Caring for Cows &
Nourishing Communities

Creating My Plate
Overview: In this activity, students will explore how to compose a healthy, balanced
meal. Students will begin by investigating MyPlate’s guidelines. In order to do this, they
will explore the nutritional qualities of several dairy foods, perform research on the affect the
nutrients and foods have on their bodies, and share their findings with the class as they seek
to understand the importance of how dairy foods fit into an overall balanced diet. Students
will then apply what they have learned as they create a meal plan for several days that follows
MyPlate’s guidelines and tries to minimize food waste. As an extension, students can create
and design a menu that exhibits their meal plan and highlights each meal’s nutritional qualities.

Suggested Time: Three 45-minute classroom sessions
Grade Levels: 5-8
Objectives
•

Students will investigate MyPlate’s food group and nutritional guidelines.

•

Students will research the nutritional qualities and benefits of a variety of dairy foods,
including the role these foods play in an overall healthy diet.

•

Students will create a balanced meal plan that follows MyPlate’s food group and nutritional
guidelines and minimizes food waste.

Standards
National Health Standards
Standard 3: Students will demonstrate the ability to access valid information and products
and services to enhance health.
Standard 5. Students will demonstrate the ability to use decision-making skills
to enhance health.
Standard 6: Students will demonstrate the ability to use goal-setting skills to enhance health.
Next Generation Science Standards
5-ESS3-1. Obtain and combine information about ways individual communities use science
ideas to protect the Earth’s resources and environment.
MS-ETS1-1 Crosscutting Concept: All human activity draws on natural resources and has both
short and long-term consequences, positive as well as negative, for the health of people and
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the natural environment.
Common Core ELA Standards
CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.CCRA.W.4 Produce clear and coherent writing in which the development,
organization, and style are appropriate to task, purpose, and audience.
CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.CCRA.W.7 Conduct short as well as more sustained research projects
based on focused questions, demonstrating understanding of the subject under investigation.
CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.CCRA.R.7 Integrate and evaluate content presented in diverse media and
formats, including visually and quantitatively, as well as in words.1

Materials
•

Computer or device with the ability to project

•

Computers or devices, one per every two students

•

My Plate Handout, one per student

•

Dairy Research Investigation, enough copies of each handout for about one-quarter
of the class

•

Meal Plan Handout, 3 per student

Procedure
Class 1
1. As students enter the classroom, distribute the My Plate Handout. Instruct students to read
the directions and get started right away.
2. When students have sketched a recent meal on the My Plate Handout, project this MyPlate
graphic. Explain that this plate represents the breakdown of what students should be
eating throughout the day in order to have a balanced and healthy diet. Ask students to
make observations about the graphic. Observations may include:
a. The vegetables and grains sections are slightly larger than the fruits and proteins section.
b. Each food group is present at every meal.
c. Dairy is separate from the rest of the plate. (Explain that while drinking milk is one dairy
recommendation, it is not the only dairy food!)
3. Project and scroll through this What’s MyPlate All About digital pamphlet in order to help
students better understand MyPlate. As you look at the pamphlet together, explain that
MyPlate is a recommendation. It doesn’t mean that every single meal has to be balanced
exactly like this plate, but it’s a suggestion to keep in mind throughout the day in order
to have an overall balanced diet and maintain a healthy eating pattern. If your lunch—for
example—has few vegetables, you should try to increase the vegetables you eat at your
next meal!
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4. Switch back to projecting the MyPlate graphic. Instruct students to find a partner and
compare/contrast their My Plate Handout with the MyPlate recommendation. Students
should discuss which food groups they should try to eat more of, as well as which food
groups they may need to try to eat less of. What goals could they set in order to follow
MyPlate’s guidelines more closely? Invite a few students to share their thoughts.
5. Explain that each food group in MyPlate is important because it provides the human body
with different nutrients that are less common or absent from the other groups. Explain
that students will investigate the nutritional content of dairy foods and the positive health
effects of this food group in order to understand why dairy should be included in every
meal or 3 servings during the course of the day.
6. Randomly distribute one of the four Dairy Research Investigation Handouts to each pair of
students and explain that this handout will indicate what kind of dairy foods the students
will be researching. Review the directions on the handout and reiterate that the students
will use the nutritional label to fill in the left column of the chart and will perform internet
research to fill in the right column of the chart.
Project or write the following website addresses for the students to use as a starting point
as they perform their research:
•

Health Benefits of Dairy: nationaldairycouncil.org/health-and-wellness

•

9 Ways Milk Can Help Your Body: https://www.usdairy.com/getmedia/490cafb2-9feb46a9-858f-0a930bc5918d/ndc milk nutrient infographic_010417 pdf.pdf.pdf.aspx

7. After students have completed their research, write the following guiding question on the
board: Why are dairy foods important in an overall balanced diet?
8. Designate different sections of the room for Milk, Cheese, Cottage Cheese, and Yogurt
researchers. Instruct pairs who researched each food to go to that area. The groups
should share their research and discuss the guiding question. Each group should then
designate one or two spokespeople who will share with the class why/how their dairy food
is important in a balanced diet.
9. Allow representatives from each group to share.
If you think students would benefit from additional information once all groups have
presented, these cheese, milk, and yogurt infographics summarize the nutrients and
nutritional benefits found in many dairy foods.
If student groups have sufficiently explained these nutritional qualities, then this review
is not necessary. Instead conclude with a discussion around the guiding question:
Why are dairy foods important in an overall balanced diet?
10. End class by reminding students of the My Plate goal(s) that they made and encourage
them to incorporate this goal into their next meal.
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Class 2
1. Begin class with a quick Think/Pair/Share: Did students begin to work towards their
MyPlate goal? If yes, how? If not, how can they better accomplish this?
2. Pass out one Meal Plan Handout to each student and explain that this activity will help
students work toward their goal of eating a balanced diet. Tell the class that they will
each be responsible for creating a balanced meal plan for one day. They will know they
have created a balanced meal plan if: 1) Each meal follows the MyPlate guidelines, or 2)
If the students have made swaps that ensure that their overall day is balanced. For
instance, students may choose to eat a double serving of fruit at breakfast with no
vegetables, and then eat a double serving of vegetables at dinner with less/no fruit.
3. Review the two parts of the Meal Plan Handout:
•

The left column asks students to separate their meal into each of the food groups so
they can easily assess if their meal is balanced.

•

The right column asks students to describe their meal.

•

Provide the students with a breakfast example:
○ Meal description: Vanilla yogurt mixed with strawberries and blueberries and a side
of whole-grain toast with peanut butter.
○ MyPlate side: Strawberries and blueberries can be drawn in the fruit category,
and toast belongs in the grain category. The peanut butter can go in the
protein category, and the yogurt can go in the dairy section.
○ Remind students that with this breakfast, they’ll have to get an extra serving of
vegetables at another time of the day.

4. Encourage the students to get to work! While it may be helpful for them to brainstorm
ideas with their partner, each student should complete their own meal plan.

Differentiation Ideas:
● Extra Help: Students or classes who would benefit from a review of each food group can
consult the What’s My Plate All About digital pamphlet or this MyPlate Food Guide.
● Challenges:
○ Students may consult different recipes when constructing their meal plan. Using
this website from the USDA, students can search for recipes that focus on each of
the food groups.
○ Students may also create balanced meal plans that focus on eating
local. The MyPlate, My State website provides information about local
food and flavors as well as recipes for every state!

5. Collect the students’ meal plans at the end of class or instruct them to store the
handout in a safe place for the next period.
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Class 3
1. Begin class by asking students to guess: Out of all the food produced in the world for
humans to eat each year, what fraction of it gets wasted?
Allow a few students to respond, and then share the answer: Out all the food produced
for the world every year, about one-third of it (1.4 billion tons!) get wasted. That’s enough
food to feed over 2 billion people every day!1 Go on to explain that because of this, two
United States organizations—The Environmental Protection Agency and the United States
Department of Agriculture—began a food waste challenge with the goal of cutting our
country’s food waste in half by 2030.2
2. Instruct the class to discuss with a partner: As a student, a family member, and a
community member, what could you do to cut down on your personal food waste?
3. Once student pairs have shared their ideas, explain that three big ways to cut down on
food waste include:
•

Meal planning

•

Only serving/taking what you will eat

•

Saving unused or leftover food for another day or freezing it to use at a later time

By thinking carefully about the food that is available, students and families can limit their
waste and make the most of their food.
4. Direct students to take out their Meal Plan Handout from the previous class period,
and then pass out two more blank copies of the same handout to each student. Explain
that students will be challenged with planning meals for two more days, but in addition
to creating balanced meals during this time, students must also consider how to limit
food waste!
5. Explain, for example, that if someone planned to eat yogurt and fruit for breakfast one
morning, then they probably still have extra yogurt and fruit in their fridge. To reduce
waste, these foods can be used in new and different ways—both for breakfast and other
meals. For instance, making fruit smoothies may be an easy way to use the yogurt
and include some dairy with lunch or a snack. Or, the fruit combined with cubes of
cheese could make a delicious dessert of fruit and cheese kabobs!
6. Encourage students to be creative and then allow them to get to work.
7. When there are 10 minutes left in class, hold a quick debrief. What did the students learn
through meal-planning? What are its benefits? Is eating a balanced, reduced-waste meal
something students can try to do in the future?
8. Conclude class with a gallery walk in which students display their meal plans throughout
the classroom. As the students walk around and observe everyone’s work, they will be able
to gain ideas for additional ways to eat balanced meals!
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Extension
If time allows, students may work in groups to create and design a “professional” menu using
a design or word processing computer program. The menu should highlight each meal’s
nutritional qualities and benefits in order to demonstrate how they help diners follow a
healthy eating pattern. In addition, group members should collaborate to create a menu that
reduces food waste as they consider how ingredients can be repurposed in different ways
throughout the menu.

Sources
1.

World’s Food Waste Could Feed 2 Billion People. World Vision. worldvision.org/hunger-newsstories/food-waste

2. Food Waste Challenge FAQs. USDA. usda.gov/oce/foodwaste/faqs.htm.
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My Plate Handout
Directions: Choose a meal that you have eaten in the past 24 hours. What did you eat and drink?
Sketch your meal into the plate and glass below. Include labels!
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Dairy Research Investigation: Milk
Directions: Use the nutrition label provided to list the nutrients that can be found in your dairy
food. Focus first on the highlighted nutrients, but also include at least two other nutrients that
your food includes. Then use the internet to perform research about how these nutrients
affect the human body and include this information in the chart below.
Nutrients

Effect of these nutrients on the human body

Source: National Dairy Council
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Dairy Research Investigation: Cheese
Directions: Use the nutrition label provided to list the nutrients that can be found in
your dairy food. Focus first on the highlighted nutrients, but also include at least two
other nutrients that your food includes. Then use the internet to perform research about how
these nutrients affect the human body and include this information in the chart below.
Nutrients

Effect of these nutrients on the human body

Source: National Dairy Council
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Dairy Research Investigation: Yogurt
Directions: Use the nutrition label provided to list the nutrients that can be found in
your dairy food. Focus first on the highlighted nutrients, but also include at least two
other nutrients that your food includes. Then use the internet to perform research about how
these nutrients affect the human body and include this information in the chart below.
Nutrients

Effect of these nutrients on the human body

Source: National Dairy Council
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Dairy Research Investigation: Cottage Cheese
Directions: Use the nutrition label provided to list the nutrients that can be found in your dairy
food. Focus first on the highlighted nutrients, but also include at least two other nutrients that
your food includes. Then use the internet to perform research about how these nutrients
affect the human body and include this information in the chart below.
Nutrients

Effect of these nutrients on the human body

Source: National Dairy Council
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Meal Plan #: _______
Separate each meal into the different food groups. Then describe how they combine to make a meal!

DAIRY
FRUITS

Breakfast Description:
___________________________________________

GRAINS

___________________________________________
VEGETABLES

___________________________________________
PROTEIN

___________________________________________
___________________________________________

DAIRY
FRUITS

Lunch Description:
___________________________________________

GRAINS

___________________________________________
VEGETABLES

___________________________________________
PROTEIN

___________________________________________
___________________________________________

DAIRY
FRUITS

GRAINS

Dinner Description:
___________________________________________
___________________________________________

VEGETABLES

___________________________________________
PROTEIN

___________________________________________
___________________________________________
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