
FARM TO SCHOOL LESSON PLAN 
HIGH SCHOOL HEALTH CLASS 
TOPIC: BALANCED MEALS USING MYPLATE 
 
Lesson Summary:  

Students will learn the importance of all food groups in creating a balanced meal. It is 
very important for students to understand the importance of a balanced meal because 
of the common misconceptions that is highlighted over social media and websites. 
Many individuals commonly associate losing weight or eating healthy with elimination of 
certain food groups such as carbohydrates and fats. By addressing this misconception, 
it will help students eat properly and reduce confusion about: “what does it mean to 
really eat healthy.” 

Objectives:  

• Students will be able to: 
o Review or learn the five food groups and the importance of each group 
o Learn the health benefits of a balanced meal 
o Learn the nutrients associated with each food group  
o Practice creating a balanced, nutritious, wholesome meal  

 
Time Required: 30-40 minutes 
 
Background Information:  

For a balanced meal, it is important for one’s plate to be filled with half of non-starchy 
vegetables such as leafy greens such as spinach, kale, collard greens, broccoli, 
cauliflower, zucchini, or eggplant.  A quarter of one’s plate should be a starch whether it 
is a whole grain such as brown rice, whole wheat pasta, whole wheat bread and quinoa, 
or a starchy-vegetable such as potatoes and legumes, or a piece of fruit. The last 
quarter of one’s plate should be of protein source, preferably lean meat such as the 
white meat of chicken, turkey, or a vegetable protein.  Lastly, one can incorporate a 
glass of milk to make the meal complete of its nutrients and keep the stomach settled 
and satisfied. Don’t forget healthy fats! These components in your plate can be 
prepared using monounsaturated or polyunsaturated fats such as olive oil, flax seed oil, 
canola oil, and vegetable oils that contain essential fatty acids that not only keeps you 
full but contains health benefits such as weight management and lowering cholesterol.   

Grains: 
• Consuming whole grains as part of a healthy diet may reduce the risk of heart 

disease. 
• Consuming foods containing fiber, such as whole grains, as part of a healthy diet, 

may reduce constipation. Dietary fiber from whole grains or other foods, may 
help reduce blood cholesterol levels and may lower risk of heart disease, obesity, 
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and type 2 diabetes. Fiber is important for proper bowel function. It helps reduce 
constipation and diverticulosis. Fiber-containing foods such as whole grains help 
provide a feeling of fullness with fewer calories 

• Eating whole grains may help with weight management. Grains will not only help 
keep you full, but will help keep your brain and stomach satisfied preventing you 
from over-eating at your next meal. IF one restricts this food group, you will often 
see binge-eating patterns occur because your body is being ‘starved’ of its main 
source of glucose.  

• Grains are important sources of many nutrients, including dietary fiber, several B 
vitamins (thiamin, riboflavin, niacin, and folate), and minerals 
(iron, magnesium, and selenium). 
 

Vegetables: 
• Individuals should have 2-3 servings of vegetables a day 
• People who eat more vegetables and fruits as part of an overall healthy diet are 

likely to have a reduced risk of some chronic diseases. Vegetables provide 
nutrients vital for health and maintenance of your body. 

• Most vegetables are naturally low in fat and calories. None have 
cholesterol. (Sauces or seasonings may add fat, calories, and/or 
cholesterol.) 

• Vegetables are important sources of many nutrients, including 
potassium, dietary fiber, folate (folic acid), vitamin A, and vitamin C. 

• Diets rich in potassium may help to maintain healthy blood pressure. 
Vegetable sources of potassium include sweet potatoes, white potatoes, 
white beans, tomato products (paste, sauce, and juice), beet greens, 
soybeans, lima beans, spinach, lentils, and kidney beans. 

• Dietary fiber from vegetables, as part of an overall healthy diet, helps 
reduce blood cholesterol levels and may lower risk of heart disease. 
Fiber is important for proper bowel function. It helps reduce constipation 
and diverticulosis. Fiber-containing foods such as vegetables help 
provide a feeling of fullness with fewer calories. 

 
Dairy: 

• It is recommended to have 3 cups of dairy a day which included low fat milk, 
yogurt, reduced fat cheeses.  

• If you are lactose intolerant the nutrients can be achieved by consuming certain 
foods that contain a higher amount of calcium and vitamin D such as: 

• Calcium-fortified juices, cereals, breads, rice milk, or almond milk. 
• Canned fish (sardines, salmon with bones) soybeans and other soy 

products (tofu made with calcium sulfate, soy yogurt, tempeh), some 
other beans, and some leafy greens (collard and turnip greens, kale, bok 
choy). The amount of calcium that can be absorbed from these foods 
varies. 
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• Calcium is used for building bones and teeth and in maintaining bone 
mass. Dairy products are the primary source of calcium in American 
diets. Diets that provide 3 cups or the equivalent of dairy products per 
day can improve bone mass. 

• Diets rich in potassium may help to maintain healthy blood pressure. 
Dairy products, especially yogurt, fluid milk, and soymilk (soy beverage), 
provide potassium. 

• Vitamin D functions in the body to maintain proper levels of calcium and 
phosphorous, thereby helping to build and maintain bones. Milk and 
soymilk (soy beverage) that are fortified with vitamin D are good sources 
of this nutrient. Other sources include vitamin D-fortified yogurt and 
vitamin D-fortified ready-to-eat breakfast cereals. 

• Milk products that are consumed in their low-fat or fat-free forms provide 
little or no solid fat. 

• Intake of dairy products is linked to improved bone health, and may 
reduce the risk of osteoporosis. 

• The intake of dairy products is especially important to bone health during 
childhood and adolescence, when bone mass is being built. 

• Intake of dairy products is also associated with a reduced risk of 
cardiovascular disease and type 2 diabetes, and with lower blood 
pressure in adults. 

 
Fruit: 

• Individuals should be eating at least 2 cups of fruit a day 
• Fruit has NATURAL, HEALTHY sugars that do not raise your blood sugar as high 

as added sugar (white sugar). Remember these natural sugars is what 
contributes to the carbohydrate content of the food. Added sugars increase 
carbohydrate content which makes these foods more calorie and carbohydrate 
loaded.   

• Eating a diet rich in vegetables and fruits as part of an overall healthy 
diet may reduce risk for heart disease, including heart attack and stroke. 

• Eating a diet rich in some vegetables and fruits as part of an overall 
healthy diet may protect against certain types of cancers. 

• Diets rich in foods containing fiber, such as some vegetables and fruits, 
may reduce the risk of heart disease, obesity, and type 2 diabetes. 

• Eating vegetables and fruits rich in potassium as part of an overall 
healthy diet may lower blood pressure, and may also reduce the risk of 
developing kidney stones and help to decrease bone loss. 

• Eating foods such as fruits that are lower in calories per cup instead of 
some other higher-calorie food may be useful in helping to lower calorie 
intake. 
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Protein: 

• Individuals typically only need 5-6 ounces of protein sources a day. Your 
body can only absorb a certain amount of protein at a time, the rest can 
be excreted in the urine or be stored as fat if exceeding calorie 
recommendations. 

• 1 small chicken breast has about 3 ounces 
• 1 egg-1 ounce 
• ¼ cup of beans=1 oz 
• Select a variety of protein foods to improve nutrient intake and health 

benefits, including at least 8 ounces of cooked seafood per week. Young 
children need less, depending on their age and calorie needs. The 
advice to consume seafood does not apply to vegetarians. Vegetarian 
options in the Protein Foods Group include beans and peas, processed 
soy products, and nuts and seeds. Meat and poultry choices should be 
lean or low-fat. 

• 12 almonds or 1 Tbsp PB=1 oz 
• Diets that are high in saturated fats raise “bad” cholesterol levels in the 

blood. The “bad” cholesterol is called LDL (low-density lipoprotein) 
cholesterol. High LDL cholesterol, in turn, increases the risk for coronary 
heart disease. Some food choices in this group are high in saturated fat. 
These include fatty cuts of beef, pork, and lamb; regular (75% to 85% 
lean) ground beef; regular sausages, hot dogs, and bacon; some 
luncheon meats such as regular bologna and salami; and some poultry 
such as duck. To help keep blood cholesterol levels healthy, limit the 
amount of these foods you eat. 

• Diets that are high in cholesterol can raise LDL cholesterol levels in the 
blood. Cholesterol is only found in foods from animal sources. Some 
foods from this group are high in cholesterol. These include egg yolks 
(egg whites are cholesterol-free) and organ meats such as liver and 
giblets. To help keep blood cholesterol levels healthy, limit the amount of 
these foods you eat. 

• A high intake of fats makes it difficult to avoid consuming more calories 
than are needed. 

• It is important to eat 8 ounces of sea food per week or 2-3 times per 
week to receive the health benefits in the oils containing omega-3 fatty 
acids EPA, DHA. It also helps with the prevention of heart disease 

• Meat, poultry, fish, dry beans and peas, eggs, nuts, and seeds supply 
many nutrients. These include protein, B vitamins (niacin, thiamin, 
riboflavin, and B6), vitamin E, iron, zinc, and magnesium. 

• Proteins function as building blocks for bones, muscles, cartilage, skin, 
and blood. They are also building blocks for enzymes, hormones, and 
vitamins. Proteins are one of three nutrients that provide calories (the 
others are fat and carbohydrates). 
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Fats 
 

• Oils are not a food group, but they do provide essential nutrients and are 
therefore included in USDA recommendations for what to eat. Note that 
only small amounts of oils are recommended. 

• Most of the fats you eat should be polyunsaturated (PUFA) or 
monounsaturated (MUFA) fats. Oils are the major source of MUFAs and 
PUFAs in the diet. PUFAs contain some fatty acids that are necessary 
for health – called "essential fatty acids." 

• Because oils contain these essential fatty acids, there is an allowance 
for oils in the food guide. 

• The MUFAs and PUFAs found in fish, nuts, and vegetable oils do not 
raise LDL ("bad") cholesterol levels in the blood. In addition to the 
essential fatty acids they contain, oils are the major source of vitamin E 
in typical American diets. 

• While consuming some oil is needed for health, oils still contain calories. 
In fact, oils and solid fats both contain about 120 calories per 
tablespoon. Therefore, the amount of oil consumed needs to be limited 
to balance total calorie intake. The Nutrition Facts label provides 
information to help you make smart choices. 

 
Materials: 

• Choose my plate diagrams (also one MyPlate poster is included with this toolkit) 
a. https://www.choosemyplate.gov/ 

• Paper plates 
• Fake food or pictures of foods from all five food groups. You can print your own 

or purchase from: https://nutrition.eatsmart.org/products/food-models 
 
Procedures:  

1. Introduction 
a. Today we are going to discuss the importance of a balanced meal and 

review MyPlate. 
2. Activity: 

a. Divide students into groups of three or four. 
b. Hand each group a bunch of food item cards and ask them to make a 

balanced, healthy meal. Include foods from each of the five food groups 
(fruits, vegetables, grains, protein and dairy). You could also include some 
combination meals (tacos, lasagna, soup, sandwiches, etc.) 

c. Instruct each group to make one of their favorite meals.  

https://www.choosemyplate.gov/
https://nutrition.eatsmart.org/products/food-models
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d. Have a member from each group share their meals and bring them up to 
the front of the room.   

3. Review MyPlate with the group and discuss each of the five food groups. 
MyPlate is made up of 5 basic food groups. Let’s review each one and how much 
space it takes up on the plate. 

a. The red section represents the fruit group. 
i. It is important to eat a variety of fruits. 
ii. You can choose from fresh, frozen, canned, and dried. Whole fruit 

is preferable to juice, but you can also have 100% fruit juice. 
iii. The fruit doesn’t have to be on the plate. It can be in a small side 

dish or a glass (for example, 100% fruit juice or an all fruit 
smoothie). 

b. The green section is vegetables. 
i. Half of your plate should be made up of fruits and vegetables. 
ii. Here again, you can choose many different forms, including fresh, 

frozen, or canned. 
iii. Be sure to include different colors and types of vegetables including 

leafy greens, orange colored veggies, and dried beans and peas. 
iv. When thinking of choosing both fruits and vegetables, look for a 

“rainbow” of colors. Eating lots of different colors puts you on a path 
for good health. 

c. The orange/brown section is for grains. 
i. These are foods made from grains like wheat, rice, oats, or 

cornmeal (such as bread, pasta, oatmeal, tortillas, crackers). 
ii. When choosing grain foods, choose more whole grains. 
iii. Read food labels and look for the first ingredient to be a whole grain 

like whole wheat flour, whole oats, whole rye, etc. 
d. The purple section is the protein group. 

i. This includes a variety of foods like fish, lean meats, eggs, beans 
and peas, nuts and seeds (like walnuts, pumpkin seeds, and 
peanut butter). 

ii. Keep it to ¼ of the plate and try to choose fish once a week. 
e. The blue section just off the plate represents the dairy group. 

i. Dairy foods are rich in calcium. 
ii. This group could include a glass of fat‐free or low‐fat milk, fortified 

soy milk, or a dish that includes hard cheese (like cheddar), cottage 
cheese or yogurt. 

f. MyPlate can work for anyone—kids, adults, seniors, etc. For young 
children, you can use a smaller lunch‐size plate to account for portion 
sizes.  

g. MyPlate shows us that it is important to include foods from the 5 different 
food groups, and focuses on the following messages: 

i. make half your plate fruits and vegetables 



FARM TO SCHOOL LESSON PLAN 
HIGH SCHOOL HEALTH CLASS 
TOPIC: BALANCED MEALS USING MYPLATE 
 

ii. choose whole grains more often 
iii. switch to low‐fat or fat‐free milk 
iv. vary your protein food choices 

4. Set up or show 3 or 4 meals (plates of food) in the MyPlate format to show how 
different meals can be made following these guidelines. Have at least one of the 
plates represent a mixed dish where more than one food group is combined. 

a. Have participants get up and look at the different plates of food  
b. Ask: 

i. What do you find interesting about these plates of food? 
ii. How do they compare to the meals you made at the beginning of 

the class or what you eat on a typical day? 
 

Assessment:   
• Let’s practice planning a plate of food using the MyPlate guidelines we’ve 

discussed here today. Share with a partner a favorite meal. Help each other 
make the meal using food model cards.  

o As you are making your meals, please consider how to make it match up 
with MyPlate. You can do this by substituting foods, cutting back portions 
of certain foods, or making certain food portions bigger on your plate. 

o After a few minutes, ask, “How is the plate of a favorite meal you just 
created similar to or different from how you usually eat it? In other words, 
what did you have to add, substitute or take away from your favorite meal 
in order to have it better match MyPlate?” 

o You don’t have to make changes to your way of eating all at once. Small 
steps are ok. Share with a partner a goal for making one change this week 
to help you enjoy your food, but move towards eating more like the 
MyPlate way. 

 
Supporting Materials: 

• https://www.choosemyplate.gov/ 
• https://www.choosemyplate.gov/dietary-guidelines 

 
References/Resources:  

• https://www.nhlbi.nih.gov/health/educational/wecan/eat-right/nutrition-facts.htm 
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