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Facilitating Delicious Conversations
About Healthy Eating

N

utrition is a topic that affects
everyone, yet it can feel like a
complicated subject to bring
up with participants. As programs
aim to support family well-being, how
can staff engage families in nutritionrelated conversations? By supporting
caregivers’ nutrition through fun,
peer-led activities, connecting
families with concrete resources and
partnering with other organizations,
programs can address this subject,
foster participation and impact and
develop organizational strategies.
As a family support professional, you
are likely familiar with bringing up
important subjects in a non-judgmental
way. Showing positivity towards healthy
eating, rather than discussing what to
avoid, demonstrates a strengths-based

approach. The goal is to encourage
healthy eating for life that focuses on
nurturing and caring for our bodies and
understanding their needs.

Give It a Try
Programs in Pennsylvania have
successfully approached other
potentially challenging topics by finding
creative ways to get the conversation
started. It is important to make the
topic accessible, fun and as interactive
as possible. The program could focus,
for example, on snacks to make with
toddlers, meal solutions for busy
caregivers, festive foods for the time
of year, etc. Programs can include
principles of healthy eating while
delivering these other themes. Creating
opportunities for families to enjoy

preparing food and eating together is
a helpful reminder to incorporate play
into everyday life.
A story time event could include a book
that talks about food, a song to wiggle
to or a puppet from your program or
municipality’s library. Look for appealing
books that involve food. Joost Elffers
and Saxton Freymann’s books are
illustrated with photos of animals carved
from fruits and vegetables. “Stone
Soup” is a story about sharing where
the characters all contribute ingredients
to make a soup together.
Food bingo cards are a fun group
game. Plush or toy fruits and vegetables
are available at low costs from everyday
retailers. Caregivers and children could
work together to make vegetable finger
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puppets using craft sticks. A song or
finger play could add to the excitement
around these toys. Other craft ideas
might include drawing or coloring
placemats to take home, painting paper
plates to look like fruit, or a “play with
your food” activity where children make
faces out of cut-up fruits and vegetables
then eat them. Research has shown that
children eat more produce when dips
and spreads are available1,so it might
be helpful to offer a few choices that go
with the product on hand.

Tips
Engage one or more caregiver(s)
to facilitate the session. Parents
can be empowered by peer-to-peer
conversation led by other program
participants. It could be a recipe swap
where attendees contribute their
favorite recipes, sharing with others
their go-to meals for gluten-free,
busy days, special occasions or kids’
favorites. Some caregivers may have
ideas for making complete meals
starting with a base of ramen, macaroni
and cheese or other inexpensive
packaged foods. Perhaps they are
proud of their grocery shopping
strategies, crockpot meals or healthier
desserts. Even couponing can be a
gateway to conversations about food,

convenience and wellness. What
strategies have caregivers in your
program used to prepare meals while
caring for young children? In what
ways have the children been able to
help? What recipes have been good for
children with allergies?
Make it a sensory activity. Use all
five senses to experience foods
with varying aromas and textures.
Understand that this may be a messy
activity where protective covering
on tables can help with clean up.
Challenge reluctant participants to try
at least one new food that day. It might
become a new favorite!
Have a clear objective and think of
creative ways to achieve it. Your goal
may be sharing information about
shopping for high quality, low-cost
foods; this could achieved through
a grocery store or food pantry visit.
You may want to share different
cooking techniques or encourage
family members to try new foods. You
might accomplish this with a cooking
demonstration centered on Italian
food in the fall. Perhaps a parent in
the program who loves to cook could
lead a cooking class. Allowing family
members to share their expertise or
familiarity with a certain food or style of

cooking is a way to acknowledge their
culture. Launching a community garden
or teaming with a farmer’s market may
be a chance to show various ways
families can easily prepare and enjoy
fresh ingredients. Some families may be
more comfortable with certain herbs or
vegetables than others may.
Name and deliver your event
creatively. Marketing your event is
important. It might be, “Delicious Fall
Dinners,” or “Story Time Fun with Your
Toddler.” Lean into the fun!

Food Deserts
Social determinants of health play a
significant role in wellbeing. Within this
category, food access is fundamental.
What is available in the community —
multiple grocery stores and farmer’s
markets or not even a corner store?
Many of the families served by family
support agencies have limited financial
and geographic flexibility for getting
food. They may live in a “food desert,”
where fresh food access is limited, local
options may be few and high-priced or
transportation may be an issue.
If your program is in a food desert and
the limited food available is largely
packaged, what kinds of produce are
available in canned or dried form?
Could you do a kids’ activity with
canned pineapple or applesauce or
perhaps dried beans or canned corn?
What recipes might staff or parents
prepare to make the most of these
limited ingredients? Are freezers
available to many of your families?

Go Green
Case studies have highlighted the
positive impact of community gardens
at early care and education centers.
Could a community garden be an
option for your program? Do you have
the space, or could you use space
somewhere else in your service area
that is easily accessible by families? If
you are located somewhere with limited
space or soil access, you might consider
a tower garden (from Engage Students
with a Classroom Tower Garden). You
may find mini-grant opportunities that
could cover this type of project.
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Reading success stories can offer best
practices on how to make this work.
The Farm to Head Start Initiative
collaborated with one third of the
Head Start programs in Minnesota to
incorporate classroom activities, local
foods and family engagement. The
programs were able to incorporate the
initiative while meeting their own needs
and goals.

stores, even staff members who are
knowledgeable — just remember to
keep it positive and strengths-based.
Accompanying concrete supports could
be information about SNAP and WIC
benefits, a local food pantry, Penn State
Nutrition Links or produce-themed
coloring sheets for kids.
Get donations. One program
offered cooking classes with crockpot
giveaways.

Resource Connections
In Pennsylvania, the Food Trust
has collaborated with numerous
organizations to provide creative ways
to build food access and understanding.
Their partnerships with convenience
stores2 to boost produce offerings have
increased availability of fresh foods. The
Pennsylvania Department of Human
Services recently highlighted Hunger
Action Month in September, publicizing
both existing need and organizations
that are working to help.

Get volunteers. What community or
religious organizations might have
interest in helping to plan and set up
a community garden?
Get funding. For what grant or
mini-grant opportunities could your
program be eligible?
Get feedback. What were families’
takeaways from your programming?
When discussing food access, Joel
Gittelsohn, a professor at Johns
Hopkins University, said, “We have to
think about using a variety of different
approaches. No single approach is
going to be sufficient.”3 So what ideas

Seek out partnerships with universities,
health clinics, WIC programs or other
supportive partners in your area.
Invite guests — representatives from
health insurance companies, grocery

Resources

do you have? What has worked in your
community? What programs are already
in place that others could implement?
What possibilities do you envision to
develop access to and delight in fruits
and vegetables in your community?
Could your agency create a community
garden or host a food bank? These
programs not only serve existing
families but may also attract other
families from the community.
As you work to strengthen families
through nutrition, we would love to hear
about your endeavors. Join us at the
Strengthening Families’ Facebook page
and share what you have tried and how
it is working.

Sources
1 Food Network. “New Study: Kids Eat
More Veggies With Dip.” Accessed
November 14, 2019. https://www.
foodnetwork.com/healthyeats/
recipes/2013/06/new-study-kids-eatmore-veggies-with-dip
2 “Convenient Stores Bringing Healthy
Food to Underserved Areas.” The Food
Trust | Convenient Stores Bringing
Healthy Food to Underserved Areas.
Accessed October 2, 2019. http://
thefoodtrust.org/about/administrative/
articles/2017/04/04/convenient-storesbringing-healthy-food-to-underservedareas
3 “USA-Today_Convenient-Stores_
March-2017.original.pdf.” Accessed
October 2, 2019. http://thefoodtrust.
org/uploads/media_items/usa-today_
convenient-stores_march-2017.original.
pdf

Books by Joost Elffers
and Saxton Freymann
Eating Well
Engage Students with a
Classroom Tower Garden
Farm to Head Start Case Studies
MyPlate
Picky Eater? Don’t Panic!
Stone Soup
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Safe Kids Corner
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Family Support at Center for
Schools and Communities
provides training and technical
assistance to Parents as Teachers
providers, Children’s Trust Fund
grantees and the Strengthening
Families Leadership Team.
Karen Shanoski
Family Support and Community
Engagement Director
(717) 763-1661, ext. 139
Rijelle Kraft
Family Support Managing
Coordinator
(717) 763-166, ext. 221
Jennifer Esposito
Family Support
Data Coordinator
(717) 763-1661, ext. 161
Katherine Noss
Family Support Technical
Assistance Coordinator
(717) 763-1661, ext. 104
Alexia Brown
Family Support Technical
Assistance Coordinator
(717) 763-1661, ext. 146
Kimberly Taylor Carmo
Family Support and
Community Engagement
Administrative Assistant
(717) 763-1661, ext. 215
Pennsylvania Parents as Teachers
at Center for Schools and
Communities

Staying Safe at Thanksgiving

W

ith the combination of hot items, busy kitchens and limited attention spans,
Thanksgiving can be a recipe for accidents and injury. Here are five tips to
make Thanksgiving cooking safer for you and your family:
•	Avoid carrying or holding a child while cooking. Ask a visiting relative or family
member to be the designated child wrangler and lead younger kids away from
the kitchen to activities that are more fun.
•	Use the back burners of your stove and turn pot handles away from the edge.
It is important to make sure that curious little hands cannot pull pots or pans off
the stove.
•	Make sure that appliance cords are coiled and away from counter edges.
•	Test your smoke alarms. Testing smoke alarms is not just a great idea before
embarking on a cooking adventure (which it is) but something that you should
regularly do for the safety of your family.
•	Explain and model safe cooking for your children. It is a great start to a long life
of making safe decisions in the kitchen.

From Safe Kids Worldwide

Children’s Trust Fund
Strengthening Families
Family Support at Center for
Schools and Communities
275 Grandview Avenue
Suite 200, Camp Hill, PA 17011
(717) 763-1661
www.center-school.org
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PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT
Family Support

Parents as Teachers

Family Support Webinars

PAT Foundational

First Wednesday of the month
from 10 – 11:15 a.m. ET
December 4, 2019
Engaging Immigrant and
Refugee Parents from a
Cultural Humility Perspective
January 8, 2020
Supporting Effective
Group Connections

USING PENELOPE?
NEED HELP?
Penelope Q & A sessions are
available upon request for all PAT
Affiliate programs in Pennsylvania.
Contact Alexia Brown for more
information or to schedule a session.

For new subscribers
Monday, December 16 – Wednesday, December 18, 2019 | Camp Hill, Pa.
Monday, January 13 – Wednesday, January 15, 2020 | Camp Hill, Pa.
Monday, March 23 – Wednesday, March 25, 2020 | Grove City, Pa.
Monday, April 20 – Wednesday, April 22, 2020 | Homestead, Pa.
Monday, June 1 – Wednesday, June 3, 2020 | Camp Hill, Pa.
___________________________________________________________________________

PAT Foundational & Model Implementation

For new parent educators and supervisors of affiliate programs
Monday, December 16 – Friday, December 20, 2019 | Camp Hill, Pa.
Monday, January 13 – Friday, January 17, 2020 | Camp Hill, Pa.
Monday, March 23 – Friday, March 27, 2020 | Grove City, Pa.
Monday, April 20 – Friday, April 24, 2020 | Homestead, Pa.
Monday, June 1 – Friday, June 5, 2020 | Camp Hill, Pa.
___________________________________________________________________________

Model Implementation Training

Thursday, December 19 – Friday, December 20, 2019 | Camp Hill, Pa.
Thursday, January 16 – Friday, January 17, 2020 | Camp Hill, Pa.
Thursday, March 26 – Friday, March 27, 2020 | Grove City, Pa.
Thursday, April 23 – Friday, April 24, 2020 | Homestead, Pa.
Thursday, June 4 – Friday, June 5, 2020 | Camp Hill, Pa.
___________________________________________________________________________

PAT Foundational 2: 3 Years to Kindergarten

SHARE YOUR STORY?
Send your success stories or
program news to share in future
News Briefs to Kimberly Taylor
Carmo or join us on Facebook at
Pennsylvania Parents as Teachers
or Pennsylvania Strengthening
Families.

Monday, February 10 – Tuesday, February 11, 2020 | Camp Hill, Pa.
Monday, May 4 – Tuesday, May 5, 2020 | Homestead, Pa.
Monday, June 22 – Tuesday, June 23, 2020 | Camp Hill, Pa.
If you have any questions regarding registration for PAT trainings, please
contact Jennifer Esposito.
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