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ABSTRACT

Objective: To examine perceptions of teachers and afterschool program staff related to the positive aspects

and challenges of afterschool education for youth to guide the development of the “In Defense of Food”

nutrition education curriculum.

Methods: Semi-structured in-depth interviews with a convenience sample of teachers and afterschool pro-

gram staff experienced serving at-risk youth were conducted in New York, NY. They were audio-

recorded, transcribed verbatim, and analyzed using inductive summative content analysis to identify, count,

and compare themes.

Results: Interviews (n = 12) generated 2 meta-themes (Pedagogical Elements for Successful Learning and

Pragmatic Considerations for hosting health promotion programs in the afterschool context). Learner-cen-

tered and tailored approaches and building social connection were considered important for fostering learn-

ing in the afterschool context.

Conclusions and Implications: This study emphasizes the importance of considering pedagogical ele-

ments related to delivery that minimizes didactic instruction and focuses on learner-centered approaches.

Further research is needed to compare outcomes and process measures common approaches used in design-

ing nutrition education curricula with those that have been described in this study.
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INTRODUCTION

Diet-related diseases such as obesity,
type 2 diabetes, and hypertension are
emerging in the American popula-
tion at younger ages than ever
before.1,2 These emerging health
problems are disproportionately
impacting minority and low socio-
economic status subgroups, suggest-
ing the need for targeted nutrition
education efforts.3 Adolescents are a
particularly vulnerable group; they
are making more autonomous food-
related decisions in a food environ-
ment that promotes chronic diet-
related disease and are developing
behavioral patterns that not only
determine their current health status,

but also their risks for developing
chronic diseases moving forward.4

Although schools are a suitable
environment to reach adolescents
because they provide extensive and
continuous contact,5 increasing com-
petition for valuable classroom time
has encouraged some researchers to
explore the out-of-school space as a
forum for health promotion pro-
grams.6 In recent years, the number
of afterschool programs focused
on improving dietary intake has
increased.7−9 However, bringing
about behavior change can be diffi-
cult, especially without larger sys-
temic changes or policy-wide
supports.10 While comprehensive
reviews have found that school-based

interventions overall are effective,
the behavior changes have been min-
imal (producing statistically signifi-
cant effects, albeit small changes in
behavior).11,12 This could be because
even when nutrition education
programs are able to equip youth
with the motivations, knowledge,
and skills to take healthy actions
(employing behavioral change theo-
ries, such as the Social Cognitive
Theory13 or Theory of Planned
Behavior14), youth must still con-
stantly resist the temptations of an
obesogenic environment. Other
contributing factors might be that
programs are developed without
adequate acceptance or buy-in of
teachers or implementers of the
intervention and use ineffective ped-
agogical approaches.15

Lessons learned from effective
school-based nutrition education pro-
grams (such as Child and Adolescent
Trial for Cardiovascular Health
[CATCH]16 and Planet Health17) point
to the importance of involving stake-
holders (eg, teachers, site personnel,
students, and parents) in the initial
developmental stages.18 Stakeholder
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involvement is essential to ensure
that programs are practical and
acceptable to site implementers,19

made available to youth, and garner
greater environmental/policy sup-
ports to help youth continuously
make healthy choices.10,18 However,
even when stakeholders’ input was
sought, there is little in the nutrition
education literature about stake-
holders’ input on classroom delivery
and pedagogical issues. Furthermore,
relatively few afterschool nutrition
education programs report on pro-
gram design considerations through
stakeholder involvement.8,16,20,21 Yet,
this is an important launch point in
moving theory into practice. That is,
there is a gap in knowledge about
how teachers and other implementers
believe that nutrition education can
be effectively delivered using ped-
agogically sound approaches.

In developing a curriculum (or
modifying an existing one), health
education curriculum developers and
evaluators describe a number of
stages that must be completed within
a curricular cycle: assessment, design,
implementation, and evaluation.22,23

Assessment refers to the preliminary
stage when one determines the edu-
cational message and context for
which the program is meant to be
developed and delivered. Conduct-
ing a curriculum development assess-
ment is an important first step in the
development of any new curriculum,
usually involving a systematic exami-
nation of the state of interest, ability,
knowledge, or capacity of stakehold-
ers and the target group involved in
the program.22−24 In the preliminary
stages, an assessment phase can help
to identify aspects of program devel-
opment that are important for its via-
bility in the setting that it is being
designed for and to ensure greater
effectiveness of the program through
its tailored development.25 The prin-
ciples of the bottom-up approach19

(used to guide this work) emphasizes
the importance of addressing the via-
ble validity (whether the program is
practical, affordable, suitable, evalu-
able, and helpful) when designing
or testing a new program. This
approach is based on the premise
that an assessment of the context
(concurrent with determining pro-
gram effectiveness) is necessary to

ensure the likelihood of program use
in its intended setting.

The purpose of this study was to
examine the perspectives of day-
school teachers and afterschool pro-
gram staff on the positive aspects
and challenges of afterschool health
promotion for middle school-aged
children in an afterschool setting
and to understand the pedagogical
approaches that they would recom-
mend. In-depth interviews were
identified as a suitable means of
explorative research to garner in-
depth information based on partic-
ipants’ experiences, feelings, and
opinions.26 This study was the first
step in the curriculum development
project that guided the development
of the “In Defense of Food” (IDOF)
afterschool curriculum.27,28 The
IDOF curriculum is a 10-week behav-
iorally focused and theory-driven
nutrition education (NE) curriculum
based on the work of Michael Pol-
lan29,30 and distributed nationally by
the Public Broadcasting Service.

METHODS

Recruitment and Enrollment

A convenience sample of participants
with a range of experience working
in afterschool programs was recruited
by the lead investigator through
direct outreach via e-mail or tele-
phone from a list of 84 program
directors initially generated and pro-
vided by the New York City Depart-
ment of Youth and Community
Development (DYCD). The DYCD is
the largest funder of school- and cen-
ter-based organizations that serve
middle school-aged children in after-
school programming in New York
City.31 The lead investigator had no
established relationship with the par-
ticipants of this study. Participants
were screened for eligibility and
invited to participate in the study if
they were currently working as a
day-school teacher and had at least
1 year of experience teaching middle
school-aged children; currently
working in an afterschool program
setting and had at least 1 year of
experience working in that setting;
over 18 years of age; and native
English speakers. All afterschool
program staff were selected from the

nonprofit sector, and worked in
DYCD-funded programs, to reflect
the majority of urban afterschool
programs in New York City.32 Ethical
approval for the study involving
human participants was provided by
Teachers College, Columbia Univer-
sity Institutional Review Board (Pro-
tocol # 15-221) through expedited
review. The participants gave written
informed consent to participate
before entering the study.

In-Depth Interview Protocol

and Data Collection

The lead investigator created an
interview script. The content of the
questions was informed by standard
interview techniques generated
through an analysis of the litera-
ture33,34 and included 6 open-ended
questions and probes and follow-up
questions. Two expert researchers
reviewed the interview script for clar-
ity. Table 1 presents the core questions
and probes of the interview protocol.

Interviews were held from March
to June 2015 in person when possi-
ble, otherwise over the telephone by
the lead investigator (female) with
experience conducting interviews.
Each interview lasted for 45 minutes
and began with a short demographic
survey (to collect data on age, gender,
current position, public or private-
sector position, and years of experi-
ence in the field). To follow, inter-
viewers provided clarification of the
definition of ‘nutrition education
programs’, (defined as “planned edu-
cational activities with intended
learning objectives related to diet
and health”) and a brief introduction
about the interviewer, and finally, an
explanation of the reasons for under-
taking this research—which was
described to the participants as “to
inform the development of a nutri-
tion education program for an after-
school setting with middle school-
aged children.” All interviews included
member checks within the course of
the interview for narrative accuracy.

Analysis

Interviews were audio-recorded and
transcribed verbatim by an outside
source. All transcriptions were reviewed
along with their audio-recording a
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