groups

Tennis ball
The Food Guide Pyramid (optional)
Beyond the ABCs—apples, bananas, and corn: The vegetable

and fruit food groups
Making family mealtime work

Ping pong ball
The Food Guide Pyramid (optional)
Beyond the ABCs—apples, bananas, and corn: The vegetable

and fruit food groups
Making family mealtime work (6-10)

Small ball, apple, or other round object
Fight BAC™: Food safety

An ice cream scoop, a light bulb, 15 marbles, 3 dominoes,
a deck of cards
The Food Guide Pyramid (optional)

A flashlight, a bone, pill bottle, spray bottle, bandage,
bottle of glue, tissue, nail, and small broom
Beyond the ABCs—apples, bananas, and corn: The vegetable

and fruit food groups

Glo Germ oil or substitute, soap, paper towels, stopwatch,
UV light, sponge
Fight BAC™: Food safety

Two paper bags, baskets or other containers
Beyond the ABCs—apples, bananas, and corn: The vegetable

and fruit food groups

Two plastic boxes or cardboard shoe boxes
Snacks

A large bag of medium rubber bands
The Food Guide Pyramid

Fat tubes
“The dairy foods”: Milk, yogurt, and cheese group
Snacks

Book: Bread and Jam for Frances
Parents and children: Partners for healthy eating

Choke tube
Parents and children: Partners for healthy eating
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Checkbook boxes or saltine cracker boxes covered and
labeled with child feeding responsibilities
Parents and children: Partners for healthy eating

PEACH can (a container for receipts, such as a coffee
can)
Financial wellness: Start on the right track

Small pocket notebook
Financial wellness: Start on the right track

Calculator
Financial wellness: Follow your plan

Different types of meat thermometers
Fight BAC™: Food safety

Poster of skeleton
“The dairy foods”: Milk, yogurt, and cheese group

Poster of human internal anatomy
“The dairy foods”: Milk, yogurt, and cheese group

Paper “bone” and paper punch
“The dairy foods”: Milk, yogurt, and cheese group

Large balloons
It’s all about you

Assorted door prizes
You can build a healthy diet with nutrition

education
Let’s get moving
Meal planning
It’s all about you
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Tips for teaching in small groups

The Building a Healthy Diet curriculum was developed by Iowa
State University Extension to support nutrition education in
small group settings. The curriculum uses principles of adult
learning to help low-resource families acquire the knowledge,
skills, and problem-solving abilities they need to improve the
nutritional status of their families within a limited budget. To
make the best use of the lesson plans in this curriculum,
paraprofessional nutrition educators need to develop and use
effective group presentation and facilitation skills. This guide
provides helpful tips for nutrition educators to keep in mind
as they use these lesson plans.

Four main elements contribute to the success of an adult group
learning experience: the environment, the learner, the presenter/
facilitator, and the lesson itself.

The environment
The environment refers to when and where learning will take
place. Selecting and setting up a comfortable learning environ-
ment will help eliminate physical distractions that can inter-
fere with optimal adult learning.

Offer the lessons at a time that is convenient for the target
audience. Choose a location that is safe, conveniently located,
and has easy parking.

The meeting room should be comfortable. Make sure it has:
• a comfortable temperature,
• adequate light that can be adjusted for various activities,
• no distracting noises,
• adequate space for activities, and
• comfortable tables and chairs.

Arrange the room so that everyone can see you and your
visuals. Check ahead of time to make sure equipment is
working properly. Organize both your teaching materials and
participant materials ahead of time so that the lesson will flow
smoothly. Each lesson plan in this curriculum includes a
section on materials needed and preparation needed to help you
get organized.

Consider putting up posters or other visuals in the room that
are related to the topic you’ll be covering. These visuals can be
a tool to reinforce learning by helping participants begin
thinking about the topic that will be discussed, creating curios-
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ity, and stimulating questions.

Finally, continue to think about participant comfort through-
out the lesson by providing adequate restroom and refresh-
ment breaks. If participants become restless, you may need to
provide a break or change the pace of the lesson by switching
to a different activity.

The learner
Adult learners come together in small groups because they
have a common interest in a topic and seek to expand their
knowledge. As the facilitator of a small group, you can build
on this common interest by offering participants opportunities
to
• think about what they already know about a topic,
• provide input into what they want to learn,
• get involved in learning new information,
• share information with each other,
• apply what they have learned,
• ask questions, and
• set their own goals.

Ask participants to fill out a portion of a worksheet or give
them a question to discuss with another participant while they
wait for the rest of the group to arrive. These techniques help
focus learners on the topic at hand and begin to stimulate
them to think about how the topic might apply to their own
lives.

Many of the adults who come to nutrition education classes
have been exposed to nutrition information from other sources
and will have some knowledge about nutrition. These lessons
use discussion questions throughout so that you can find out
what the participants already know and what they want to
learn. Discussion also provides an opportunity for adults to
learn from each other. Try asking questions in different ways
to encourage more ideas.

Adult learners remember more when as many of the senses
are engaged as possible. These lessons provide opportunities
for participants to listen, talk, observe, write, move around,
and participate in hands-on activities. Use props and visuals to
illustrate concepts when you talk. In addition to the activities
suggested in the lessons, you may want to add other ways for
participants to engage their five senses while learning. For
example, adding cooking experiences to the lessons would
engage taste and smell, as well as touch, sight, and hearing.

Adult learners must be able to use nutrition information in
practical ways in their lives. Case studies and problem-solving
activities throughout the lessons provide opportunities for
participants to practice new skills in a safe learning environ-
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ment. Have learners summarize in their own words what they
learned at the end of each lesson to help them synthesize and
remember what they have learned. Also, encourage partici-
pants to set goals at the end of each lesson so they can con-
tinue to learn how to apply the skills to their own lives. Offer
time for participants to share stories about their goals when
they get together for the next lesson so they can reinforce
successes and provide support to each other.

The presenter/facilitator
As a paraprofessional nutrition educator, you are well-trained
to have knowledge and expertise about nutrition. But, being
well informed is not enough. You also must be well prepared,
organized, and use good group presentation and facilitation
skills. Your goal is to become a resource for information and to
facilitate “learning how to learn” among participants.

Many participants form their impressions about a program
within the first few minutes, so develop and set a positive tone
from the beginning. Start lessons on time, even if everyone is
not there. Learning in small groups is best when group mem-
bers are comfortable with each other. Set an informal, friendly
tone by having participants introduce themselves or providing
name tags so they can get to know each other’s names. You
may wish to add other “ice-breaking” activities to lessons
when the group is first forming or if participants seem to be
highly distracted when they arrive.

When you speak, make eye contact with individual partici-
pants. Be aware that your body language will communicate
either positive or negative messages to the audience. Keep
participants’ attention by speaking in a friendly, conversa-
tional tone that can be heard by everyone. The appropriate use
of humor can keep a lesson lively. If you are enthusiastic about
teaching nutrition, then participants are more likely to become
excited about learning.

Be thoroughly familiar with the content of each lesson plan so
that you can put the lesson into your own words. Do not read
the script word for word; the lesson plans are intended only as
a guide to the content. If you need to work from notes, use
highlighters to mark key points or use the space to the side of
the script to write notes. Use words that are understandable
and appropriate for your audience. Be sure to define technical
terms if you must use them.

Learn to “read the audience” and be flexible and adaptable if
part of a lesson is not working well or the participants begin to
lose interest. You may need to provide a break or move on to
an alternative activity. Provide clear directions to participant
activities to avoid confusion.
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Encourage discussion by asking open-ended questions, but
don’t put people on the spot. Be sure to pause and allow
enough time for participants to think about a question before
they respond. Become comfortable with silence. When partici-
pants are discussing a topic, be a good listener. Gently correct
misinformation, but honor individual opinions. Do not be
judgmental.

Encourage participants to ask questions. Repeat them so that
everyone in the group can hear. Answer all questions, but be
honest if you don’t know the answer to a question. Tell partici-
pants that you will have the answer at the next lesson, then
follow through.

The lesson
How a lesson is structured is important to learning as well.
The lesson plans in this curriculum are organized to help you
facilitate effective adult learning.

Each lesson has no more than three to five major points,
organized from simple to complex. Specific tasks and materi-
als are contained within these small units of instruction. Allow
enough time for each presentation, but remember when
teaching it is the quality, not quantity, of information that is
important. Don’t feel you have to complete an entire lesson at
one time. Participants may get involved in more discussion or
have more questions about one of the concepts than you
planned. If so, spend more time on that concept to address
participant concerns, and save the rest of the lesson concepts
for another time.

Effective lessons relate new information to what the learner
already knows and helps them draw upon their knowledge
and experience to solve common day-to-day problems and
concerns. Respect the existing knowledge and experience of
audience members and build on that knowledge and experi-
ence by providing new information that is practical and
useful. These lesson plans use a variety of techniques, includ-
ing case studies and role playing, to involve the audience in
realistic situations and help them learn how to apply informa-
tion to their personal situation. Encourage adult learners to
discover and share with each other alternative ideas and
solutions. You may need to tailor the lessons to the needs and
interests of a specific audience. For example, you may need to
include examples of additional foods that are commonly eaten
by the group you are working with or substitute a real-life
problem from one of the participants for one of the pre-scripted
case studies.

A presentation outline helps learners follow your presentation,
take notes, and have a reference for further review. Each lesson
has at least one worksheet that functions as a presentation
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outline. Participants will need to write or draw on some areas
of the worksheet, which reinforces learning by seeing and
doing. Important but more complex information is also in-
cluded on some worksheets as a resource for participants to
use later. The worksheets are three-holed punched so learners
can make their own nutrition notebook if they desire.

Finally, learners need time to practice and apply new knowl-
edge to their own situations. Participants are encouraged to set
a mini-goal at the end of each lesson to help them practice and
apply what they learned. The mini-goal they set may relate
directly to the lesson presented that day or may be one of a
series of mini-goals related to one larger goal they want to
achieve. Either way, the important thing is for learners to set
small, achievable goals throughout the learning experience
to help facilitate nutrition behavior change. By discussing
mini-goals at the beginning of each lesson, successes can be
celebrated and the group can offer support, encouragement,
and ideas to help individuals who were not successful.


