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Introduction
Previous studies have shown that nutrition
education in the classroom provides numerous
benefits to children’s health outcomes and
academic performance:
Reduced BMI and waist circumference
measurements [1]
Increased healthy eating behaviors [2-4]
Improved standardized test scores [5]

Nutrition education should become an integral
part of a normal school day for elementary aged
kids and should entail discussion, education, and
activities that promote increased knowledge of
nutrition and expanded healthy options at home
and at school. This policy brief will elaborate on
the benefits of nutrition education and review
current nutrition education practices in
Minneapolis schools. In addition, this brief will
provide suggestions for integrating nutrition
education into the existing curriculum in
Minneapolis schools.

Elementary schools are an environment where
young people spend many hours of their day. As
a result, implementing nutrition education in
this environment is a convenient and strategic
way of positively influencing children's
nutrition knowledge and eating behaviors [2].
Providing specific nutrition education has been
shown to have multiple benefits in studies that
have been done across the United States:
● Increased likelihood of children creating
healthy habits at a young age [4].
● Decreased risk of obesity among elementary
students who have participated in nutrition
education [1]
● Improved cognitive development and a
potential to decrease behavioral outbursts in
an educational setting [5]
● Increased nutrition knowledge and selfefficacy as well as decreased BMI and waist
circumference amongst elementary students [14]

Benefits of Nutrition Education
Students: Improved physical health
and academic achievement

Parents: Kids more interested in
healthy foods at home
School: Improved standardized test
scores
School Board/Local Government:
Increased funding to local schools from
state and federal governments

Benefits at Home
By encouraging children to engage in healthy
behaviors, the stage is being set for them to have
better health outcomes later in life.
The benefits of nutrition education in the
classroom also carry over into students’ homes.
● Parents of students who participated in a
nutrition cooking intervention noted an
expansion in family conversations about
healthy food and an increase in how often
their children helped prepare dinner [3].
● As a consequence of nutrition education,
there was a increase in the importance
parents placed on sharing a family meal
together at home [3].
Improved Academic Performance
In addition to enhancing students’ physical
health outcomes and interest in healthy foods at
home, proper nutrition may improve students’
academic performance in the classroom.
● One study examined the academic
performance of children in the 5th and 6th
grade, and researchers discovered students
who had healthier habits were significantly
more likely to meet academic test score
targets [5].
○ With improved test scores, schools can
obtain more funding from the state
government, which can be used to
supply and maintain classroom
equipment needed to educate the next
generation of students.

“With improved test scores, schools
can gain more funding from the state
government, which can be used to
supply and maintain classroom
equipment needed to educate the next
generation of students.”

● Furthermore, previous studies exhibited an
association between lower math and reading
scores with high levels of fast food
consumption amongst fifth graders [6].
Not only is nutrition education necessary to
build a base of healthy lifestyle choices for
children to lead healthy, happy, and productive
lives but it is also an important part of helping
the child perform to their best ability
academically. Combined, the results of
nutrition education increases quality of life for
the child and also improves test scores for the
child and in turn increase school funding from
the state and federal governments, improving
the quality of local schools.
_____________________________________

Current Nutrition Education in the
Minneapolis School District
Current nutrition education curriculum
in the Minneapolis school district is minimal
and currently does not provide set guidelines on
how to teach nutrition in elementary schools [7].
The curriculum is broken into two groups for
elementary school aged children: Pre-K through
Second grade, and Third through Fifth grade.
● In Pre-K through Second grade, it is
suggested that students be able to define
nutrition, identify the role food plays in
health, identify food groups, and recognize
healthy snacks.
● For Third through Fifth grade, the
recommendations for nutrition education
include listing foods from food groups,
identify servings, effects of caloric intake,
and safe food handling [7].
While these nutrition education standards
outline nutrition-related learning objectives, the
existing curriculum does not provide any
guidance in how these topics should be taught
and presented to the students. There are multiple
ways that nutrition education can be taught in
order to meet these objectives.

2. Integrate 30 minutes of nutrition
education each week with other school
subjects as the staff and instructors see fit.

____________________________________

How to Implement Nutrition Education
Adding 30 minutes per week of nutrition
education into the schedules of elementary-aged
children can have many positive effects on
health and prosocial behaviors. In each
educational option, the nutrition concepts
presented to the students must be age
appropriate and relevant to the students’ daily
lives and experiences. Teachers must tailor the
information taught to each class depending on
different behavioral, social, and cultural factors
that each group or class may face [8].The
different options of nutrition education differ in
how the information is presented to the children
but each delivery option must reach at least 30
minutes each week. The three nutrition
education delivery options are:
1. Incorporate 30 minutes of nutrition
education per week into the existing
physical education curriculum.
This option does not specify the amount of
time each P.E. session will be put towards
nutrition education, as long as it reaches 30
minutes each week. The specific
implementation of the nutrition education
will be at the pace or preference of the
instructor(s) involved.
EXAMPLES:
●
●
●

Plant and help to maintain school garden
Relay race using fruits and vegetables
GoNoodle Video (Hokey Pokey Dance with
fruits and vegetables)

Nutrition education should be integrated into
different topics such as science, biology, math,
etc. When including nutrition education into
existing class subjects, there should be a balance
between the existing class subject and nutrition
education so that the student is able to
understand that he/she is learning about
nutrition and healthy lifestyle choices regarding
food and portion sizes in addition to the other
subject material.
EXAMPLES:
●

●
●
●
●

Schedule a weekly nutrition moment where each
student researches a nutrition issue that can lead
to a 15 minute discussion about that nutrition
issue.
Use healthy and simple recipes for kids to learn
how to convert fractions
Incorporate food growth into science classes
Story time in the classroom about fruits and
vegetables
Have students draw a picture of the fruits or
vegetables they have at home and present it to
their class.

3. Use modules of pre-constructed nutrition
education curriculum at the beginning or
end of the school day to reach the
recommended 30 minutes of nutrition
education a week.
This will require a set amount of time to be set
aside to deliver the lesson(s). The amount of
time and frequency of the lesson(s) is dependent
on the instructor staff; however, the materials
used in each lesson must be a pre-existing
evidence-based program or module.
EXAMPLE:
“Physical Activity and Nutrition for Health” by
Chris Hopper, Bruce Fisher, and Kathy Munoz
is a combined book and CD-ROM that helps
promote fitness and nutrition through

integrating fitness and nutrition concepts as part
of a healthy lifestyle. Lesson material includes
videos, family activities, worksheets, and
exercise/food cards in attempt to “offer practical
ideas for building student health physically,
emotionally and cognitively” [9].
By using a preconstructed model
of education, the
information
presented to the
students is
consistent and the
lessons require little
extra work by the
instructor. This
allows for easy
implementation into
the school day with
an effective mode
of delivery.
_____________________________________

Limitations of Nutrition Education
● Though it is important to build a base
knowledge of healthy nutritional foods and
behaviors, there have been some school
nutrition programs that have not proven to
be effective in decreasing risks of childhood
obesity and other nutrition-related health
disorders.
● Learning from the limitations and failures of
other programs is an important tool to help
instructors customize their nutrition
education delivery to each class while
keeping these factors in mind. The first step
in tailoring the lessons to each group has
been taken through the three delivery
options listed above. It is the responsibility
of each institution to use the program that
best fit their students.
● The required 30 minutes of nutrition
education each week allows the students to
have enough time and experience with the
materials to help integrate these skills into

Some school-based prevention programs were not
effective because they did not take into consideration
behavioral, social, and cultural aspects that influence
child nutrition. Other programs failed because they did
not spend enough time on the nutrition education in the
classroom
(What Makes Nutrition Education Programs Effective).

everyday life. Further molding of the
nutrition education by the instructor allows
each child to learn in ways that work best
for each individual and in turn will produce
more positive results than the previous
attempts at nutrition education.
_____________________________________

Final Thoughts
Nutrition education in the classroom
may successfully improve students’ health
outcomes and academic performance, resulting
in better standardized test scores and
subsequently increased funding from the state
and federal governments to local schools. While
some nutrition education interventions have had
limited success, this policy provides a variety of
options for teaching and incorporating nutrition
education into the school curriculum as it best
suits students’ educational needs and teachers’
weekly lesson plans. In conclusion, setting aside
time each week for nutrition education can
benefit both students and schools on multiple
levels.

References
1.

2.

3.

4.

5.

6.

7.

8.

9.

Fairclough, S.J., et al., Promoting healthy
weight in primary school children through
physical activity and nutrition education: a
pragmatic evaluation of the CHANGE!
randomised intervention study. BMC Public
Health, 2013. 13: p. 626.
Evans, A., et al., Impact of school-based
vegetable garden and physical activity
coordinated health interventions on weight
status and weight-related behaviors of
ethnically diverse, low-income students:
Study design and baseline data of the Texas,
Grow! Eat! Go! (TGEG) cluster-randomized
controlled trial. BMC Public Health, 2016.
16: p. 973.
Jarpe-Ratner, E., et al., An Experiential
Cooking and Nutrition Education Program
Increases Cooking Self-Efficacy and
Vegetable Consumption in Children in
Grades 3-8. J Nutr Educ Behav, 2016.
Wall, D.E., et al., Nutrition education
intervention improves vegetable-related
attitude, self-efficacy, preference, and
knowledge of fourth-grade students. J Sch
Health, 2012. 82(1): p. 37-43.
Ickovics, J.R., et al., Health and academic
achievement: cumulative effects of health
assets on standardized test scores among
urban youth in the United States. J Sch
Health, 2014. 84(1): p. 40-8.
Tobin, K.J., Fast-food consumption and
educational test scores in the USA. Child
Care Health Dev, 2013. 39(1): p. 118-24.
Schools, M.P. Minneapolis Public Schools
Early Childhood - Grade 12 Health
Education Standards, Performance
Indicators, Activities, Outcomes. 2010.
Practices, N.K.H.C.f.B. What Makes
Nutrition Education Programs Effective.
2014; Available from:
https://bestpractices.nokidhungry.org/health
y-foods-nutrition-education.
Hooper, C., B. Fisher, and K. Munoz,
Physical Activity and Nutrition for Health.
2008, Champaign, IL: Human Kinetics.

