LESSON 3

Develop a personal nutritional plan to promote health

Apply critical thinking techniques
appetite
calories
carbohydrates
cholesterol
electrolytes

Build your capacity for life-long learning
Communicate using verbal, non-verbal, visual, and
written techniques
Take responsibility for your actions and choices
Treat self and others with respect

essential amino acids
hunger
hydration
legumes
nutrients

Identify common influences on food choices
Describe how the body uses the six types of nutrients
Explain how substances added to foods, such as fats,
sugars, and sodium, can impact your health
Explain how to read food labels
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How can you improve your
nutrition?

obese
Identify key factors in making healthy food choices

protein

Explain how eating right and exercising can impact your health

saturated fats

Define key words: appetite, calories, carbohydrates,
cholesterol, electrolytes, essential amino acids, hunger,
hydration, legumes, nutrients, obese, protein, saturated fats,
trans fats, unsaturated fats

trans fats
unsaturated fats

Some content in this lesson is printed with permission from “AFJROTC
Leadership Education 100, Chapter 3, Lesson 2.”

Introduction
Most people in our nation are healthy and strong. However, about one
third of Americans do not have a healthy diet. According to the Centers
for Disease Control 34% of adult Americans are obese. Young people are
not immune to the problem of weight control. About 20% of young
people aged 12–19 years are obese.
One of the most difficult things for young people to do is to eat healthy.
In this lesson, you’ll learn about what influences the food you eat, what
makes up a healthy diet, and how to analyze nutritional information on
prepared foods.

Appetite and Hunger

obese:
Very overweight
appetite:
Psychological desire for
food
hunger:
Physical need for food

When you smell popcorn, does the pleasant odor make you want to try
some? Does the sight of fresh strawberries make your mouth water? Do
you like something crunchy to chew—maybe a crisp apple, or a fresh
carrot? These are signs of your appetite at work. Your appetite is the
psychological desire for food. It may be stimulated by the smell, sight, or
texture of food.
Appetite is different from hunger. When you are hungry, your brain
sends a signal to look for something to eat. You may hear your stomach
growl or feel a little discomfort. Sometimes that’s called a hunger pain.
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You may also feel tired or light-headed. These signs indicate that your
body’s supply of food energy and nutrients is running low.

nutrients:
Substances in food that your
body needs

Figure 6.3.1

When you eat, the hunger gradually goes away. Your stomach needs
about 20 minutes to send a message back to the brain to turn off the
hunger switch. This may cause some people to overeat if they eat too
fast while their hunger switch is on. Therefore, it’s best to eat slowly to
allow time for your brain to receive the message that your hunger has
been satisfied.

What Influences Your Food Choices?
People have different food likes and dislikes. What you like can be
influenced by what you are used to eating at home, what food is
available, or which food advertisements tell you to buy.
The Kaiser Family Foundation studied 13 television networks and found
that 34 percent of food and drink commercials were for candy and snacks.
Another 29 percent were for cereal, and 10 percent for beverages. Only 8
percent were for dairy and prepared foods. Combine this advertising with
the easy access to fast food stores and drive-thru restaurants that offer
tasty but unhealthy foods with high amounts of sugar and fat, and it’s
easy to see why so many people eat poorly.
Food can meet emotional needs, too. Do certain foods make you happy?
Perhaps you have favorite foods that make you feel more comfortable
when stressed or depressed. Using food to deal with negative emotions is
not a healthy way to respond to these feelings.
People who eat to relieve stress or boredom may fall into a pattern of
overeating; to stay healthy, they need to develop better ways to cope
with such feelings. When you are able to make healthy choices about
foods, you are more likely to look, feel, and perform your best. The chart
below lists some of the most common factors that influence what people
eat.
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FOOD FACTORS
FACTORS

DESCRIPTION

Family and
Friends

You may prefer certain foods because you have grown up eating
them at home. Other choices may be influenced by your friends.
Still, other choices you make may be due to a favorite place to eat
in your neighborhood.

Cultural
Background

Different cultures have different traditions about what they eat,
and perhaps where, how, and with whom they eat. For example,
Mexican-American families eat a lot of beans, corn, and tortillas,
while Italian-American families often favor pasta dishes. Consider
some of your own family traditions in eating. In addition, many
Americans enjoy trying a variety of foods from different cultures.

Food Availability

Some foods are regional, growing only in certain areas. Some are
seasonal and available only in certain months. Fresh blueberries,
for example, are plentiful in summer but hard to find in the winter
months. Still, modern transportation and growing methods have
expanded the food supply and your choices. Many foods that
were once regional or seasonal are now available in many areas
year-round.

Time and Money

Schedules and budgets can greatly affect a family’s food choices.

Advertising

Have you ever tried a food because you heard about it from radio
or television, or saw an Internet ad? Ads can influence our choices
to buy certain brands and products over and over. They may also
persuade us to try new kinds of foods.

Knowledge of
Nutrition

The more you know about the nutrients in different foods, the
better you are at choosing foods that supply the nutritional
benefits that you need.

Personal,
Physical, or
Medical Factors

Some people have allergies or medical conditions that restrict
what they can choose to eat. Among the foods that most often
cause allergic reactions are milk, peanuts, wheat, and shellfish.

Personal
Preferences

Your personal likes and dislikes, and overall health goals,
contribute to your food choices. You will have a healthier and
more enjoyable eating experience if your preferences include
foods that provide nutrients.

Emotions

Do you turn to food when you are stressed, bored, or unhappy?
Don’t let your emotions rule your appetite. Emotional eating can
lead to an unhealthy diet and weight control problems.
Figure 6.3.2

Why the Body Needs Nutritious Foods
Foods contain nutrients and substances that your body needs. However, not all foods are
high in nutrients and some foods even have an unhealthy balance of nutrients.
Nutrients have many important roles. They give you energy, build new body tissues, and
repair cells. They also help your body’s processes and systems run smoothly.
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You need a wide variety of healthy foods to get all the nutrients your body
needs. Good nutrition is one of the main factors in building and
maintaining good health. Nutrition is the process of using food and its
substances to help your body have energy, grow, develop, and work
properly. One important reason you eat is to take in calories. You need
this energy for everything you do—from running laps to doing your
homework.
Everyone needs the same nutrients to maintain good health, but the
amount of nutrients needed depends on a person’s age, gender, state of
health, and level of activity. When you do not get enough of a particular
nutrient, you could have a nutrient deficiency, a shortage of a necessary
nutrient. For example, young people need more of the mineral calcium
than older people do. Calcium helps build strong bones. If you don’t eat
enough foods that supply calcium, over time, the calcium deficiency could
affect the strength of your teeth and bones. In some cases, an eating
pattern that lacks calcium-rich foods can lead to osteoporosis, a disease in
which bones become brittle and easier to break.

THE BREAKFAST BENEFIT
Teens that eat breakfast often perform better in school and sports
and have healthier weights. By eating breakfast, you can increase
your memory, stay focused, and feel less grouchy and restless.

Six Categories of Nutrients
Foods provide you with nourishment from more than 40 different
nutrients. These nutrients are grouped into six categories:

calories:
A measure of the energy in
food
carbohydrates:
The sugars and starches
that provide your body
with most of its energy
protein:
A nutrient your body uses
to build, repair, and
maintain cells and tissues
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Carbohydrates
Proteins
Fats
Vitamins
Minerals
Water
Eating a variety of foods that supply a good balance of these nutrients is
essential to good health.

CARBOHYDRATES
Carbohydrates are the sugars and starches that provide your body with
most of its energy. Carbohydrates can be either simple or complex.
Some common sources of simple carbohydrates, or sugars, are found in
sugar, honey, jams, fruit juice, soft drinks, and candy.

Complex carbohydrates, or starches, are found in legumes, whole grains,
and vegetables. As your body digests complex carbohydrates, it breaks
them down into simple sugars, which are absorbed into the bloodstream
to provide energy. Complex carbohydrates break down slower than
simple carbohydrates, which is why they are better at providing a steady
level of energy.
Many junk foods and processed foods are high in
simple carbohydrates. We all need
carbohydrates, but as we’ve seen
not all carbohydrates are
equal. For a healthy diet, try
to get 45 to 65 percent of
your daily calories from fiberrich fruits and vegetables,
whole grains, and legumes.

PROTEINS

Figure 6.3.3

Proteins are nutrients your
body uses to build, repair, and maintain cells and tissues. They also help
your body fight disease and provide energy when your body doesn’t get
enough from other sources.
legumes:
The group of vegetables
that includes beans, peas,
and lentils

Figure 6.3.4

Foods from animal sources, such as meat, fish, poultry, eggs, milk, cheese,
and yogurt, contain complete proteins. These are proteins that provide
all the essential amino acids. Amino acids are small units that make up
protein. Your body can produce most amino acids on its own. The
remaining ones, called essential amino acids, must come from the food
you eat.

essential amino acids:
Small units that make up
protein that the body
cannot make—they must
come from the food you
eat

Foods from plant sources, such as soybeans, nuts, peas, and dry beans,
contain incomplete proteins—they lack one or more of the essential
amino acids. By consuming a variety of plant foods, such as beans, rice,
nuts, and peas, you combine incomplete proteins from different sources,
making complete proteins that provide essential amino acids. You don’t
need to eat these foods at the same meal to get the benefit. Just have a
good variety throughout the whole day.

FATS
Fats are nutrients that provide energy and perform many functions for
your body. They carry certain vitamins and promote healthy skin and
normal growth. Foods that are high in fats also tend to be high in calories.
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For this reason, health experts generally recommend that any eating plan
include only moderate amounts of fat.
Saturated fats are fats that are solid at room temperature. They are
found mostly in animal and dairy products such as red meat, butter,
cheese, and whole milk. An eating pattern that includes too many
saturated fats can increase a person’s risk of heart disease.
saturated fats:
Fats that are solid at room
temperature
unsaturated fats:
Fats that are liquid at room
temperature
cholesterol:
A waxy substance used by
the body to build cells and
hormones, and to protect
nerve fibers

Figure 6.3.5

Unsaturated fats are fats that remain liquid at room temperature. They
come mainly from plant sources. Foods containing mostly unsaturated
fats include vegetable oils, nuts, avocados, and olives. Unsaturated fats
lower cholesterol levels and are considered healthier than saturated fats.
The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention recommend that no more
than 25 to 35 percent of teens’ daily calories come from fat. It’s easy to
cut down on the fats you can see. For example, put a smaller amount of
butter on your baked potato, or trim the fat from meats. Later on in this
lesson, you’ll learn how to identify hidden fats in food.

VITAMINS
Vitamins are substances needed in small
quantities to help regulate body
functions. Vitamins keep your
immune system in top shape. They
help produce white blood cells to
fight infections, and they maintain
the health of your brain, bones,
and heart.
Because our bodies cannot
produce enough of the vitamins
we need, we should get our
vitamins from food sources.

MINERALS
Minerals are elements needed in small
Figure 6.3.6
quantities for forming healthy bones and teeth,
and for regulating certain body processes. Calcium, phosphorus, and
magnesium help build strong bones and teeth. Iron plays a vital role in
making red blood cells. Adequate potassium levels help cells function
efficiently. Potassium also helps to regulate heartbeat, encourage normal
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muscle contraction, regulate kidney function, and promote normal body growth. See
Figure 6.3.7 for more information about functions and sources of important vitamins and
minerals.

IMPORTANT VITAMINS & MINERALS
FUNCTIONS
Vitamin A
Promotes healthy skin and
normal vision
B Vitamins
A group of eight vitamins needed
for a healthy nervous system;
helps with energy productions
Vitamin C
Needed for healthy teeth, gums,
and bones; helps heal wounds
and fight infection
Vitamin D
Promotes strong bones and
teeth, and the absorption of
calcium
Vitamin K
Helps blood clot
Calcium

SOURCES
Dark green leafy vegetables (such as spinach);
dairy products (such as milk); deep yellow-orange
fruits and vegetables (such as carrots, winter
squash, apricots); eggs; liver
Meat; poultry; eggs; fish; whole grain bread;
fruits; cereals; oats

Citrus fruits (such as oranges and grapefruits);
cantaloupe and strawberries; mangoes;
tomatoes; cabbage and broccoli; potatoes
Fortified milk; fatty fish (such as salmon and
mackerel); egg yolks; liver; vegetables

Dark green leafy vegetables (such as spinach); egg
yolks; liver; some cereals

Needed to build and maintain
strong bones and teeth

Dairy products (such as milk, yogurt, and cheese);
dark green leafy vegetables (such as spinach);
canned fish with edible bones (such as sardines)

Fluoride

Fluoridated water; fish with edible bones

Promotes strong bones and
teeth, prevents tooth decay
Iron
Needed for hemoglobin in red
blood cells
Potassium
Helps regulate fluid balance in
tissues; promotes proper nerve
function
Zinc
Helps heal wounds; needed for
cell reproduction

Red meat; poultry; dry beans (legumes); fortified
breakfast cereal; nuts; eggs; dried fruit; dark
green leafy vegetables
Fruits (such as bananas and oranges); dry beans
and peas; dried fruit; dark green leafy vegetables;
yogurt; fish
Meat; poultry; eggs; dry beans and peas; whole
grain breads and cereals
Figure 6.3.7
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WATER
Water is a nutrient that is vital to your life and health. It makes up over
half of your body and serves many important functions. Water transports
nutrients through your body. It helps you digest food, lubricates your
joints, removes wastes, and helps regulate body temperature.

hydration:
Providing enough water to
maintain a correct fluid
balance
electrolytes:
Substances that help control
fluid levels and maintain
normal potassium levels in
the body

You lose water every day in urine and sweat, requiring you to replace it
continually. A combination of thirst and normal drinking behavior—
especially consuming fluids with meals—is usually enough to maintain
normal hydration. Hydration is providing enough water to maintain a
correct fluid balance.
However, if it is particularly hot or you’re involved in prolonged physical
activity, it is important to drink fluids regularly during and after the
activity. Drink plenty of water or other replenishment fluids such as fruit
juices, milk, soup, or electrolyte drinks. Electrolytes help to control fluid
levels and maintain normal potassium levels in the body.

Other Substances in Food
In addition to the major nutrients, foods may contain other substances
that impact your health. Some of these substances are fiber, hidden fats,
cholesterol, added sugar, sodium, and caffeine. Of these, fiber is the only
one that is good for your health.

FIBER
Fiber is the part of fruits,
vegetables, grains, and
beans that your body
cannot digest. It helps
move food particles through
your digestive system.
Eating high-fiber foods may
help lower your risk of
certain types of cancer and
reduce your risk of heart disease. Foods high in fiber include
whole grain breads and cereals, fruits and vegetables, and
dry beans and peas.

Figure 6.3.8

CHOLESTEROL

Figure 6.3.9
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Cholesterol is a waxy
substance used by the body
to build cells and hormones,
and to protect nerve fibers.
Most cholesterol is produced
in your liver and circulates in
the blood. Cholesterol is also
found in foods of animal
origin, including meats,
chicken, egg yolks, and dairy
products.

Eating foods high in cholesterol can affect the levels of cholesterol in your
blood. The low-density or “bad” cholesterol, LDL, can leave deposits on
the walls of your blood vessels. This buildup raises the risk of heart attack
or stroke. To help reduce LDL levels in your blood, medical experts
recommend you limit intake of foods that are high in saturated fat, such
as fatty meat and full fat dairy products. Many studies have found that
regular aerobic physical activity also helps prevent LDL buildup.
HDL is the “good” cholesterol. It can help lower LDL levels. Most of the
fat that you eat should come from unsaturated sources: nuts, vegetable
oils, and fatty fish are sources of unsaturated fats.
Studies show that regular aerobic activity can raise HDL levels and prevent
LDL buildup.

Figure 6.3.10

HIDDEN FATS
Fats are often hidden in processed and prepared foods. It’s harder to cut
down on hidden fats, but it can be done. Reduce the amount of fried food
you eat and switch from whole to low-fat milk. Carefully read the labels
on packaged foods to check for fats and oils.
Trans fatty acids, or trans fats, are artificial fats made when hydrogen gas
reacts with oil. These artificial fats are found in many cookies, crackers,
icing, chips, margarine, and microwave popcorn. Trans fats pose a higher
risk of heart disease than saturated fats. Trans fats not only raise total
cholesterol levels, they also deplete high-density, or good cholesterol
(HDL), which helps protect against heart disease.

trans fats:
Artificial fats made when
hydrogen gas reacts with
oil

HIDDEN SUGAR
Here’s an amazing fact. The average American eats about 100 pounds of
sugar a year! Try lifting a bag containing 100 pounds of sand or other
material, or just try moving it a few inches along the floor.
Sugar occurs naturally in fruit and milk, and it does provide some good
food energy. Sugar is not harmful in moderate amounts. Unfortunately,
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it is added to many prepared foods such as soft drinks, cookies, candy, breakfast cereal,
ketchup, and even spaghetti sauce.
The reality is that you are eating more sugar in an average day than you realize. If you don’t
pay attention to the amount of added sugar you take in, it may cause you to gain weight
from the additional calories, or develop health problems over time.

SUGAR: HIDING IN MOST PACKAGED FOODS
Sugar isn’t just for dessert! One study estimated that there is some form of sugar in
74% of all packaged foods. And many times, “sugar” isn’t listed as an ingredient
because it is called by a different name. Here’s a short list of common hidden sugars:
Anhydrous dextrose, brown sugar, cane crystals, cane sugar, corn
sweetener, corn syrup, corn syrup solids, crystal dextrose, evaporated
cane juice, fructose sweetener, fruit juice concentrates, high-fructose
corn syrup, honey, liquid fructose, and malt syrup

SODIUM
Sodium is another necessary nutrient that helps control
the balance of fluids in the body. It occurs naturally in salt
and other foods. It is also used extensively in processed
foods to flavor or preserve the food.

Figure 6.3.11

Most Americans eat much more sodium than they need.
For some people, too much sodium may contribute to high
blood pressure and fluid retention. You can lower your
sodium intake by substituting spices for salt. There are
many tasty spices that can make your meals healthier.

Also, use food labels as a guide for how much salt you consume. Food labels will be covered
later in the lesson. The American Heart Association recommends you not consume more
than 1,500 milligrams (mgs) of sodium per day. Animal and human studies have shown that
excess sodium intake leads to problems with the heart and kidneys.

CAFFEINE
Caffeine is a substance that stimulates the
nervous system and can become habitforming. It is an ingredient in
energy drinks, cola, and
some other soft drinks.
Coffee, tea, and chocolate
also have it. Caffeine
stimulates the heart rate
and the appetite. It can
perk you up, but then it
makes you feel drowsy so that
you want more. For this reason, it’s best to limit
your intake of products containing caffeine.
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Figure 6.3.12

Nutrition Labeling
Packaged foods list the ingredients they contain
(Figure 6.3.13). The ingredients are listed in order by
amount: the first item in the list is the one that makes
up the largest percentage of the food. The last
ingredient listed makes up the smallest percentage of
the food.
Ingredient lists can be surprising! For example, some
cereals claim to be healthy list sugar as the second
ingredient and high fructose corn syrup (another type
of sugar) as the fourth ingredient. The ingredient list
is a good way to tell if the food product has hidden
sugar, fat, or salt.

Figure 6.3.13

Figure 6.3.14
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All packaged foods carry a label titled “Nutrition Facts” (see Figure 6.3.14). These labels
provide valuable and important information for making healthy food choices. Food labels
compare products to the Percent Daily Value, the percent of the recommended daily
amount of a nutrient provided in a serving of food. The Percent Daily Value is based on an
intake of 2,000 calories per day. This will tell you if the food you are eating is high in
protein, carbohydrates, cholesterol, and sodium.
The Nutrition Facts label also list the serving size, number of servings per container, the
calories in a serving, and the calories from fat in a serving. Understanding how to read a
food label can help you select more nutritious foods to maintain a properly balanced eating
pattern. For example, a food may contain 12% of the recommended daily allowance for fat.
But if it gets 72 calories from fat and the total calories are 230—this is a high fat food;
almost a third of its calories are from fat!

Making Wise Food Choices
How do you know you’re getting the nutrients you need? The U.S. government has
developed nutrition tools to help Americans make wise food choices. One of these tools is
Choose My Plate. You can customize your diet by using the interactive tools on the Choose
My Plate website: www.ChooseMyPlate.gov.
The idea behind Choose My Plate is to balance your calories, choose certain foods to eat
more often, and to cut back on foods to eat less often. Making food choices for a healthy
lifestyle can be as simple as using the following 10 tips.

1. Balance calories
Find out how many calories YOU need for a day is a first step in managing
your weight. Go to www.ChooseMyPlate.gov to find your calorie level.
Being physically active also helps you balance calories.

www.ChooseMyPlate.gov
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Figure 6.3.15

2. Enjoy your food, but eat less
Take the time to fully enjoy your food as you eat it. Eating too fast or when your
attention is elsewhere may lead to eating too many calories. Pay attention to
fullness cues before, during, and after meals. Use them to recognize when to eat
and when you’ve had enough.

3. Avoid oversized portions
Use a smaller plate, bowl, and glass. Portion out foods before you eat. When
eating out, choose a smaller size option, share a dish, or take home part of your
meal.

4. Eat some foods more often
Eat more vegetables, fruits, whole grains, and fat-free or 1% milk and dairy
products. These foods have the nutrients you need for health—including
potassium, calcium, vitamin D, and fiber. Make them the basis for meals and
snacks.

5. Make half your plate fruits and vegetables
Choose red, orange, and dark-green vegetables like tomatoes, sweet potatoes,
and broccoli, along with other vegetables for your meals. Add fruit to meals as
part of a main or side dish, or as dessert.

6. Switch to fat-free or low-fat (1%) milk
They have the same amount of calcium and other essential nutrients as whole
milk, but fewer calories and less saturated fat.

7. Make half your grains whole grains
To eat more whole grains,
substitute a whole-grain product for
a refined product—such as eating
whole-wheat bread instead of white
bread or brown rice instead of
white rice.

8. Eat some foods less often
Cut back on foods high in solid fats,
added sugars, and salt. They
Figure 6.3.16
include cakes, cookies, ice cream,
candies, sweetened drinks, pizza, and fatty meats like ribs, sausages, bacon, and
hot dogs. Use these foods as occasional treats, not everyday foods.

9. Compare sodium in foods
Use the Nutrition Facts label to choose lower sodium versions of foods like soup,
bread, and frozen meals. Select canned foods labeled “low sodium,” “reduced
sodium,” or “no salt added.”

10. Drink water instead of sugary

drinks
Cut calories by drinking water or
unsweetened beverages. Soda,
energy drinks, and sports drinks are
a major source of added sugar and
calories in American diets.
Figure 6.3.17
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For a 2,000-calorie daily food plan, you need the amounts below from each food
group. To find the amounts personalized for you, go to www.ChooseMyPlate.gov.

Vegetables

Fruits

Grains

Dairy

Protein Foods

Eat 2½ cups
every day

Eat 2 cups
every day

Eat 6 ounces
every day

Eat 3 cups
every day

Eat 5½ ounces
every day

What counts
as a cup?

What counts
as a cup?

What counts
as an ounce?

What counts
as a cup?

What counts
as an ounce?

1 cup of raw
or cooked
vegetables or
vegetable
juice

1 cup of raw
or cooked
fruit or 100%
fruit juice

1 slice of
bread

1 cup of milk,
yogurt, or
fortified
soymilk

1 ounce of lean
meat, poultry,
or fish

2 cups of leafy
salad greens

½ cup dried
fruit

½ cup of
cooked rice,
cereal, or
pasta
1 ounce of
ready-to-eat
cereal

1½ ounces
natural or
2 ounces
processed
cheese

1 egg
1 tablespoon
peanut butter
½ ounce nuts or
seeds
¼ cup beans or
peas

Figure 6.3.18

Finding Your Food/Exercise Balance
Becoming healthier isn’t just about eating well—it’s also about physical activity. Regular
exercise is important for your overall health and fitness. It helps you control body weight
by balancing calories you take in as food with the calories you use up every day.
The President’s Council on Fitness, Sports, and Nutrition recommends being physically
active for 60 minutes every day. Increasing the intensity level of your physical activity
brings even greater health benefits and body weight control.
You should set a goal to maintain a healthy weight that helps you look and feel good. It
lowers your risk for heart disease, some cancers, and diabetes. Your doctor or health care
provider can determine if you are at a healthy weight for your height and age.
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Conclusion
You’ve learned a lot about nutrition in this lesson. If you are active and maintain a healthy
weight, you might think you can eat whatever you want. In this lesson, you learned that
eating habits can impact your future health. Build nutrition into your lifestyle. Your body
will thank you!

What is the difference between
appetite and hunger?
Name four influences on food
choices.
Why does your body need
protein?
What kinds of foods contain
hidden fats and sugars?
Why is it important to read the
nutrition facts on food labels?
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