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It is important to establish
healthy habits early in
life to ensure those habits
carry over into adulthood.

Healthy Habits Start
Early (HHSE) is a
nutrition-based program
for home childcare
providers and daycare
centers that supports and
improves healthy eating
practices.

Mealtime ideas

Garden-based
nutrition curriculum 

Parent engagement
tools

Self-assessment tools

WHAT IS HEALTHY
HABITS START EARLY?
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Smarter Mealtime ideas are designed to increase
consumption of vegetables, fruits and whole grains, reducing
the consumption of added sugar and saturated fats and
allowing for nutritious substitutions. Menus and mealtime
strategies take cost and practicality into consideration.

Grow It, Try It, Like It! is a free, garden-based nutrition
education curriculum for child-care settings. Through fun
activities, preschool children experience new fruits and
vegetables, learn how plants grow, and connect foods at the
table with the farm, orchard, and garden.

Family newsletters share consistent nutrition messages
between children, families, and child care providers.

Go NAP SACC is an online tool that walks child care providers
through simple steps to make healthy changes to their
programs through self-assessment, planning, and action.  

Iowa Smarter Mealtime Scorecard is an assessment tool to
help improve menu planning, mealtime experience, mealtime
environment, and provider involvement.

DEFINITIONS
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With Healthy Habits Start Early, providers
have increased their NAP SACC
scores and number of best practices
met, according to a University of Iowa
study.¹

WHY PARTICIPATE?

“Sometimes I think we do a lot of things already
with the kids, and you’re like, ‘Oh, one more thing,’

but I think it added to it and it was fun.”²

“The food that they are now eating that they
would not have eaten six months ago is just
astronomical, before we would have
vegetables left over left and right. Now we’re
lucky if we have enough vegetables for a third
serving if the kids want some.”

“A lot of [the parents] were like, ‘Oh, my gosh. I
can’t believe they ate a tomato. They’ve never

eaten a tomato.’”

¹In a 2019 University of Iowa report, ten home providers and 12 day care centers completed both pre-and post-HHSE
intervention assessments in the online NAP SACC tool. On average, the home providers increased their score 5.8±4.3
points and increased their number of best practices met by 13.7%±11.5%. The day care centers increased their score by
5.3±5.8 points and increased their number of best practices met by 11.5±11.5% (Table 5). 

²Quotes from in-depth interviews reported in the document linked above. 3

https://ppc.uiowa.edu/publications/healthy-habits-start-early-evaluation-results-and-recommendations


Talk about food shapes and colors.
Use taste and texture words to describe foods, such as: sweet, salty,
crunchy, creamy.

Be positive and excited when introducing a new food.
Don’t assume that a child won’t like a food because it's new or different,
and praise children when they do try a new food.

Serve a new food along with a familiar food, and ask children to point out
the similarities between the two foods.
If a food is not accepted after several tries, change the way it is prepared
and/or served.
When children do accept a new food, serve it again soon so they get used
to it.

Use fun food names, and invite children to come up with their own. 
Ask children, “What would your favorite superhero eat?”

Encouraging healthy foods

Age 2
Wash and tear

lettuce and salad
greens, carry

unbreakable items
to the table

Getting children involved
Age 3

Mix ingredients,
rinse fruits and

vegetables, spread
hummus or

peanut butter

Ages 4-5
Measure dry and
liquid ingredients,
peal hard boiled
eggs, mash soft

vegetables

SMARTER
MEALTIME IDEAS
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Provide child-sized tables, chairs, dinnerware, and utensils.
Before mealtime, try activities to help children slow down, such as
coloring, reading a story, or setting the table.

Offer a variety of different colored foods on the same plate.
Prepare different varieties of the same food in a dish, such as different
shaped pasta or different colored beans.

Let children follow their hunger cues and allow them to leave food on
their plates.
Sit and eat with children, and try new foods in front of them.

"Do you like that? Which
one is your favorite?"

"Is your stomach telling
you that you’re full? Has

your tummy had
enough?"

"We can try these
vegetables again another

time. Next time would
you like to try them raw

instead of cooked?"

"See that didn't taste so
bad did it?" 

"Jenny, look at your sister.
She ate all of her

bananas. You have to
take one more bite

before you leave the
table."

"No dessert until you eat
your vegetables."

Creating a positive meal
environment

INSTEAD OF... TRY THIS!
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SAMPLE CACFP MENU
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SAMPLE CACFP RECIPE

For more recipes and menu
cycles, click here to visit the

CACFP Menu Planning Guide.
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https://dpi.wi.gov/sites/default/files/imce/community-nutrition/pdf/menu-planning-guide-web.pdf


Grow It, Try It, Like It! is a
garden-themed nutrition
education kit for child
care staff that introduces
children to three fruits—
peaches, strawberries,
and cantaloupe—and
three vegetables—
spinach, sweet potatoes,
and crookneck squash.

Each set of lessons contains: hands-on
activities, planting activities, nutrition
education activities, and tools for family
involvement.

There are two kits—one
designed for child care

centers and one for day
care homes.

GROW IT, TRY IT,
LIKE IT!
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https://www.fns.usda.gov/tn/grow-it
https://www.fns.usda.gov/tn/grow-it-homes


SAMPLE EXCERPTS
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Monthly family newsletters share
consistent nutrition messages with

children and their families.

SAMPLE NEWSLETTER

Newsletters include Cantaloupe, Growing Great Food
Tasters, Peaches, Polite Food Taster, 

Spinach, Sweet Potatoes and more!

13

https://educateiowa.gov/documents/team-nutrition/2019/06/cacfp-family-newsletter-cantaloupe
https://educateiowa.gov/documents/team-nutrition/2019/06/cacfp-family-newsletter-growing-great-food-tasters
https://educateiowa.gov/documents/team-nutrition/2019/06/cacfp-family-newsletter-peaches
https://educateiowa.gov/documents/team-nutrition/2019/06/cacfp-family-newsletter-polite-food-taster
https://educateiowa.gov/documents/team-nutrition/2019/06/cacfp-family-newsletter-spinach
https://educateiowa.gov/documents/team-nutrition/2019/06/cacfp-family-newsletter-sweet-potatoes


Recommended varieties: ‘Earliglow,’ ‘Allstar,’ ‘Honeoye,’ ‘Surecrop,’ ‘Redchief,’
‘Jewel,’ and ‘Kent.’

Recommended varieties: ‘Ozark Beauty’ and ‘Ogallala’

Recommended varieties: ‘Tristar’ and ‘Tribute’

Strawberry types for growing in Iowa are:
June bearing, which bear fruit in June;

Everbearing, which bear fruit in June and late summer/early fall; 

Day-neutral, which fruit throughout the growing season (except during especially
hot weather).

IOWA GROWING

CALENDAR

Growing peaches is challenging in Iowa, but more-so possible in the
southern third of the state. Recommended varieties in Iowa are 'Reliance' and
'Polly.'

CROP MONTH

Suggested planting time

Growing period Harvest period

Annuals

Perennials
STRAWBERRIES

PEACHES

April May June July August Sept. Oct.
Crookneck squash (yellow squash)

Spinach

Sweet potato

Cantaloupe (muskmelon)
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Go to www.gonapsacc.org
and click 'Join Today.' If you do
not have an account you will
need to register for an account.

Under 'Directors &
Owners,' click 'Continue'

and follow the prompts.

Complete the Go
NAP SACC five
steps.

Don't forget to
retake your
assessment later
on!

Start with 'Child Nutrition,' then
explore the other modules!

TRACKING YOUR
PROGRESS 

JOIN GO NAP SACC!
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Contact Erin Olson at
erin.olson@idph.iowa.gov to

obtain the registration code.

http://www.gonapsacc.org/


IOWA SMARTER

MEALTIME SCORECARD
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TIPS FOR ADAPTING
HHSE TO THE 
COVID-19 CRISIS

Gardening
is a great
outdoor
activity!

While HHSE usually recommends serving meals family-style,
that is not advised right now. Instead, plate each child’s meal
individually so that multiple children are not touching the same
serving utensils.

When possible, move HHSE activities outdoors.

As during normal conditions, caregivers should wash their
hands before preparing food and after helping children to eat.
Sinks used for food preparation should not be used for any
other purposes. 

Encourage staff to take everyday preventive actions to
prevent the spread of respiratory illness.
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