
Improving Health in 

Early Childhood Settings

How the Healthy Heart Award supports healthy 
eating and activity in preschoolers.

Jasmin Jackson
BSc (Human Nutrition), BA (Psychology), PGDip (Human Nutrition)

Health Promoter – Heart Foundation Rotorua



Why is nutrition in early 

childhood so important?



The importance of the early 

life period 

Godfrey et al, Trends in Endocrinology & Metabolism (2010)



Kai Time in ECE



Although the majority of child-care 

services (82%) had a written nutrition 

policy, many were not comprehensive 

and contained statements that could be 

difficult to action.

• Most services promoted some 

healthy eating behaviours:

– edible gardens (90%)

– not using food in punishments and 

rewards (96% and 95%)

– serving family-style meals, with adults 

seated alongside children.

– Encourage water consumption (84%)

Most ECEs have a nutrition policy, but many of these policies could be improved

Gerritsen, S., Wall, C., & Morton, S. (2015). Child-care nutrition 

environments: results from a survey of policy and practice in New Zealand 

early childhood education services. Public Health Nutrition, First 

View(Supplement -1), 1-12. doi:10.1017/S1368980015002955



• Other widespread practices were seen that 
may encourage children to overeat & form 
unhealthy food preferences:
– Serving sugary, salty and fatty foods at celebrations

– Selling unhealthy food at fundraisers
• Pizza, pies, sausages or sausage rolls were the most 

common foods for fundraising (54%), followed by cupcakes, 
cake, croissants or biscuits (49%).

– Hurrying children to finish eating

– Not checking with children if they are full before 
offering more food

– Only 27% ‘most of the time’ or ‘always’ eat and drink 
the same things as children.



The Healthy Heart Award



Central Kids Homedale



Getting Whanau On-board



More Fruit, Less Noodles







• Improved their nutrition 
and birthday celebration 
policies & procedures

• Developed lunch box 
guidelines specific to 
their kindergarten

• Taught children about 
nutrition and healthy 
eating every week 
(sometimes every day)!

• Continued with shared 
fruit



What the teachers say

“We are now a noodle-
free zone... We don’t 
get pies coming in 
very often anymore. I 
love seeing children 
put spinach, capsicum 
and mushrooms on 
homemade pizza and 
still really want to eat 
it!” 
– Amy Bray, Teacher

“Before this, our children would 
sometimes come in with whole 
pieces of fruit, take one or two 
bites, and throw the rest away.

Now, parents donate a few 
pieces of fruit which the teachers 

cut up and serve to children at 
morning and afternoon tea.

This has resulted in reduced 
food waste, reduced costs to 

parents, and an increase in the 
amount and variety of fruit 

children are eating.”

- Central Kids Homedale 
Manager



Malatest Independent 

Evaluation

ECEs that participate in the HHA are more likely to teach children about nutrition



Malatest Independent 

Evaluation

The HHA makes it more likely that whanau will learn about healthy eating





Preliminary Results from 

Menu Analysis 

Gerritsen, Dean, Morton and Wall (2016, In Press). Do New Zealand childcare menus met food and 
nutrition guidelines 



www.learnbyheart.org.nz

https://youtu.be/go5JnPjUSMs

https://youtu.be/go5JnPjUSMs


Thank you for 

listening!


