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Background
There are no bad foods that should never be eaten. But most Americans eat too many foods 
that are high in saturated and trans fat, salt, and added sugar, and most Americans do not 
eat enough fruits, vegetables, and whole grains. Snack foods tend to have a lot of added 
salt, sugar, saturated fat, and even trans fat, yet they have few vitamins or minerals. The 
purpose of this lesson is to help students make better snack choices by teaching them to 
recognize foods that contain unhealthy fat—namely, saturated fat and trans fat. Remember 
that most saturated fat comes from animal sources (including beef, chicken, pork, and 
dairy products). The few exceptions are coconut oil and palm oil, which are also rich in 
saturated fat. Commercial baked or fried foods are sometimes prepared with partially 
hydrogenated vegetable oils, so they also are sources of trans fat. Reading food labels and 
ingredients lists is a good way to compare the fat and nutrient contents of snack foods.

The column on the nutrition facts label headed % Daily Value (% DV) can quickly tell 
you whether a food is high or low in the nutrients listed. If the % DV for a nutrient is 5 
or less, the food is considered low in that nutrient. If the % DV is 20 or more, the food is 
high in that nutrient.

Whether or not a food fits into your diet depends on what other foods you eat. For 
most people, the daily goal is to choose foods that add up to 100% of the DV for total 
dietary fiber, vitamins, and minerals (especially vitamins A and C, calcium, and iron). For 
saturated fat and sodium, the goal is to choose foods that add up to less than 100% of the 
DV. (To calculate the % DV for saturated fat, see lesson 18.) The % DV is based on a diet 
of 2,000 calories per day.

There is no % DV for trans fat because it is unclear whether there is any safe level of intake. 
But food labels list the number of grams of trans fat per serving. It is best to avoid foods that 
contain trans fat. Keep in mind that products made with partially hydrogenated oils can still 
claim “0 grams trans fat” if the product contains less than 0.5 grams of trans fat per serving. 
These small amounts of trans fat can add up over the day. So make sure to watch out for 
the words partially hydrogenated vegetable oil; partially hydrogenated soybean, cottonseed, 
or other oils; or shortening in the ingredients list. Choose an alternative product that does 
not contain partially hydrogenated oil, especially if it is a product you consume regularly.*

Added sugar comes in many forms—sugar (or sucrose), high-fructose corn syrup, dex-
trose, and honey are all examples of added sugar (see Worksheet 7.2 for a list of the names 
for sugar). The ingredients list on the food package can be used to identify added sugars; 
because ingredients are listed in descending order of quantity (by weight), we can get an 
idea of the quantity of added sugars from their relative position on the ingredients list.** 
A good rule of thumb is to avoid snacks and other foods that list sugar (in some form) as 
one of the first four ingredients, and avoid foods that list multiple sources of sugar on the 
ingredients label.

Estimated Teaching Time and Related  
Subject Area
Estimated teaching time: 1 hour, 10 minutes
Related subject area: language arts

Objectives
•	 Examine a list of food selections to identify those with high nutritional value.
•	 Apply the collect-consider-compare-decide model when choosing snack foods.
•	 Write a formal letter in support of healthy snacks.

*At the time of 
publication, the FDA 

banned the use of 
partially hydrogenated 

oils in food products, 
giving manufacturers 

three years to comply 
with the decision. This 
edition’s messaging on 
avoiding trans fat from 
partially hydrogenated 
oils remains important 

guidance during the 
transitional period.

**At the time of publica-
tion, the FDA proposed 
the addition of “added 

sugars” to the Nutrition 
Facts label with the 

recommendation that 
daily intake of calories 
from added sugars not 

exceed 10% of total 
calories (10% DV). If fi-
nalized, this change will 
be reflected in the web 

resource materials.
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Materials
•	 Decision-making steps written on a large poster board:

•	 Collect information.
•	 Consider nutrients.
•	 Compare to other choices.
•	 Decide what to choose.

•	 Overhead 21.1, Reading Food Labels
•	 Worksheet 21.1, Healthy Snacks Vending Machine Company
•	 Worksheet 21.2, Take a Stand!
•	 Worksheet 21.3, Investigating TV Ads (for extension activity)
•	 Handout 21.1, Common Snacks Nutrient Chart
•	 Handout 21.2, Snack Food Comparison Labels (for extension activity)
•	 Sample snack food labels (have a variety available and ask students to bring some 

from home)
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Reading Food Labels
Reading the Food Label

Nutrition Facts
Serving Size 1/8 cup (31g, about 8 pieces)

160

9g

0mg

Saturated Fat 3g

Servings Per Container 9

Calories

Total Fat

Cholesterol

Sodium 160mg

Total Carbohydrate

Sugars 4g

Vitamin A 0%

Calcium 0%

*Percent Daily Values are based on a 2,000
calorie diet. Your daily values may be higher 
or lower depending on your calorie needs:

Iron 0%

Vitamin C 0%•

•

2gProtein

Amount Per Serving

% Daily Value*

14%
15%

0%

7%

90mgPotassium 3%

6%18g

Dietary Fiber 0g 0%

4%

Calories from Fat 80

Calories 2,000 2,500

Less than 65g 80g

Less than 20g 25g

Less than 300mg 300mg

Less than 2,400mg 2,400mg

300g 375g

Total Fat

Sat. Fat

Cholesterol

Sodium

Total Carbohydrate

Dietary Fiber 25g 30g

Trans Fat   0g

Serving size

Servings per container

Saturated fat per serving

Trans fat per serving:
Choose foods that have
0g of trans fat, and make
sure to check for partially
hydrogenated oil in the 
ingredients list.

% DV of saturated fat:
Foods with a DV for saturated fat
of 5% or less are low in saturated fat. 
Foods with a DV for saturated fat of
20% or more are high in saturated fat.
The daily goal is to choose foods that
together contain less than 100% of
the DV for saturated fat.

% DV of vitamins and minerals:
The daily goal is to choose foods
that add up to 100% of the DV for
vitamins A and C and for iron and 
calcium. Foods with a DV of 5% or
less are low in these nutrients. Foods
with a DV of 20% or more are high in 
these nutrients.

E6554/Cheung/art21.01/527592/pulled/r2-alw

Ingredients: Unbleached enriched flour (wheat flour, niacin, reduced iron, thiamine mono-
nitrate [vitamin B1], riboflavin [vitamin B2], folic acid), soybean and/or palm oil, whey 
(from milk), sugar, partially hydrogenated cottonseed oil, high-fructose corn syrup, cheddar 
cheese powder (pasteurized milk, cheese culture, salt, enzymes), sunflower oil, salt, leaven-
ing (baking soda and/or calcium phosphate), disodium phosphate (stabilizer), soy lecithin, 
dried yeast, maltodextrin, artificial color (includes yellow 6), natural flavor, modified tapio-
ca starch, buttermilk, malted barley flour, lactic acid
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1.1

Healthy Snacks  
Vending Machine Company

Name ____________________________________

You need to stock snacks in a company vending machine for workers who need snacks that 
will strengthen their bones and muscles and give them lots of vitamins A, B, and C. Because 
workers need to do a lot of lifting and have to work for long hours, they want snacks that 
will also give them lasting energy.

Directions

Review the list of snack options, and use the collect-consider-compare-decide method to 
come up with four healthy snacks to put in the vending machines and two snacks to leave 
out. Write your final snack choices on the Healthy Vending Machine Company Order Form. 
Explain why you included each food in the vending machine and why you excluded the 
ones you did.

Table 21.1 Healthy Vending Machine Company Order Form
YES! Put these healthy snacks in!

NO! Keep these snacks out!
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Take a Stand!
Name ____________________________________

Write a formal letter that addresses one of the following problems and provides the person 
who receives the letter with information that supports your case. Choose one of the follow-
ing scenarios (or address the one your teacher assigned to you):

1. The school committee is considering a vending machine policy that prohibits un-
healthy snacks and soft drinks. Some members of the committee, however, believe 
that students should be allowed to make their own decisions, and they know that 
snack sales bring in a lot of money. You know that it is sometimes difficult to find 
healthy choices in the vending machine, and you want to be able to eat well at 
school. Write a letter to the school committee explaining why you support a healthy 
vending machine policy. List some examples of healthy snacks that you would eat if 
they were available.

2. You went to the local football game for the first time and were surprised that chips, 
candy bars, sugary drinks, and fruit punch were the only things available from the 
school-sponsored snack bar. Write a letter to the manager of the snack bar explaining 
why children and teens need snacks that provide vitamins and minerals without trans 
fat and high amounts of saturated fat, sodium, and added sugars. Recommend some 
healthy snacks that the manager can sell.

3. You are part of a community group that needs to raise money. Some people want to 
sell candy bars, but you just learned that candy bars are a source of saturated fat, 
a lot of sugar, and no beneficial nutrients. Write a letter to the fund-raising leader 
to explain why selling candy is not a good idea for the children or the adults in the 
community. Come up with one or two other fund-raising ideas that do not promote 
unhealthy foods.

Following are some tips for getting started:

• Include a return address and date on your letter.
• Include the name and title of the person you are writing to (for example, begin with 

“Dear Mr. Smith” or “Dear Snack Bar Manager”).
• State why you are writing the letter; what is the issue?
• State what the problem is, and provide information for the reader to understand why 

you feel the way you do.
• Offer your recommendation.
• Close the letter (“Sincerely,” your name) and sign and print your full name.
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Investigating TV Ads
Name ____________________________________

The next time you watch television, use table 21.2, TV Ad Tracking Chart, to record the food 
advertisements that are shown during a 30-minute program. Each time you see a food or 
drink advertisement, mark the appropriate column (healthy drinks, sugary drinks, healthy 
snacks and other foods, unhealthy snacks or fast foods). At the end of the show, write the 
number of ads that you saw in each category and the total number of food ads that you 
viewed during the 30-minute television show.

Name of show: ______________________________ Day: ________ Time: ________

Table 21.2 TV Ad Tracking Chart

Healthy drinks Sugary drinks

Examples: water, unflavored milk Examples: soda, fruit punches, sports drinks, energy 
drinks, flavored milk

Healthy snacks and other foods Unhealthy snacks or fast foods

Examples: fruits, vegetables, 100% whole-grain crackers 
or cereal, plain yogurt

Examples: chips, candy bars, fruit leathers or roll-ups, 
fast-food restaurants or meals, sugary cereals

Number of advertisements for healthy drinks: ___________

Number of advertisements for sugary drinks: ___________

Number of advertisements for healthy snacks and other foods: ___________

Number of advertisements for unhealthy snacks or fast foods: ___________

Total number of food advertisements: ___________
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Snack Food Comparison Labels

Nutrition Facts
Serving Size 55 pieces  (30 g/1.1 oz)

140

5g

<5mg

Saturated Fat 1g

Calories

Total Fat

Cholesterol

250mgSodium

19gTotal Carbohydrate

Dietary Fiber  2g

Sugars  <1g

Calcium 4%

*Percent Daily Values are based on a 2,000
calorie diet. Your daily values may be higher
or lower depending on your calorie needs. 

 Iron 4%•

4gProtein

Amount Per Serving

% DV*

8%
5%

1%

10%

6%

7%

Calories from Fat 45

Trans Fat   0g

Polysaturated Fat 1.5g

Low-Sodium
Whole-Grain Triscuit

E6554/Cheung/art21.02/527593/pulled/r1-alw

Nutrition Facts

160

9g

0mg

Saturated Fat 3g

Calories

Total Fat

Cholesterol

160mgSodium

18gTotal Carbohydrate

Dietary Fiber 0g

Sugars 4g

Calcium 0%  Iron 0%•

2gProtein

Amount Per Serving

% DV*

14%
15%

0%

7%

6%

0%

Calories from Fat 80

Trans Fat   0g

Ritz Bits Cracker
Sandwiches Cheese 

Serving Size 31g
Servings per Container about 9

*Percent Daily Values are based on a 2,000
calorie diet. Your daily values may be higher
or lower depending on your calorie needs. 

E6554/Cheung/art21.03/527594/pulled/r1-alw

Ingredients: Whole-grain soft white wheat, 
soybean oil, sea salt

Ingredients: Unbleached enriched flour 
(wheat flour, niacin, reduced iron, thiamine 
mononitrate [vitamin B1], riboflavin [vita-
min B2], folic acid), soybean and/or palm 
oil, whey (from milk), sugar, partially hydro-
genated cottonseed oil, high-fructose corn 
syrup, cheddar cheese powder (pasteurized 
milk, cheese culture, salt, enzymes), sun-
flower oil, salt, leavening (baking soda and/
or calcium phosphate), disodium phosphate 
(stabilizer), soy lecithin, dried yeast, malto-
dextrin, artificial color (includes yellow 6), 
natural flavor, modified tapioca starch, but-
termilk, malted barley flour, lactic acid



152    Classroom Lessons for Fifth Graders

Procedure
Part I

1.	 Tell the students that sometimes during work or school hours, people take a break. 
This break may be called a snack break, rest break, or time-out.

2.	 Have the students say what they think happens during a break from work or play. 
List the students’ suggestions on the board.

3.	 Have the students tell why a pause, or break, is a healthy practice. Emphasize that 
the body’s needs—such as for rest and food—may be addressed during breaks.

4.	 Have students name some snacks they might enjoy during a work or play break. 
Write down their choices on the board.

Part II
1.	 Explain to the students that they will be in charge of choosing snacks for the snack 

machines of the Healthy Snacks Vending Machine Company. Tell them: “The work-
ers need snacks that will strengthen their bones and muscles and give them lots of 
vitamins A, B, and C. Because the workers do a lot of lifting and have to work for 
long hours, they want snacks that will also give them energy.”

2.	 Display the decision-making steps (on poster board).
3.	 Show Overhead 21.1, Reading Food Labels. Discuss % DV with students, and tell 

them that it is a good tool for choosing healthy snacks. The % DVs that appear on food 
labels let people find out whether a food is high or low in certain nutrient. Regarding 
saturated fat, if the % DV is 5 or less, then the food is considered low in saturated 
fat. The more foods chosen that have a % DV of 5 or less for saturated fat, the easier 
it is to eat a heart-healthy diet. The overall daily goal (for all the foods eaten in one 
day) is to select foods that add up to less than 100% of the DV for saturated fat. The 
% DV also lets people find out whether a food is high or low in other nutrients, such 
as vitamins A and C, calcium, and iron. If the % DV for any of these nutrients is 5 or 
less, the food is considered low in that nutrient. If the % DV is 20 or higher, the food 
is considered high in that nutrient. The overall daily goal (for all the foods eaten in 
one day) is to select foods that together reach 100% of the DV for these beneficial 
nutrients. Remind students that in addition to % DV on food labels, products also 
list the ingredients they contain. Scanning this list can help us spot the many types 
of added sugar as well as unhealthy partially hydrogenated oils.

4.	 Distribute Handout 21.1, Common Snacks Nutrient Chart. Select one of the snacks 
from the list, and lead the students in applying the following step-by-step process to 
determine whether the snack is a healthy choice:
Collect information: Study the label or read the nutrient chart (Handout 21.1).
Consider nutrients: Think about the nutrient content. Healthy snacks need to (1) be 

low in saturated fat, have 0 grams of trans fat, and contain no partially hydroge-
nated oils in the ingredients list; (2) be good sources of vitamins and minerals; 
(3) be moderate to low in added sugar, and (4) be moderate to low in salt (foods 
with a % DV of 5 or less are considered low in sodium).

Compare other choices: What other choices do I have? Is there a better selection?
Decide what to choose: What is best for the body? Is this selection low in saturated 

fat, and does it have 0 grams of trans fat and no partially hydrogenated oils in 
the ingredients list? Does it have added sugars? Does it have a high amount of 
sodium? Does it contain whole grains? Is it a fruit or vegetable?
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5.	 Distribute Worksheet 21.1, Healthy Snacks Vending Machine Company, and refer 
students to Handout 21.1, Common Snacks Nutrient Chart, or to sample labels of 
snack foods (or both). Have the students work in pairs or small groups to examine 
selections from the list of snacks. Ask them to apply the decision-making process 
to come up with several healthy snacks for the vending machine, along with some 
snacks that should stay out. Students should be able to explain how they decided 
that certain snacks are healthy and others are not.

6.	 After the pairs or groups have decided which snacks will be in their vending machines, 
have them share some of their findings with the rest of the class, referring to the 
steps of the decision-making model to explain their choices. For example, students 
might say: “One of the snacks we analyzed was an orange. We consider this a good 
choice because we want something that is loaded with nutrients. We found that an 
orange has a lot vitamin C, about 100% of the DV. An orange can help workers meet 
the Principles of Healthy Living goal to choose fruits and vegetables instead of junk 
food, and it is a natural source of sugar that provides a quick but healthy boost of 
energy.” Students might also say: “We examined M&M candies as a snack. M&M’s 
have a lot of added sugar, so they do provide energy, but the energy probably won’t 
last long. Also, they have no vitamins or minerals, so they won’t provide any healthy 
nutrients. We decided that M&M’s wouldn’t be a healthy choice.”

Part III
Ask students to write a formal letter using one of the scenarios in Worksheet 21.2—or you 
may assign your own scenarios.

1.	 The school committee is considering a snack policy that prohibits the sale of unhealthy 
snacks and soft drinks. Some members of the committee, however, believe that students 
should be allowed to make their own decisions, and they know that snack sales bring 
in a lot of money. You know that it is sometimes difficult to find healthy choices in the 
lunchroom or vending machine, and you want to be able to eat well at school. Write a 
letter to the school committee explaining why you support a healthy vending machine 
policy. List some examples of healthy foods that you would eat if they were available.

2.	 You went to the local football game for the first time and were surprised that chips, 
candy bars, sugary drinks, and fruit punch were the only things available from the 
school-sponsored snack bar. Write a letter to the manager of the snack bar explaining 
why children and teenagers need snacks that provide vitamins and minerals without 
trans fat and high amounts of saturated fat, sodium, and added sugars. Recommend 
some healthy snacks that the manager can sell.

3.	 You are part of a community group that needs to raise money. Some people want 
to sell candy bars, but you just learned that candy bars are a source of saturated 
fat, contain a lot of sugar, and have no beneficial nutrients. Write a letter to the 
fund-raising leader to explain why selling candy is not a good idea for the children 
or the adults in the community. Come up with one or two other fund-raising ideas 
that do not promote unhealthy foods.

Extension Activities
1.	 Distribute Worksheet 21.3, Investigating TV Ads, and have students record the number 

of snacks advertised on television during a 30-minute program.
a.	Discuss the types of unhealthy snacks advertised. Were any healthy snacks 

advertised? For additional ideas on discussing advertisements with students, 
refer to lesson 19, Teacher Resource 19.1, Evaluating Media Advertising.
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b.	Group the students and have them create an advertisement for one of the 
healthy snack choices they selected while completing Worksheet 21.1. The 
advertisement may be a poster (for a magazine or billboard), skit, rap, com-
mercial, or song (for radio or television), or an online promotion (for web-
sites or social media).

c.	As a class, write a letter to the cafeteria manager requesting permission to 
display the healthy snack posters and online promotions in the cafeteria. For 
groups who created a television commercial, provide some time for them to 
put on their skits for the class. Groups that created a radio ad may also write 
a letter to the principal requesting permission to deliver their radio message 
on the school’s public announcement system.

2.	 Have students create a nutrition crossword puzzle that reinforces the important 
aspects of choosing healthy snacks. The puzzle may also contain nutrition and phys-
ical activity information learned in previous lessons.

3.	 Distribute Handout 21.2, Snack Food Comparison Labels, or present two actual food 
labels (one food should be high in saturated or trans fat and one should be low in 
saturated fat and contain 0 grams of trans fat and no partially hydrogenated oils in 
the ingredients list). Have the students write a paragraph explaining why one is a 
better choice than the other for a person trying to eat a healthy diet.


