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Big Impact on Small Children
Child care teachers are very influential to the development of healthy habits in
young children. This study was conducted to explore the child care teacher’s view of their
role in obesity prevention, specifically nutrition and physical activity. Child care teachers
gave their perspective for healthier habits in the center. After structured interviews with 30
child care teachers across the state, we gathered action items for child care centers to help
create healthier environments for teachers and children.

Findings are summarized below:

Child Care Center Meals
•

•

•
•

Most teachers described the meal environment as an important
factor on how willing children were to eat and/or try a variety of
foods. This also contributed to teacher’s modelling healthy eating,
which has been shown to assist in adoption of fruits and vegetables1.
o “I think if they see us enjoying vegetables and fruits then
they will join in just showing them and giving them an
example.”
There was little mention of family style meals (also known as serve
yourself), which have been shown to help with satiety cues and selfportioning2.
Incorporating family style meals into the child-care for lunch may help with healthy food choices.
Working with dietitians and child-care teachers to create a healthy and kid friendly meal may help
further adoption of healthy foods by both teachers and children.

Teacher Education
•

•

•

•

Across child care centers, teachers reported that they taught
about nutrition. Though the content, accuracy and amount of
information differed by center.
o “Once a year we actually talk about health and
nutrition, just strictly that whole week.”
o “We talk about the food pyramid all the time. We do
healthy, unhealthy foods.”
Teachers expressed that children were innately very active
and they did not need teacher’s help to be more active.
Teachers did not feel they needed to be activity role models
o “Kids are kids, if you let them be children they’ll be
active.”

Teachers expressed that their main role was to model kindness, keep children safe and prepare children
for school3.
o “… makes me feel good that I have a big impact on them in their lives and their day to day
activities and stuff like that even the washing the hands.”
Educating teachers of long term impact of healthy habits, such as adopting an interest for vegetables
and benefits of physical activity, may help with adoption of healthy habits across teachers and in
lessons.

Parental Involvement
•

•
•

•
•

Teachers often did not feel that parents had the same behavioral,
dietary, and social expectations of their children at home that they
insist upon childcare.
o “I have parents that will ask us to do something and then they
don’t want to follow through at home as well.”
However, parent engagement is essential to teacher motivation and
without parental support, teacher motivation diminishes 4.
Parents are customers, so teachers felt limited in what they could say if
they disagreed with parental practices.
o “Parents have rights, they’re the parents, those are their children and how do we separate
teacher rights to parent rights. These are our customers and yet sometimes we feel like we
need to be their advocates. Because maybe they’re not getting the best care.”
Working with child care teachers to better their confrontation skills for conversations on tough topics
may help address unhealthy and disruptive behaviors at the center and at home.
Providing child care teachers with information for parents, such as realistic healthy recipes, may help
the adoption of healthy habits at the center and at home.

Outdoor Activities
•

•
•
•

Teachers expressed that being outdoors was important to
being active.
o “I guess like when they go outside you know it is pretty
easy for them to like just engage in active play because
they have more room.”
• However, teachers felt they were unable to be active indoors
due to safety concerns.
o “I don’t want them running amuck [inside] because if it
is unorganized then it becomes chaotic and that is
when kids get hurt. So I want them to have fun, but it
needs to be organized and supervised as well.”
Creating indoor activities that are safe, easy to do and easy to set up may help create fun activities
Teachers did not express concern about children being inactive, though in most cases children are busy
instead of active5.
Providing examples of beneficial physical activity levels, such as breathing hard, may help create
healthful lesson plans.
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