
Healthy Classroom:
Nutrition

It is alarming to hear from the Centers for Disease Control that the percentage 
of children with obesity in the United States has more than tripled since the 1970's. 
Today, about one in five kids between the ages of 6-19 is obese. Children with 
obesity are at a higher risk for other chronic health conditions and diseases, are 
more often bullied and teased, and are more likely to suffer from social isolation, 
despression and lower self-esteem. 

By teaching your students about nutrition, you can help them down the path to a 
healthy lifestyle. Learning about nutrition, including: trying new foods; building 
a healthy plate; reading food labels; healthy portion sizes; hidden and added sugars 
and more is key to building a strong base toward a healthy future that can last their
lifetime. And, research shows that students who learn how to eat right, stay fit 
and feel good about their bodies are more receptive to learning. 



USDA Smart Snacks in School

Why Smart Snacks in School?  
Smart Snacks in School was created to help provide students healthier options. We know 
that kids who eat healthier perform better academically, and they feel, act and learn better 
when they make healthy food choices.

What are Smart Snacks?
Smart Snacks in School is a national standard set by the U.S. Department of Agriculture 
(USDA) that offers guidelines for the nutrition of food and beverages sold in schools 
outside of federally funded food (school lunch) programs. This means foods sold as 
a la carte items, in school stores and in vending machines. The USDA created this program 
as a guide for schools to provide nutritious snack foods. 

General nutrition standards
To qualify as a Smart Snack, a snack or entrée must first meet these general nutrition 
standards: 
• Be a grain product that contains 50 percent or more whole grains by weight
• Have as the first ingredient a fruit, vegetable, dairy product or protein
• Be a combination food that contains at least one quarter cup of fruits or vegetables
• The food must also meet the specific nutrient standards for calories, sodium, sugar
and fats listed below.

Specific standards for snacks
Along with the general guidelines above, the USDA has a more specific listing of 
requirements for snacks that include: sodium levels at 200 mg or below; total fat at 35 
percent of total calories or less; and sugars at 35 percent or less than the total weight.  
When breaking down the fat category on the food label, saturated fat needs to be 
less than 10 percent, and trans fats should be zero.

Want more information on Smart Snacks guidelines?
The USDA has created many free guides to help schools ensure that snacks 
and meals follow USDA standards. 
Get started at https://www.fns.usda.gov/tn/guide-smart-snacks-school.

Information regarding Smart Snacks is from the United States Department of Agriculture Food and Nutrition Service (fns.usda.gov)



From birthdays to holidays, the school year is full of celebrations. Traditionally, along with 
celebration comes food. Just one school party can include: pizza, sugary drinks, chips, cupcakes 
and more.  In a classroom with 25 students, that could add up to 25 days worth of treats that can 
contribute to unhealthy habits. Many school districts and classrooms are encouraging healthier ways 
to celebrate.  When you shift the focus from unhealthy foods to healthy fun, everyone wins. 
Here are some ideas: 

Shift the focus from food to fun
Birthdays
• Make a sign, sash, crown, button or badge for the birthday student to wear on their special day.
• Play an indoor game of the birthday student’s choice.
• Read the birthday student’s favorite book to the class.
• Ask students to write a special note of gratitude about the birthday student.

Holidays
• Organize an arts and crafts project that the entire classroom can work on and take home.
• Choose a service project your classroom can work on together.
• Do something active like organizing a relay race or holding a classroom dance party.

Better food options
If you do plan to have snacks at a party, offer healthy options. Be sure to pay attention to any food 
allergies or food restrictions. 
• Fresh fruit salad or festive fruit kebabs
• Raw vegetable assortment with ranch dip
• Hummus with celery, carrots and whole wheat pita bread
• Yogurt parfaits with nonfat or low-fat yogurt, fruit and nut-free granola
• Apple slices with caramel or yogurt dip
• String cheese or whole-grain crackers with cheese slices
• Make-your-own trail mix: bring pretzels, dried fruit, whole grain cereals and sunflower seeds

and let kids make their own snack.

Healthy Tchool Delebrations



Challenge your students to try eating more fruits and vegetables by sampling a 
different fruit or vegetable each day for one week.  During each “TRY IT” session, 
take the time to discuss what the fruit or vegetable looks like, how it’s grown, how to 
prepare it and how %t tastes. Copy and print the Just TRY IT! form on the next page, 
so your students can take notes as they taste each one. 

Helpful Hint: Schools and teachers can reach out to local groceries/markets to ask 
for donations. Remember, you only need enough for each student to try a sample. 

Option: Eat the RainbowċƫEach day of the week, choose a fruit or vegetable that 
aligns with the colors of the rainbow. 

Option: For younger grades, consider a thumbs-up or thumbs-down rating for each 
fruit or vegetable.

Just TRY IT! Fruit and vegetable challenge
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Sugar Gacts

How much sugar is too much?
The recommendation is no more than 50 grams of 
sugar in a day for a 2,000-calorie diet. Fifty grams is 
equal to one quarter cup or 12 and a half teaspoons.

Why is sugar harmful?
Sugary foods may taste good, but they don’t give 
your body what it needs to grow and stay healthy, like 
protein, vitamins and minerals. Large amounts of sugar 
in your diet can also cause tooth decay, obesity and 
diseases like diabetes. Plus, because it is digested so 
quickly in your body, it doesn’t make you feel full 
very long.

Natural versus added sugars
Sugars that are naturally found in fruits, vegetables and dairy are okay. Sugars that are ADDED 
to foods are not as healthy. Foods that are high in added sugar such as: cookies, cake, candy 
and some fruit drinks also tend to be high in calories and low in nutrition. The new food labels 
provide information about added sugars in foods.

How much sugar is in your drinks?
Sweetened drinks are the largest source of added sugar in our daily diets. A 20-ounce soda can 
have up to 65 grams of sugar! A typical bottle of sweet tea, which lists an 8-oz serving, has 33 
grams of sugar and often is 2 to 3 servings. Drinking the entire bottle would mean consuming 
more than the daily recommended allowance of 50 grams of sugar in one item. Reduce the 
amount of sugar you drink by choosing water or milk. 

Hidden sugars
Some foods that can have a surprising amount of sugar are: pasta sauces, granola bars, flavored 
yogurts, cereals and sweet salad dressings. It’s important that your students learn to read food 
labels. To help students understand the elements of a food labels, check out the Mission: 
Healthy Kids Food Label Fact Sheet.



Sugar Shock

Where is sugar hiding?

How much sugar
is too much?

A partnership of:

The recommendation is no more 
than 50 grams of sugar in a day 
for a 2,000 calorie diet. 

Why is 
sugar harmful?

Sugar causes a decrease in daily intake of 
healthy vitamins, minerals and proteins.

Consuming too much 
can cause tooth decay, 
obesity and certain 
diseases like diabetes. 

Some foods you wouldn’t even think of
have a surprising amount of sugar:

Pasta sauces =
as much as 6 grams

per half cup

Granola bars =
as much as 9 grams

in one bar

Flavored yogurts =
as much as 24 grams

in one single container

Cereals =
as much as 30 grams

per 1-cup serving

grams 1 teaspoon

How much sugar is in your drink?

Water Milk
18 grams

Below are grams of sugar for 12-ounce servings, except the last two — a 16-ounce 
blended coffee drink or a 20-ounce soda can pack up to 65 grams of sugar!

KEY:

0
grams

Juice
28 grams

Sweet tea or 
coffee

33 grams

Sports
drink

21 grams

16-oz blended coffee drink or
20-oz soda

Learn more about nutrition at
missionhealthykids.org



Additional food label definitions:

• Saturated fat. A fat that is solid at room temperature. It is found in things like butter, cheese,
whole milk, ice cream, and meat.

• Trans fat. A liquid fat that is treated (hydrogenated) so it is solid at room temperature. It is in
cookies, crackers, fried and processed foods.

• Unsaturated fat. A fat that is liquid at room temperature. It is found in vegetable oils, nuts,
and fish.

• Cholesterol. A type of fat your body needs to make vitamin D, some hormones, and other
important things. It is in high-fat dairy products, egg yolks and high-fat meat.

• Sodium. A component of salt. Almost all foods have sodium in them naturally, but processed
foods have a lot of added sodium.

• Total carbohydrate. A combination of many types of carbohydrates: dietary fibers, sugars, and
other carbohydrates.

• Protein. A part of food that the body needs to grow, repair itself and build muscle. It can be
found in meat, fish, dairy, soy, beans, nuts, and other foods.

Reading Good Mabels

Food labels are regulated by the U.S. Food and 
Drug Administration (FDA) and provide valuable 
nutrition information to help you make healthy 
food choices. The FDA is transitioning to an updated
food label designed to make it easier for you to make 
informed decisions about foods and drinks.
Servings per container and serving size are now 
in larger and bolder type. 
Calories are now in a larger, bolder type. Calories are 
the unit that tells you how much energy a food gives 
the body. 
The Daily Values for nutrients have been updated 
based on new scientific evidence. The Daily Values 
are reference amounts of nutrients to consume or 
not to exceed each day – for adults and children 
4 and older – and are used to calculate the 
% Daily Value.
Added Sugars are now required on the label. These 
include sugars that are either added during the 
processing of foods, or are packaged as such (e.g., 
a bag of table sugar), and also include sugars from 
syrups,  honey, fruit, vegetables and juices. Aim for l
ess than 10% of your total daily calories from added 
sugars.
Vitamin D and potassium are also required on the label because many Americans do not 
get the recommended amounts. 
Vitamins A and C are no longer required since deficiencies of these vitamins are rare today, 
but these nutrients can be voluntarily disclosed by manufacturers.



Food serving sizes get a reality check



What is a vegetarian diet?
A vegetarian diet does not include meat and some, or all, other animal foods. 
There are many types of vegetarians:
• Vegans. No food from animals. This includes red meat, milk, cheese, honey, eggs,

fish and poultry.
• Lacto-vegetarians. No red meat, eggs, fish or poultry. Will drink milk and eat milk products.
• Lacto-ovo-vegetarians. No meat, fish or poultry. Will drink milk and eat milk products

and eggs.
• Flexitarians. Follow a plant-based diet. Will sometimes eat small amounts of fish, poultry

and red meat.

Vegetarian diets and kids

A vegetarian eating pattern can be a healthy option for kids and adults. The key is to 
consume a variety of foods and the right amount of foods to meet your calorie and nutrient 
needs. Your diet should include all the food groups: grains, vegetables, fruits, dairy or 
dairy substitutes, proteins and healthy fats.

What important nutrients does a vegetarian need to pay attention to?
Calcium. You need calcium for strong bones and teeth. If you use enough milk products you 
will get enough calcium. Other plant sources that are high in calcium include green leafy 
vegetables, such as spinach, broccoli and turnip greens. Tofu, soy milk and juices with 
added calcium are also good sources.
Vitamin D. This vitamin is important to get calcium into bones. Cow’s milk is a great source 
of Vitamin D. Sunlight helps the body produce Vitamin D. If you do not drink milk, daily 
sunlight will help. Vegans also drink soy milk or eat cereals with added Vitamin D.
Iron. Iron is important for red blood cells. It is very high in meat products. Other good 
sources include: beans, peas, lentils, dark green vegetables and dried fruit.
Vitamin C. Vitamin C helps your body absorb iron. Strawberries, citrus fruits, and tomatoes 
are some foods high in Vitamin C.
Protein. You need protein for healthy skin, bones, muscle and organs. If you eat eggs and 
milk, you will get enough protein. If not, other ways to get enough protein are by eating 
a diet high in soy products, legumes, nuts, seeds, meat substitutes and tofu.
Vitamin B12. Vitamin B12 is important for your body to make red blood cells. Most often, 
this is found in animal products, but you can get Vitamin B12 from cereals or soy products 
that have added vitamin B12.
Zinc. Zinc helps wounds heal. Foods high in zinc include whole grains, nuts and soy products.




