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Purpose:  The purpose of this quasi-experimental pre-post study was to compare program outcomes of a family-based nutrition education program provided by CSUC dietetic students in a service learning placement versus outcomes for services provided by professional nutrition educators.  
Methods:  Participants included 52 children ages 2 to 16 and a parent who attended at least three nutrition education sessions within a six month period.  Outcome measures included changes in children’s Body Mass Index (BMI) and eating behaviors as reported by parents.  Paired t-tests were used to assess differences between pre and post BMI and eating behaviors.  ANOVA was used to test for differences between participants educated by students versus professional nutrition educators.  
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Results:  Mean BMI was significantly lower (p=0.01) after three sessions (27.8 ± 6.9) compared to baseline (28.1 ± 6.9).  The average loss for those children who lost weight (58%) was 0.8 ± 0.7 BMI units or five pounds.  The average gain for those who gained weight (42%) was 0.3 ± 0.1 BMI units or two pounds.  This reversal or decrease in the rate of weight gain indicates program success.  BMI change was not significantly different for those children receiving services from a professional versus student nutrition educator.  All parents reported a significant decrease in the availability of soda (p=0.017).  Those parents whose children lost weight reported a greater decrease (p=.006) in soda availability compared to those whose children did not.  Findings support programmatic success in pediatric weight management and improvements in family based healthy eating patterns when delivered by either student or professional nutrition educators.  Well prepared and supervised dietetic students can successfully provide nutrition education as part of a team.  This type of service learning experience appears to have a profoundly positive impact on participating dietetic students.

