Trainers’ Guide - Nutrition Sessions

Access the full Nutrition module of the Adolescent Citizen Scientists training program here: uconnruddcenter.org/acs-training/

Good nutrition is critical across the lifespan. Food choices are influenced by many factors, including early food experiences, personal preferences, and cultural beliefs, and many individual choices are largely driven by other factors such as access to healthy and affordable foods. 
This training module helps youth participants to build practical knowledge about the importance of good nutrition, understand how to choose healthier food and beverages, utilize critical thinking skills to identify environmental barriers to good nutrition and food security, and increase awareness of the federal food assistance programs and community resources that address food insecurity. The module consists of four sessions with a PowerPoint presentation and accompanying activities. Each session is designed to last approximately 75 minutes.
Nutrition: Session1. Nutrition throughout the life course
Objective:
Understand how nutrition supports growth, development, and health across the lifespan. 
Materials: 
· PowerPoint Session 1
· Flipcharts/whiteboard and markers
· Colored sticky notes
Learning objectives (Slide 2)
By the end of this session, students will be able to:
1. Explain how nutrition supports growth, development, and health across the lifespan. 
2. Describe how nutrition needs change across different stages of life.
3. Identify healthy eating challenges among adolescents. 
4. Discuss how nutrition influences academic performance and long-term health
Warm-up activity (Slide 3)
Discussion Questions 
· What was your favorite food as a young child?
· What are your favorite foods now? 
· How have your food preferences changed over time?
· What foods remind you of family traditions or culture?
Nutrition is important throughout every stage of life (Slide 4)
· Nutrition is particularly important throughout every stage of life. 
· Foods and beverages provide us with the nutrients that our bodies need to grow, develop, obtain energy, stay healthy, and prevent disease.  
· Our nutrition needs and food choices change as our bodies go from pregnancy, infancy, childhood, adolescence, adulthood, and older age. 
The Dietary Guidelines for American (Slide 5)
· The Dietary Guidelines for Americans (DGA) are developed every five years by the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, provide evidence-based dietary guidelines for Americans across all life stages.  
· The Healthy Eating Index (HEI) is a tool used to measure how a person is adhering to the recommendations of the Dietary Guidelines. 
· HEI score can range from 0 to 100, with a lower score meaning less adherence to DGA’s recommendations.  
Pregnancy and Lactation (Slide 6)
· Good nutrition during pregnancy supports healthy grow, brain development, lactation, and postpartum recovery.
· Important nutrients include folate, iron, calcium, and protein. 
· Fiber-rich foods such as fruits, vegetables, whole grains, and legumes are rich sources of vitamins, minerals, and dietary fiber, all of which support healthy digestion.
· The Healthy Eating Index scores of U.S.  Adult, pregnant, and lactating women are 54, 63, and 62, respectively.  
Discussion Question
What do the Healthy Eating Index scores and food group intake from pregnant and lactating women tell us? 
Infancy (0-12 months) (Slide 7)
· Exclusive breastfeeding is recommended for the first six months of life. 
· Introduction of iron-rich foods and vegetables needs to happen at around 6 months.
· Avoid offering food or beverages with added sugar. 
· This is a crucial time for the development of food preferences. 
Early Childhood (2-5 years) (Slide 8)
· Developing Healthy Habits: Establishing healthy eating habits early can prevent obesity and encourage a lifetime of good nutrition.
· Balanced Diet: Emphasis on a diverse diet that includes fruits, vegetables, whole grains, protein sources (meat, fish, beans), and dairy.
· Portion Sizes: Smaller portion sizes are appropriate for young children, as their energy needs are lower than adults.
Discussion Question
What do the Healthy Eating Index scores and food group intake from the graph (ages 2-5 years old) tell us?
Childhood (6-12 years) (Slide 9)
Eating healthy needs to be supported; peer and other influences began to shape eating habits.
· Encourage foods that are rich in vitamins and minerals, such as whole grains, lean proteins, fruits, and vegetables. 
· Nutritional needs increase to support growth spurts and higher activity levels. 
· Limit sugary foods and beverages to prevent childhood obesity and dental problems.
Discussion Question
What do the Healthy Eating Index scores and food group intake from children ages 5 through 8 tell us?
Adolescence (13 to 18 years old) (Slide 10)
· 40-60% of adult bone mass is accrued during adolescence.
· The brain undergoes intense growth and remodeling with higher neuroplasticity.
· During this development period strong physical and cognitive growth happens. 
· Nutrition needs to increase significantly due to growth spurts during puberty.
· Foods that are rich in calcium, vitamin D, and iron are especially important. 
· A varied diet rich in fruits, vegetables, whole grains, and lean proteins is key. 
Adolescence (13 to 18 years old, continuation) (Slide 11)
A particular challenge is to prevent consumption of fast foods, sugary drinks, and unhealthy snacks, typical of poor dietary patterns. 
Discussion Question
What do the Healthy Eating Index scores and food group intake from children from adolescents tell us?
Nutrition for Adults (19-59 years old) and older adults (60+) (Slide 12)
· Balanced Nutrition: Drink plain water and avoid sweetened beverages. 
·  Emphasize foods high in nutrients and low in empty calories.
· Health Promotion: Eat healthy and exercise to prevent chronic diseases.
· Reproductive Health: Among young adults (19-30 years old) adequate nutrition is essential for health during preconception and pregnancy.
· Older Adults: Eating healthy food and adequate hydration is especially important.
Healthy Eating Index at Different Stages of Life (Slide 13)
This chart shows the Healthy Eating Index scores at different stages of life. Remember that a score of 100 would mean a person’s eating habits are totally aligned with the Dietary Guidelines for American.
Discussion Questions
· What age group has the lowest score and why do you think this group scored the lowest?
· What makes healthy eating challenging for people your age? 
· What are some ideas to improve teen nutrition?
The main take away is that no age group reaches a HEI score close to 100, meaning that most of Americans need to improve their eating habits.  
What did you learn today? (Slide 14)
Ask students to write on sticky notes:
· Three things that they learned today and ask them to post them on the board before they leave. 

Nutrition: Session 2. Healthy Eating with MyPlate 
Learning Objectives (Slide 2)
By the end of this session, students will be able to:
1. Identify the five food groups from My Plate.
2. Build balanced meals using MyPlate.
3. Know how to make informed food and beverage choices.
4. Understand the importance of physical activity.
Materials:
· PowerPoint Session 2
· Flipcharts/whiteboard and markers
· Food models or food cards Nasco Healthcare Food Cards II | Anatomy Warehouse
· Paper plates
· Measuring cups
· Handout 1: MyPlate sheet (USDA)
· Assignment 1: Interview a family member or friend about how they choose what to eat
Icebreaker (Slide 3)
Discussion Questions
· Why do we need to eat healthy foods?
· What foods do you consider healthy foods?
Understanding MyPlate (Slide 4)
Facilitator note: Show MyPlate sheet to the group  
· Have you seen MyPlate? 
· What is MyPlate? 
· My Plate is a guide for healthy eating.
· Designed by U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA).
· MyPlate has five food groups. 
Vegetable Group from MyPlate (Slide 5)
· Vegetables provide vitamins, minerals, and fiber. 
· They support a healthy immune system and keep your digestive system working well. 
· Eating a variety of dark green, red, and orange vegetables is recommended to add a variety of nutrients and other components. 
·  It is recommended that youth eat 2.5 to 4 cups of vegetables every day.
· One portion of vegetables is equal to one cup of raw or cooked vegetables or 2 cups of raw leafy greens. 
Fruit Group from MyPlate (Slide 6) 
Facilitator note:
For each food group, explain main nutrient content, and recommended portions, using food models and cups to show portions.
· Fruits, like vegetables, provide important vitamins, minerals, and fiber.
· They can be eaten as a snack or included as part of a meal.
· Youth should aim to eat 2 cups of fruit each day.
My Plate recommends:
“Make half your plate fruits and vegetables”
Grain Group from MyPlate (Slide 7)
· Foods like bread, rice, pasta, tortillas, oatmeal, cereal, and crackers are part of the Grain group.
· Foods from this group are rich in carbohydrates, a nutrient that provides energy to help you complete your daily activities. 
· Youth are recommended to have 6 to 8 portions of grains per day. One portion is one-ounce equivalent.
· One portion of grain is 1 slice of bread, 1 cup of ready to eat cereal, ½ cup of cooked rice, pasta, or hot cereal, 3-4 small crackers. 
My Plate recommends:
“At least half of all grains be whole grains.”
The Protein Group from MyPlate (Slide 8) 
· Protein helps build strong muscle, supports growth and bodily functions.
· Try plant-based proteins such as beans, lentils, and nuts.
· Limit processed meats such as hot dogs and sausage.
· Include a variety of proteins each day.
· 5-7 ounces equivalents per day are recommended.
· 1-ounce equivalent= 1 egg, ¼ cup of cooked beans or lentils, 1 tablespoon of peanut butter, 1 ounce of lean meat, poultry, or fish.

MyPlate recommendation: “Choose lean proteins” 
Dairy Group from MyPlate (Slide 9)
· The Dairy Group provides important nutrients that will give you strong bones and teeth, since foods from this group are a good source of calcium, vitamin D and protein.
· Choose fat-free or low-fat dairy products most of the time. 
· Youth ages 9-18 need about 3 cups of dairy each day.
· One cup of dairy can be: 1 cup of milk, 1 cup of yogurt, or
1 ½ ounces of cheese like cheddar or mozzarella
MyPlate can include foods from all cultures (Slide 10)
· Grains: rice, plantains, tortillas, oatmeal, pasta,  
· Protein: beans, tofu, chicken, fish 
· Vegetables: peppers, collard greens, squash 
· Fruits: mango, papaya, berries 
· Dairy: different types of milk, cheese and yogurts
Discuss how healthy eating includes foods from all cultures.
Water is an essential nutrient (Slide 11)
Water functions 
· 60% of the body is made up of water.
· Regulates body temperature.
· Transport nutrients and oxygen throughout the body.
· Facilitates the remove of waste from the body.
· Supports healthy digestion.
· Keep your brain alert and working well.
· Lubricate joints and protect organs.
Recommendations for Youth
· Drink water throughout the day using a reusable water bottle, especially when active or outdoors in hot weather.
· Choose water with meals and snacks. 
· Fruits and vegetables naturally contain a high amount of water. 
· Sugary drinks = empty calories, more risk of weight gain, type 2 diabetes, and dental cavities. 
· Avoid energy drinks: too much caffeine, ingredients that interact with caffeine in dangerous ways, and sugar. May cause anxiety, sleep problems, and dehydration. 
Why Daily Physical Activity Matters (Slide 12)
Benefits:
· Builds strong bones and muscles.
· Improves focus, memory, and academic performance.
· Reduces stress and anxiety.
· Gives you better sleep so you feel more energized
· Helps maintain healthy body weight.
· Supports overall physical and mental health.

Physical Activity Recommendations
· Youth ages 6 to 17 should get at least 60 minutes of moderate to vigorous physical activity every day.
· Choose a variety of enjoyable physical activities.
· Limit the time spent in front of a TV or digital device and move throughout the day.
Build Your Own Plate: Hands-on activity (Slide 13)
· Each student will use paper plates and food cards/models to build a meal plan representing their culture and/or favorite foods. 
· Students will present their plate and explain their food choices.
Discussion Questions:
What surprised you about your plate?
How can you use MyPlate when eating at school, home or with peers?
What did we learn today? (Slide 14)
· MyPlate is a simple guide for healthy eating that includes five food groups: Fruit, Vegetables, Grains, Protein foods, and Dairy.
· Eating foods from all 5 good groups provides nutrients for growth, energy, learning, and overall health. 
· Make half of your plate fruits and vegetables, choosing a variety of colorful foods.
· Consume low-fat or fat-free dairy foods to help build strong bones and teeth.
· Water is the best beverage choice - keeps the body hydrated and supports many important functions. 
· Physical activity is an important part of a healthy lifestyle. Youth should have at least 60 minutes of moderate to vigorous physical activity every day.
· Healthy eating can include foods from all cultures, and balanced meals can be created using favorite and traditional foods. 
Healthy habit commitment (Slide 15)
· On a yellow sticky paper, ask each youth to set one personal goal, and post it on the whiteboard:
One healthy habit I will try this week is________________________________ 
Home Assignment 1:
Interview a family member or friend:
· What foods/drinks do they choose most often? 
· Why? 
· What influences their choices? (Food choices are not always up to the individual. Prompt them to consider other factors in their environment:  Are there things other than taste and preference that influence what you eat and drink? 
Students report back to the group.
Note: Facilitators can request the students to record responses on paper and collect them after the discussion, or the facilitator can take notes on white board/flipchart during the discussion. If taking notes on a whiteboard/flipchart, take a picture once all students have shared their interview responses. Revisit the collected interviews/white board notes in future modules to provide examples of barriers to healthy eating (e.g., food marketing, cost of food, access to food)
Complementary Session 2 Activities:
 Visit a community garden, or a community supported farm, or a farmers’ market. Invite a farmer to talk about his/her work




Nutrition: Session 3. The Nutrition Facts label
Learning Objectives (Slide 2)
By the end of this session, students will be able to:
· Read and interpret Nutrition Facts labels. 
· Compare similar food products using nutrition information. 
· Identify nutrients to increase and nutrients to limit. 
· Use the % Daily Value (DV) to make healthier food and beverage choices. 
Materials:
· PowerPoint presentation 
· Flipcharts/whiteboard and markers
· Sample food packages or printed labels showing the Nutrition Facts label
· Lined paper and pens/pencils
Icebreaker (Slide 3)
Questions for discussion
· Have you ever seen Nutritional Facts labels on foods or drinks?
·  Why is it there?
·  What are the things that you notice on this label?
Today we are going to learn how to read and compare Nutrition Facts Labels so we can make informed and healthier food and beverage choices. 
Importance of reading Nutrition Facts (Slide 4)
· Food labels help us compare similar food and beverage products.
· We can look at different brands and choose the healthiest one. 
· They provide us with important nutritional information.
· Labels show us important information about the nutritional value of the product.
· We can check if food claims are true
· Claims like “low sugar”, “low fat”, “no added sugar” can be verified by reading the Nutrition Facts label.
·  Ingredient lists give us important details
·  They show everything that is added to food
· Ingredients are listed from the highest to the lowest amount
· This list helps us identify added sugars, preservatives, and other additives. For example, if a “low sugar” claim is on the front of the package, what type of sweetener was added to make the product taste sweet?
Nutrition Facts Label Components (Slide 5) 
· A nutrient is a substance found in food or drinks that our bodies use for energy and for other important functions that help us grow, develop, and maintain good health. We obtain these nutrients through the foods and beverages we consume. 
· The Nutrition Facts lists key nutrients in grams (g), milligrams (mg), or micrograms (mcg)
· It includes the % Daily Value, which helps you to understand if a food is high or low in nutrients and supports healthier food choices
Serving size, serving per container and calories (Slide 6)
· Star with reading the serving size. All the information on the label is based on one serving. 
· [bookmark: _Int_i4UDJEUt]What is the serving size for this product? 
· Many packages contain more than one serving.  
· How many servings does this container have?  
· The label shows the number of calories per serving. 
· How many calories does this product have per serving? 
· 100 calories per serving is considered a moderate amount, while 400 calories or more per serving is considered a high amount.  
Fats (Slide 7)
· Total fat includes all types of fat in the food.
· Saturated fats are found mostly in animal products such as meat, butter, and cheese.
·  It is usually solid at room temperatures. 
· Eating too much saturated fat can raise blood cholesterol levels. 
· Trans fat are unhealthy fats since they increase the risk of heart disease and stroke over time.  
· It is created when liquid oils are changed into solid fats through a process called hydrogenation. 
· On food labels, trans fats may be listed as "partially hydrogenated oils."
Sodium (Slide 8)
· Sodium is added to foods to preserve and enhance flavor and help preserve them.
· because of these properties, they are found in higher amounts in unhealthy foods
· High consumption of sodium can lead to high blood pressure. 
Total Carbohydrates (Slide 9)
· Include all types of carbohydrates found in the product
· Dietary fiber is a type of carbohydrate found in plants like fruits, vegetables, beans, and whole grains, it cannot be digested by the body but it helps the body with digestion of foods, helps prevent constipation, keeps your feeling fuller longer, and it is good for your health.
· Total sugars include naturally occurring sugars and added sugars.
· Foods with added sugars need to be avoided or limited since eating foods high in this component can lead to obesity and diabetes.
 Protein (Slide 10)
· It is a nutrient found in a variety of plants and animal foods.
· It is necessary for proper growth, development, and repairing the cells in your body.
· It is recommended to eat a variety of protein foods from plant and animal sources.
Vitamins and Minerals (Slide 11)
· These nutrients are needed in small amounts, but they are very important since they help our body to grow, stay healthy, have energy, and build strong bones and muscles. 
· Calcium is important for building strong bones and teeth.
· Vitamin D helps your body use calcium for your bones.
· Iron helps to carry oxygen in the blood to the cells and gives energy; low level of iron in blood is known as anemia.
· Potassium is important for the health of your heart
Percentage of Daily Value (%DV) (Slide 12)
· The % Daily Value (%DV) shows how much of a nutrient in one serving contributes to your daily needs or limits.  
· It helps you compare foods and make healthier choices.  
· Use %DV to see if a food is low or high in a specific nutrient. 
Percentage of Daily Value (%DV) Quick Guide (Slide 13)
· %DV Quick Guide 
5% DV or less = Low in that nutrient  
10–19% DV = Good source of that nutrient  
20% DV or more = High in that nutrient 
·  Choose foods that are high in fiber, calcium, iron, and potassium.  
· Limit foods that are high in saturated fat, trans fat, sodium, and added sugars.
Ingredient list (Slide 14)
· Ingredients are listed from the largest amount to the smallest amount by weight.
· The first few ingredients make up most of the product
· A shorter ingredient list often means that there are less added ingredients.
· Use the ingredient list to identify ingredients to limit, such as added sugar (pure cane sugar, sugar, maple syrup)
Activity 1 (slides 15 and 16)
· Group activity: Practice using the % of DV by showing the group in the Nutrition Facts panel and asking them to explain what nutrients are in the product, including what is high and what is low, and what vitamin or mineral is the highest in this product. 
Activity 2 (Slides 17 and 18)
· In teams, the students will compare food labels for similar products (different types of snacks, cereals, and drinks) and decide and explain which ones are the most nutritious. Distribute lined paper and pens/pencils so they can take notes. Option to show slide 18 to demonstrate comparison of products.
Wrap-Up Discussion (Slide 19)
Reflection Questions
· What surprised you most about nutrition labels? 
· How can labels help you make healthier choices?



Nutrition: Session 4. Food access and community resources 
Learning Objectives: (Slide 2)
By the end of this session, students will be able to:
1. Explain what food insecurity is and how it affects health and wellbeing.
2. Recognize barriers that can make it difficult for people to access healthy foods. 
3. Identify community resources and food assistance programs available to support individuals and families. 
4. Discuss ways communities can improve access to healthy foods and reduce food insecurity.
Materials:
· PowerPoint Session 4
·  Flipcharts/whiteboard and markers
· Computer with internet access or printed community resource information 
Icebreaker (Slide 3)
Questions for discussion
· What makes it easy or difficult for you to eat healthy foods? 
· Does everyone in our community have the same access to healthy foods? Why or why not?
· What challenges might families face when trying to purchase healthy foods? 
What is food security versus food insecurity? (Slide 4)
Definitions:
· Food security is when “people, at all times, have physical, social and economic access to sufficient, safe and nutritious food which meets their dietary needs and food preference for an active and healthy life” (Food and Agriculture Organization).
This means that a family can consistently buy groceries, have transportation to a supermarket, and can afford healthy foods such as fruits, vegetables, whole grains, and proteins.  They don’t have to worry about not having enough money to buy enough food. 
· Food insecurity is the lack of consistent access to enough safe, nutritious food needed for an active and healthy life. 
· Food insecurity “is a household level economic and social condition of limited or uncertain access to adequate food” (USDA).
Levels of food security (Slide 5)
· The U.S. Department of Agriculture has classified food insecurity in different levels.
· High Food Security: You never worry about food. There is always enough to eat.
· Marginal Food Security: You sometimes worry that food might run out, but at the end you still have enough.
· Low Food Security: The food at home might not be the healthiest or the kind you like. 
· Very Low Food Security: Sometimes there isn’t enough food; you might skip meals or eat less because there isn’t money for food. 
Causes of food insecurity (Slide 6)
Several factors can affect food access:
· Income: Healthy foods can sometimes cost more than highly processed foods.  
· Transportation: Not everyone has a car or reliable transportation to get to a grocery store.  
· Grocery store availability: Some neighborhoods have few stores that sell fresh food.
· Food prices: Rising costs can make it difficult for families to purchase healthy foods.
· Time: Families with busy schedules or multiple jobs may have less time to shop and prepare meals. 
Food insecurity can have serious effects on people’s lives (Slide 7) 
It can affect:
· Physical health: because people may not get all the nutrients they need.
· Mental health: Increased anxiety and stress thinking that they will run out of food. 
· School performance: because hunger can make it harder to focus and learn 
· Stress levels increase in the family due to limited resources to afford enough food.
Food insecurity in the U.S. and in Connecticut (Slide 8 and 9)
· In 2023 in the U.S. 13.5% of the households were food insecure, and a higher percentage of households with children were food insecure (17.9%).
· In 2024, food insecurity levels in CT were 14.3%, and in the city of Hartford 32% of the families were food insecure. 
Why were government food assistance programs created: (Slide 10)
· To reduce hunger and support low-income families in buying and accessing nutritious foods during hard times
· To Improve health, since the lack of nutritious food leads to health problems
· To reduce poverty and improve food security
· To strengthen the economy.  When families have food, they stay healthier, kids do better at school, higher productivity
Examples of U.S. Food Assistance Government programs: 
SNAP (Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program) (Slide 11)
· The largest federal food assistance program for individuals and families.
· Helps people with limited incomes to buy groceries.
· Participants receive monthly funds on an EBT card (like a debit card) to buy food at stores, farmers markets, and some online retailers.
· Benefits are calculated by your household total gross income per household size with some deductions. 
· You can only buy food or non-alcoholic beverages with your SNAP benefits.
National School Lunch Program (NSLP) and Summer Nutrition Program (Slide 12)
· Covers children and teens (up to age 18).
· Free or reduced-price meals at school.
· Ensures students receive nutritious food.
· Supports learning & health.
· Summer Nutrition Program: provides free meals during the summer and school breaks to replace school meals.
WIC (Women, Infants, and Children Program) (Slide 13)
· Helps pregnant and postpartum women, infants and children under age 5.
· Provides monthly food benefits for specific nutritious foods (milk, eggs, cereal, fruits, vegetables, whole grains, infant formula, etc.).
· Nutrition education.
· Breastfeeding support.
· Referrals to healthcare and social services.
Examples of other non-governmental programs (Slide 14)
· Food Banks
· Local Food Pantries
· Soup Kitchens/ Community Meal Programs
The Hunger Gap (Slide 15)
· Food exists but is not affordable.
· Housing costs and low wages strain budgets.
· Even SNAP, WIC, and other programs may not cover needs.
· What kind of trade-offs might people make for food?
Activity 1: Community food resource assessment (Slide 16)
What are some examples of community resources or programs increasing food access in your community?
· Make a list of supermarkets, corner stores/bodegas, food pantries, farmers markets, and any other food resources in your school or home area. 
· For food assistance programs of any kind: (1) Add details (address and hours of each place) and (2) Add public transportation routes.
· Plan to discuss whether resources are equally available in all neighborhoods. Does your neighborhood have a supermarket? How hard/easy is it to get to food resources by public transportation? 
Activity 2: Calculate SNAP Benefits (Slide 17)
The average SNAP benefit for a family of 5 in Connecticut is approximately $845 per month. 
Instructions:
· Using the table from this link Food Assistance - SNAP--Eligibility, webpage to calculate the monthly benefit for a family of different household sizes. 
· Choose one family size (for example, 2,4, 5 or 6 people)
· Select an online supermarket that accepts SNAP benefits. 
· Create a one-week grocery shopping list for your chosen family using only the SNAP benefit amount available for one week (divide the monthly benefit by 4). 
· Use MyPlate to make sure your shopping list includes healthy foods from all five food groups.
· Plan a nutritious one-week menu while staying within the family’s SNAP budget. 
· Does this family’s average weekly SNAP benefits cover the cost of the weekly grocery shopping? What does SNAP not cover?
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