
This is Section I of the Nutrition Education Resource Guide, published 2011 by the 
California Department of Education. The purpose of this guide is to provide an 
instructional resource for California schools, from kindergarten through grade twelve, to 
implement effective, standards-based nutrition education programs for students. 
 
The complete publication is available at http://www.cde.ca.gov/ls/nu/he/nerg.asp.  
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 I. Nutrition Competencies

About the Competencies

The nutrition competencies present a comprehensive and 
grade-specific structure for providing instruction in nutrition 
education in California classrooms. 

The nutrition competencies define, from kindergarten through 
grade twelve, the knowledge in nutrition and the skills students need 
to make healthy food choices for well-being and success in school 
and throughout their lives. The nutrition competencies also provide a 
framework of actions for good health and for accessing accurate and 
current nutrition information.

The competencies are intended to assist educators in designing, 
selecting, implementing, and evaluating nutrition curriculum respon-
sive to local priorities and needs. Those who plan nutrition education 
can also use the competencies: curriculum directors, nutrition educa-
tion specialists, and lead teachers. The competencies are also useful 
for those supporting classroom instruction, such as school admin-
istrators, school nutrition program directors, school nurses, health 
educators, physical education specialists, parents, and the  
local school and health community. 

Relationship to the Health Education  
Content Standards

The Health Education Content Standards (HECS) represent a 
consensus of the essential health knowledge and skills that students 
should have at specific grade levels, from kindergarten through grade 
twelve, in California’s public schools. The full HECS document is 
posted on the California Department of Education Web site at  
http://www.cde.ca.gov/be/st/ss/documents/healthstandmar08.pdf 
(accessed July 22, 2011). 

The scope of the HECS is broader than that of the nutrition com-
petencies. The HECS define the essential skills and knowledge that 
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6 I. Nutrition Competencies

all students need in order to become literate in the following health 
content areas:
•	 Nutrition and Physical Activity
•	 Growth, Development, and Sexual Health
•	 Injury Prevention and Safety
•	 Alcohol, Tobacco, and Other Drugs
•	 Mental, Emotional, and Social Health
•	 Personal and Community Health

The content areas are emphasized at different grade levels. The 
following table summarizes the minimum recommended grade-level 
assignments for each of the six content areas:

Health Education, by Grade Level
Grade-Level 
Emphasis

Nutrition 
and  

Physical 
Activity

Growth, Development, and 
Sexual Health

Injury  
Prevention 
and Safety

Alcohol, 
Tobacco, and 
Other Drugs

Mental,  
Emotional, and 
Social Health

Personal and 
Community 

HealthGrowth and 
Development

Sexual 
Health

Kindergarten ● ● ● ● ● ●

Grade 1 ● ●

Grade 2 ● ● ●

Grade 3 ● ● ●

Grade 4 ● ● ●

Grade 5 ● ● ● ●

Grade 6 ● ● ●

Grade 7 and 8 ● ● ● ● ● ● ●

High School 
(Grades 9 

Through 12)

● ● ● ● ● ● ●

Nutrition and Physical Activity Content Area of  
the HECS 

The nutrition competencies include all of the standards identified 
in the Nutrition and Physical Activity content area of the HECS, but 
they also include other benchmarks of learning, adding specificity to 
the following core nutrition concepts that are not fully addressed in 
the HECS:
•	 Energy expenditure and balance
•	 Nutrition needs throughout the human life cycle
•	 Physiological processes in digestion, absorption, and metabolism 

of nutrients
•	 Nutrition and food-related careers
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•	 Interactions among nutrition science, ecosystems, agriculture, 
and social systems that affect health, including local, national, and 
global perspectives

•	 Body image and accepting body size differences
Some of these topics are addressed in other content areas of the 

HECS to varying degrees. For example, body image related to body 
size is addressed in these content areas: (1) Growth, Development, 
and Sexual Health; and (2) Mental, Emotional, and Social Health.  

The Nutrition Competencies Chart which begins on page 11,  
shows the alignment of the nutrition competencies with California’s 
HECS in the Nutrition and Physical Activity content area.

Relationship to the Health Framework 
The Health Framework for California Public Schools (California 

Department of Education 2003) includes a broad outline of health 
education for kindergarten through grade twelve, focusing on guid-
ance for developing a Coordinated School Health program in schools: 
“The major goal of this framework is to describe health education 
and school health promotion strategies that will help children and 
youths become health-literate with a lifelong commitment to healthy 
living” (pages 2–3). In California, the Health Framework preceded the 
development and adoption of health education standards in 2008 
and does not reflect California’s HECS.

Adoption of Health Instructional Materials 
The California State Board of Education adopts health instruc-

tional materials for students in kindergarten through grade eight.  
The most recent adoption was in 2004, and the list of the four state- 
adopted programs can be found on the California Department of 
Education’s health education Web page at http://www.cde.ca.gov/ci/
he/im/ (accessed July 22, 2011). For students in grades nine through 
twelve, local school districts adopt instructional materials. The Web 
page also has the criteria used to evaluate instructional materials in 
the 2004 health adoption. These criteria can serve as guidance for  
local districts in the selection and adoption of health education  
materials.

Like the Health Framework, the nutrition competencies can be 
used to guide the development of curricular materials and textbooks. 
The competencies are more detailed than the Health Framework in 
the area of nutrition. Therefore they can be used to select existing 
nutrition curricula for use in the classroom and to benchmark learn-
ing in nutrition education. In addition, the current nutrition compe-
tencies are aligned with the HECS, while the Health Framework is not 
(as mentioned above). 

Key Terms 
In planning curriculum materials 
and learning activities for stu-
dents, educators look to several 
resources, defined as follows:

Content standards describe 
what students are expected 
to know and be able to do at 
a grade level. Standards are 
tools for educators to develop, 
select, and evaluate curriculum 
and to assess student achieve-
ment. Standards provide a 
common language and serve as 
the basis for curriculum frame-
works, learning assessments, 
and instructional resources and 
materials. However, standards do 
not prescribe methods of instruc-
tion. The California State Board 
of Education approves all state 
academic standards.

Curriculum frameworks are 
blueprints for implementing 
approved content standards. 
Frameworks guide the develop-
ment of curricular materials, 
providing more background in-
formation on a curricular subject. 
Frameworks specify the topics to 
emphasize at each grade level.

Competencies comprise the 
specification of knowledge and 
skills and the application of that 
knowledge and those skills to 
the standard of required per-
formance. Competencies for 
academic subjects go beyond 
the content standards to outline 
comprehensive, sequential, and 
grade-level expectations for 
student learning. Like standards, 
they do not prescribe methods 
of instruction. However, they 
provide specific expectations at 
every grade grouping and show 
the sequence of learning as it 
is reinforced over several grade 
levels.

http://www.cde.ca.gov/ci/he/im
http://www.cde.ca.gov/ci/he/im
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 Guidelines for Use of the Nutrition  
Competencies Chart

Eight overarching nutrition competencies correspond to the 
eight overarching health education content standards (HECS). The 
first overarching nutrition competency, Essential Nutrition Concepts, 
comprises six subcompetencies that represent key content areas for 
nutrition. 

The nutrition competencies are described for each of the follow-
ing grade-level clusters: kindergarten, grades one and two, grades 
three and four, grades five and six, grades seven and eight, and 
grades nine through twelve. Each grade-level cluster matches one of 
the grade-level assignments for the Nutrition and Physical Activity 
content area in California’s HECS. Under each overarching nutrition 
competency (and for the subcompetencies in Essential Nutrition Con-
cepts), the related HECS are listed, identified with a ▲ symbol, and 
cross-referenced to the specific, numbered HECS. Additional nutrition 
benchmarks, where appropriate, are included under each grade-level 
cluster, which broadens the nutrition scope beyond the HECS.

Background  
of the Nutrition 
Competencies 
Nutrition competencies were 
first developed in the 1970s 
by the California Department 
of Education and have gone 
through several revisions. 
The 2010 version featured 
in this guide was reviewed 
and revised by panels of 
stakeholders including teach-
ers, curriculum directors, 
school administrators, school 
nutrition directors, nutrition 
educators, health education 
specialists, environmental 
educators, physical educa-
tion teachers, school nurses, 
other academic content area 
experts, physicians, and other 
health professionals. Teach-
ers from school districts 
throughout California also 
participated in the review 
process. The 2010 revision 
focuses on aligning the Cali-
fornia nutrition competencies 
with the new HECS, which 
were adopted by the State 
Board of Education in March 
2008.

Effective Use of the Nutrition Competencies Chart
The nutrition competencies can be used, along with related 

benchmarks or expectations, to determine the scope and sequence 
of a nutrition education program and to design or select instructional 
materials or to do both. The nutrition competencies are a useful tool 
for ensuring that instruction is developmentally appropriate and 
based on nutrition education research. The following steps can help 
curriculum planners and teachers make effective use of the compe-
tencies.

Step 1: Determine priorities

Review the information in the competencies for the targeted 
grade level to determine the appropriate nutrition concepts and 
skills to emphasize in the classrooms. 

Step 2: Identify curriculum

Identify the curricular and assessment resources to facilitate 
and support student learning. This guide contains an annotated 
list of recommended curricula and supplemental nutrition materi-
als. The annotation includes the specific nutrition competencies 
that each resource targets. Appendix A contains descriptions of 
those resources. Additional resources include California state- 
adopted health textbooks (http://www.cde.ca.gov/ci/he/im/),  
the California Healthy Kids Resource Center (http://www. 
californiahealthykids.org), and the California After School  

http://www.cde.ca.gov/ci/he/im
californiahealthykids.org
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Resource Center (http://www.californiaafterschool.org [accessed 
August 25, 2011]).

The Health Education Curriculum Analysis Tool (HECAT) is 
an additional resource that can help school districts, schools, 
and others conduct a clear, complete, and consistent analysis of 
health education curricula based on the National Health Educa-
tion Standards and the Centers for Disease Control and Preven-
tion’s Characteristics of Effective Health Education Curricula. 
The HECAT can assist schools in the selection or development of 
appropriate and effective health education curricula and improve 
the delivery of health education. The HECAT can also be custom-
ized to meet local community needs and conform to state- 
adopted health education content standards, as well as the cur-
riculum requirements of the state or school district. Go to http://
www.cdc.gov/healthyyouth/HECAT/index.htm (outside source) 
(accessed July 22, 2011).

Step 3: Evaluate materials

Evaluate selected instructional materials against the nutrition 
competencies. When curricular materials align with the nutrition 
competencies, staff members can feel confident that their nutri-
tion instructional plans also align with California’s health educa-
tion standards in the Nutrition and Physical Activity content area.

Step 4: Select assessments

Identify ways to assess student learning in nutrition. There 
is a bank of field-tested assessment items available to California 
teachers through the California Health Education Assessment 
Project (HEAP).

Reinforcement Across Grade Levels 
Specific expectations or benchmarks are listed for each overarch-

ing nutrition competency at each grade-level cluster, kindergarten 
through high school. Similar expectations may be listed under several 
grade clusters. This pattern of repetition demonstrates the impor-
tance of emphasizing many concepts and skills over several grades, 
rather than teaching the material just once. Teachers and curriculum 
leaders can choose how to accomplish this over time. The goal is to 
assess mastery of the competency by the time students complete the 
last grade in the cluster. 

Integrating Nutrition into Other Subjects
Ideally, nutrition education should be taught as part of the 

school’s health education curriculum or as a separate subject to  
ensure that nutrition is taught in a sequential and comprehensive 
way. When nutrition is the focus, teachers can adequately prepare, 

http://www.californiaafterschool.org
http://www.cdc.gov/healthyyouth/HECAT/index.htm
http://www.cdc.gov/healthyyouth/HECAT/index.htm
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schedule instructional time, work on skill building and behavior 
change, and give attention to the scope and sequence of basic nutri-
tion concepts and skills. 

An interdisciplinary approach should complement, not replace, 
sequential health and nutrition education within a school curriculum. 
When nutrition education is also reinforced in other content areas, 
children have more consistent exposure to nutrition concepts and 
messages. The exclusive use of an interdisciplinary approach, though, 
can sacrifice key elements of an effective nutrition education pro-
gram.

Nutrition concepts are easily integrated into a variety of content 
areas, such as English–language arts, math, science, chemistry, social 
science, family and consumer science, and physical education. For 
example:
•	 English–language arts: Use literature that has appropriate health 

themes, including nutrition picture books. Highlight nutrition mes-
sages in other assigned reading, assign the writing of nutrition-
related essays on specific themes, and analyze literature such as 
articles promoting products or dieting approaches.

•	 Mathematics: Calculate the nutritional value of foods, analyze 
nutrients, read food labels, and calculate the contribution of daily 
nutrients in percentages, graph class food preferences, and ex-
pand recipes.

•	 Science: Identify the chemical compounds in foods, study the 
growth of plants, and examine the microscopic structure of plant 
cells and animal fat cells.

•	 Chemistry: Determine the chemical changes in recipe ingredients, 
the chemical regulation of hormones and the effect on digestion 
and absorption, and the impact of nutrition-influenced chronic 
diseases on the chemical functioning of the body.

•	 Social science: Research food customs of other countries or time 
periods, create a healthy menu based on local food preferences, 
and grow a garden with a theme based on a culture or a time 
period. 
A Child’s Garden of Standards, a California Department of Educa-

tion publication, shows the relationship of garden-based education 
activities selected from several published educational materials to 
specific academic content standards for grades two through six in 
science, history–social sciences, mathematics, and English–language 
arts. The document is located at http://www.cde.ca.gov/ls/nu/he/ 
nutredres.asp (accessed July 22, 2011).

Additional resources for integration can be found in appendix A, 
“Descriptions of Recommended Instructional Resources.” 

“I had never seen any type 
of framework for nutrition 
nor was I aware nutritional 
standards existed for first 
grade. I was surprised at 
how well the [competencies] 
are structured. As I read 
through, I was able to think 
of many nutrition activities 
that can easily be integrated 
into my daily routine and 
curriculum. I think a greater 
effort needs to be made to 
ensure teachers are aware 
of these standards.” 

—California teacher

http://www.cde.ca.gov/ls/nu/he
nutredres.asp
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