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Background
A balanced diet is important because different foods contain different combinations of 
nutrients. No single food can supply all the nutrients needed to maintain good health. For 
example, oranges provide vitamin C but not vitamin B12, whereas cheese provides vitamin 
B12 but not vitamin C. Foods in one food group cannot replace those in another. Similarly, 
not all foods in the same group contain the same nutrients. Oranges, for instance, do not 
contain much vitamin A, but cantaloupe is a good source of this vitamin. Choosing foods 
from all the food groups and choosing a variety of foods within each food group every 
day will make your diet interesting as well as balanced.

Nutrition surveys have found that American children are eating too many foods that 
are high in added sugar, salt, and saturated fat and not enough fruits, vegetables, and 
other nutrient-rich foods. Foods from all of the food groups are important. To make the 
best choices within each food group, remember the Kid’s Healthy Eating Plate and these 
guidelines from the Principles of Healthy Living (see lesson 1):

•	 Choose colorful fruits and vegetables instead of junk food.
•	 Choose whole-grain foods and limit foods with added sugar.
•	 Make the switch from sugary drinks to water.
•	 Choose foods with healthy fat, limit foods high in saturated fat, and avoid foods 

with trans fat.

The Get 3 At School and 5+ A Day promotion, which encourages students to eat more 
fruits and vegetables, can be used as an extension to this lesson. See lesson 30 in part III, 
Promotions for the Classroom, for details.

Estimated Teaching Time and Related  
Subject Areas
Estimated teaching time: 80 minutes
Related subject areas: science, math

Objectives
•	 Learn the importance of a balanced diet and be able to assess and create a healthy 

and balanced menu.
•	 Be able to examine menus and identify and link sources of nutrients with specific foods.

Materials
•	 Handout 4.1, Food, Nutrients, and You
•	 Worksheet 4.1, Runner’s Balanced Diet
•	 Worksheet 4.2, Now You Create a Balanced Meal!
•	 Worksheet 4.1 Solutions
•	 Worksheet 4.2 Solutions
•	 Overhead 4.1, Principles of Healthy Living
•	 Overhead 4.2, Kid’s Healthy Eating Plate
•	 Overhead 4.3, Maria’s Menu—Food Choices
•	 Overhead 4.3 Solutions
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From L.W.Y. Cheung, H. Dart, S. Kalin, B. Otis, and S.L. Gortmaker, 2016, Eat Well & Keep Moving, 3rd ed. (Champaign, IL: Human Kinetics).

Food, Nutrients, and You
Name ____________________________________

Table 4.1 Food, Nutrients, and You

Nutrients and their functions Food sources

Water

• Helps cool your body when it is working hard.

• Helps you digest your food.

• Helps nutrients get to different parts of the body.

Water, other beverages,* fruits, vegetables, low-sodium 
soup

Carbohydrate

• Gives you energy quickly.

• Can be stored as energy for later use.

• Gives sweetness and texture to foods.

• Provides a good source of vitamins, minerals, and fiber.

Whole grains, fruits, starchy root vegetables (such as 
yams and sweet potatoes), legumes and beans (such as 
kidney beans and black-eyed peas) 

Protein

• Builds and repairs muscles.

• Helps your body grow.

• Gives you energy.

Poultry, fish, beans, nuts, eggs, tofu, unflavored and 
unsweetened dairy products, lean red meat**

Fat

• Gives you energy, especially for long-term use.

• Makes you feel less hungry.

• Makes food taste good.

• Helps keep your skin smooth.

• Vegetable oil, olive oil, canola oil, peanut oil, nuts, 
seeds, and fish are rich in healthy fat.

• Foods from animals such as poultry, dairy products, 
and especially lean red meat and fatty meats** are higher 
in unhealthy fat. 

Minerals

• Help your blood carry oxygen and nutrients to your 
muscles and other body parts (iron).

• Help build strong bones and teeth (calcium).

• Dark leafy greens, 100% whole-wheat bread, legumes 
(lentils, kidney, navy or lima, and black beans), tofu, 
chicken, fish and shellfish, eggs, lean red meat** (iron)

• Unflavored milk, cheese, plain yogurt, dark-green veg-
etables (broccoli, kale), calcium-set tofu, fortified non-
dairy milks* (calcium)

Vitamins

• Help you see better at night (vitamin A).

• Help your body get energy from the food you eat (B 
vitamins).

• Help your body heal cuts and bruises and fight off 
infections (vitamin C).

• Help your body absorb calcium and build strong 
bones (vitamin D***).

• Vegetables and fruits (especially dark green, yellow, 
and orange) (vitamin A)

• Whole grains, fish, poultry, lean red meat,** unfla-
vored milk (B vitamins)

• Fruits (especially citrus), vegetables (vitamin C)

• Vitamin D-fortified dairy products,* vitamin D-fortified 
soy milk or rice milk,* salmon, egg yolks (vitamin D)

*Best choices do not have caffeine or sugar.

**Limit red meat; avoid bacon, cold cuts, and other processed meat.

***If you do not eat enough vitamin D-rich foods, or if you aren’t regularly exposed to sunlight, talk to a doctor about the possible need 
to take a vitamin D supplement.
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Runner’s Balanced Diet
Name ____________________________________

A Runner’s Story

A long-distance runner has been training hard for the past month. She has been running 
every day and has been eating a balanced diet. She is racing and runs hard toward the finish 
line. Her training and her balanced diet help her win the race.

Why does the runner need to eat a balanced diet, and how did it help her to win? Use 
Handout 4.1, Food, Nutrients, and You, to fill out the following chart:

TAble 4.2 Runner’s Balanced Diet

Nutrient in her 
balanced diet How nutrient helps her What she might have eaten

Carbohydrate

Protein

Fat

Minerals

Vitamins

Water
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Now You Create a Balanced Meal!
Name ____________________________________

Directions

Create a balanced meal that you would enjoy. Draw and label some healthy foods in the 
space below. (Hint: Use the Kid’s Healthy Eating Plate as a guide.)

E6554/Cheung/Fig.04.01/513598/JG/R3-alw

What’s in your cup?

What’s on your plate?

Mark the appropriate box to answer Yes or No to the following questions:

TABLE 4.3 Did You Meet the Healthy Living Goals?

Yes No

Did you include foods with healthy fat?

Did you include whole grains?

Did you include sugary drinks or foods with added sugar and sweets?

Did you include fruits or vegetables?
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From L.W.Y. Cheung, H. Dart, S. Kalin, B. Otis, and S.L. Gortmaker, 2016, Eat Well & Keep Moving, 3rd ed. (Champaign, IL: Human Kinetics).

Runner’s Balanced Diet
A Runner’s Story

A long-distance runner has been training hard for the past month. She has been running 
every day and has been eating a balanced diet. She is racing and runs hard toward the finish 
line. Her training and her balanced diet help her win the race.

Why does the runner need to eat a balanced diet, and how did it help her to win? Use 
Handout 4.1, Food, Nutrients, and You, to fill out the following chart:

TAble 4.5 Example of a Runner’s Balanced Diet Solution

Nutrient in her 
balanced diet How nutrient helps her What she might have eaten

Carbohydrate • Gives her quick energy. 100% whole-wheat pasta, brown rice, and other 
whole grains, chickpeas and other beans, sweet 
potatoes, bananas and other fruits and vegetables

Protein • Helps her build up and repair muscles. Nuts, beans, chicken, fish, plain yogurt

Fat • Gives her long-term energy. Olive oil or other healthy vegetable oils (in salad 
dressing and cooking), nuts, seeds, fish

Minerals • Give her strong bones.

• Help her blood carry oxygen to muscles.

Unflavored milk, chicken, 100% whole-wheat 
bread, beans 

Vitamins • Help her to see at night. Carrots, broccoli, spinach, kale, oranges, whole 
grains, unflavored milk

Water • Helps her stay cool while she is running 
hard.

Water, fresh fruit 
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From L.W.Y. Cheung, H. Dart, S. Kalin, B. Otis, and S.L. Gortmaker, 2016, Eat Well & Keep Moving, 3rd ed. (Champaign, IL: Human Kinetics).

Now You Create a Balanced Meal!
Directions

Mark the appropriate box to answer Yes or No to the following questions:

TABLE 4.6 Did You Meet the Healthy Living Goals? Solution

Yes No

Did you include healthy fat? ✓

Did you include whole grains? ✓

Did you include sweetened beverages or foods with added sugar and sweets? ✓

Did you include fruits or vegetables? ✓

List the foods you chose, and write down the nutrients that each food provides. Remem-
ber that these nutrients come from the healthiest choices in each food group. If a choice on 
your plate doesn’t meet the healthy living goals, list a different food that will provide you 
with the most nutrients.

TABLE 4.7 Is Your Plate Balanced With Best-Choice Foods?  
Solution Example

Food group Your food choice Nutrients the food gives you

Grains 100% whole-wheat bread Carbohydrate, vitamins, minerals

Fruits Blueberries (added to the plain 
yogurt)

Water, carbohydrate, vitamins, min-
erals

Vegetables Spinach salad and olive oil dressing Vitamins, minerals, carbohydrate, fat

Protein Peanut butter (between the bread to 
make a sandwich)

Protein, vitamins, minerals, fat, car-
bohydrate

Dairy Plain yogurt Protein, vitamins, minerals, carbohy-
drate, water
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Table 4.8 Maria’s Menu—Food Choices

Breakfast Lunch Dinner

Frosted Flakes with banana slices

Unflavored milk

Turkey sandwich on two slices of 
white bread with mayonnaise

French fries

Chocolate milk

Banana

Bacon cheeseburger on white bun

French fries

Fruit punch

Two small cookies

Table 4.9 Does Maria’s Menu Meet the Goal?

Healthy living goals
Does Maria’s menu  

meet the goal? What would you recommend?

Get whole grains and sack the sugar!

Choose fruits and veggies instead of 
junk food—go for color!

Keep the fat healthy!

Drink water!

Maria’s Menu—Food Choices
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Principles of Healthy Living
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Drink Water!

Make water the main choice for your drink. Sugary drinks are filled with empty 
calories because they provide many calories but almost none of the nutrients the 
body needs to stay healthy and grow strong.

Choose Fruits and Veggies Instead of Junk Food—Go for 
Color!

Rather than eating sugary, salty, fried, and fast food, fill half your plate with fruits 
and vegetables at every meal and choose them as snacks. Eating five servings 
each day is a good goal, and more is always better. Try a variety of colors—red, 
orange, yellow, green, blue, and purple.

Get Whole Grains and Sack the Sugar!

Choose healthy whole grains without added sugar for flavor, fiber, and vitamins. 
Limit sweets, which are filled with sugar and contain almost nothing good for 
you.

Keep the Fat Healthy!

We need fat in our diets, but not all types of fat are good for us. Our bodies 
like the healthy fat that tends to come from plants, found in foods such as olive 
oil, vegetable oil, nuts, and seeds. Our bodies do not like unhealthy fat, which 
comes from foods high in saturated fat (usually found in animal products such 
as red meat and dairy) and especially foods with trans fat (which may be found 
in fast food and store-bought cookies). Of the unhealthy fat, trans fat is the worst 
and should be avoided.

Start Smart With Breakfast!

Eating breakfast helps you focus on schoolwork and gives you energy to play. A 
breakfast with whole grains and colorful fruits and veggies is a great way to start 
your day!

Keep Moving!

Being active is a very important part of healthy living. Choose a variety of activ-
ities that you enjoy—whatever gets your body moving for at least an hour a day!
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Maria’s Menu—Food Choices

TABLE 4.11 Does Maria’s Menu Meet the Goal? Solution

Healthy living goals
Does Maria’s menu  

meet the goal? What would you recommend?

Get whole grains and sack the sugar! No, she has not chosen any whole 
grains, and she has several foods 
with added sugar (Frosted Flakes, 
cookies)

She could choose whole-grain cereal 
with little or no added sugar (e.g., 
steel-cut oatmeal, shredded wheat) for 
breakfast, 100% whole-wheat bread 
and bun at lunch and dinner; or better 
yet, instead of choosing bread at both 
meals, she could choose a whole-
grain side dish, such as tabouleh or 
brown rice. She could choose fruit 
(apple slices, orange wedges, grapes) 
for dessert instead of cookies.

Choose fruits and veggies instead of 
junk food—go for color!

No, she does not have enough vege-
tables (french fries don’t count!). She 
also doesn’t choose a good variety 
within the fruit group.

She could add romaine lettuce and 
sliced tomato to her sandwich at 
lunch and choose raw carrot sticks or 
bell pepper slices instead of french 
fries; she could eat steamed broccoli, 
sautéed spinach, roasted sweet pota-
toes, or other vegetables with dinner. 
Instead of having a banana for both 
breakfast and lunch, she could have 
strawberries with breakfast.

Keep the fat healthy! No, bacon and hamburgers are 
already high in saturated fat, and the 
cheese adds even more saturated fat. 
Some restaurants still serve french 
fries that contain trans fat, which 
should be avoided.

Maria could choose a dinner entrée 
that is lower in saturated fat, such as 
baked chicken, a veggie burger with 
a small amount of cheese, or grilled 
fish. She could eat baked sweet 
potato fries (made with olive oil) 
rather than french fries.

Drink water! No, she has not included any water 
to drink. Instead she has chosen 
sugary drinks (chocolate milk and 
fruit punch).

Maria should definitely make water 
her drink of choice.

TABLE 4.10 Maria’s Menu—Food Choice Solutions

Breakfast Lunch Dinner

Frosted Flakes with banana slices

Unflavored milk

Turkey sandwich on two slices of 
white bread with mayonnaise

French fries

Chocolate milk

Banana

Bacon cheeseburger on white bun

French fries

Fruit punch

Two small cookies
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Procedure
1.	 Ask students to discuss the meaning of the word balance. Following are possible 

student responses:
•	 Balance represents equality, fairness.
•	 Balance means to remain upright, avoid falling.
•	 Balance means to be stable, steady.
•	 Balance means that one side equals the other side. There is not too much or too 

little on either side.
2.	 Ask the students how the definition of balance relates to the term balanced diet. The 

key idea is that having a balanced diet means eating a variety of healthy foods from 
each food group. Following are possible student responses:
•	 People need to eat different kinds of foods for the body to obtain an assortment of 

vitamins, minerals, carbohydrate, protein, and fat, as well as drink water.
•	 If you eat one food all the time, you won’t get enough of the nutrients provided 

by other food choices, and so you won’t be balanced.
3.	 Project Overhead 4.1, Principles of Healthy Living, and review the key messages, 

especially the principles that relate to fruits and vegetables, whole grains, foods with 
healthy fat, and water. Next, project Overhead 4.2, Kid’s Healthy Eating Plate, and 
review the importance of choosing the best-choice foods from all the food groups, 
as well as choosing a variety of foods from each food group every day. Next, project 
Overhead 4.3, Maria’s Menu—Food Choices, and have the students examine Maria’s 
menu to see whether it meets the healthy living guidelines. Together, the students 
complete the table to assess Maria’s diet using these considerations:
•	 Are her grain choices whole grains?
•	 Did she eat at least five servings of colorful fruits and vegetables?
•	 Did she choose foods with healthy fat, such as olive oil, peanut butter, and fish?
•	 Did she limit her intake of sugary drinks and foods with added sugar?

Ask the students, “Is Maria’s diet balanced or unbalanced?” The answer is that 
her diet is somewhat balanced. She selected foods from each food group, but she 
could make some healthier choices and have a more varied menu. For example, 
Maria could do the following:
•	 Fruits: Rather than choose a banana at both breakfast and lunch, she could choose 

sliced strawberries in place of a banana at one of the meals. Also, she could add 
grapes or apple slices at dinner to get another healthy fruit into her diet.

•	 Vegetables: French fries (potatoes) are not healthy vegetables, plus Maria had 
them for both lunch and dinner. She needs to eat more colorful healthy vegeta-
bles (especially ones that are dark green and deep orange); she could choose a 
baked sweet potato, steamed broccoli, or cauliflower sautéed in olive oil.

•	 Grains: She gets no whole grains. She needs to choose 100% whole-wheat breads 
and buns as well as grains that have little or no added sugar. She could choose 
steel-cut oatmeal or unsweetened shredded wheat rather than Frosted Flakes.

•	 Sugary drinks: Rather than drink Kool-Aid and chocolate milk, the best choice 
for Maria would be water. Other choices can include 100% fruit juice (no more 
than 4-6 oz, or 120-170 ml, per day) or unflavored milk. To make it easier to stay 
within the fruit juice limit, Maria could dilute a small amount of 100% fruit juice 
(2 oz, or 60 ml) with sparkling water.

•	 Unhealthy fat: Bacon and cheeseburgers are high in saturated fat, so it would 
be better for Maria to choose a dinner entrée that is lower in saturated fat, such 



Lesson 4—Balancing Act    35

as baked chicken. Dairy products such as unflavored milk and small amounts 
of cheese can be great sources of protein, but they also contain saturated fat. 
Some restaurants still serve french fries that contain trans fat, which should be 
avoided.

4.	 Review the meaning of the concept of eating balanced meals. Discuss the following 
key points:
•	 A balanced diet gives your body what it needs to be healthy and to grow strong. 

The key to a balanced diet is choosing a variety of best-choice foods from each 
food group.

•	 Each food group provides a unique mix of nutrients the body needs, so it is im-
portant to eat healthy foods from each group every day. We do not need the same 
amount of food from each group. The key to a balanced diet is to recognize that 
whole grains, vegetables, fruits, and plant-based healthy protein are needed in 
greater proportion than the animal-based foods in the protein and dairy groups. 
(To reinforce this point and the next point, display Overhead 4.2, Kid’s Healthy 
Eating Plate.)

•	 A balanced, healthy diet also contains a variety of foods from each food group. 
Just as each food group offers a different mix of nutrients, so too do individual 
foods within a food group. By choosing many types of foods within a group, you 
are helping make sure that your body gets the nutrients it needs to thrive. Plus, 
eating a variety of foods also keeps your meals interesting and full of flavor.

•	 Sweets (including soda and other sugary drinks) and foods that are high in un-
healthy fat are not a necessary part of a balanced, healthy diet. In fact, they are 
often the main foods that make a diet unbalanced and unhealthy, because they 
can take the place of more nutritious choices. These foods should be eaten rarely, 
if ever, to make sure that your diet stays balanced and healthy.

5.	 Distribute Handout 4.1, Food, Nutrients, and You, and briefly discuss the six types 
of nutrients, their functions, and their food sources.

6.	 Have students form pairs or small groups. Distribute Worksheet 4.1, and read “A 
Runner’s Story” aloud.

7.	 After reading the story, have the students discuss in their pairs or small groups how 
specific foods and their related nutrients would help the runner successfully train 
and complete the race. Have them fill in the blanks on the chart, including what the 
runner might have eaten to get each nutrient. Discuss the group’s ideas and list their 
food choices on the board, along with the nutrients and benefits provided. (Refer to 
Worksheet 4.1 Solutions for ideas.)

8.	 Display the Principles of Healthy Living and Kid’s Healthy Eating Plate once again, 
and relate student answers back to this guide. Do the foods they picked for the Run-
ner’s Balanced Diet worksheet come from all food groups? Do their food selections 
include the best choices from each food group, following the Kid’s Healthy Eating 
Plate and the Principles of Healthy Living (specifically, to eat whole grains, colorful 
fruits and vegetables, and foods with healthy fat)?

9.	 Distribute Worksheet 4.2, Now You Create a Balanced Meal! Have students work 
individually, in their pairs, or in small groups to create a balanced menu on their 
own Healthy Eating Plate. A solutions worksheet is provided to give examples of 
nutrients that are part of a balanced meal.

10.	 When the students, student pairs, or small groups have finished, ask them to share 
their balanced meals with the class. Post each group’s plate on a bulletin board for 
everyone to view.

11.	 Encourage the students to ensure that their meals are as balanced as possible each 
day so they will get all the nutrients they need to grow and be healthy.




