
TheDigest
“An update about learning activities 
that assist dietetic students in achieving 
foundation knowledge and skills:  
perceptions about teaching and learning”

Charlene E. Schmidt, PhD, RD, CD, Laura Knudsen, M.S., R.D., C.D.

Associate Professor Instructor

Food and Nutrition Department University of Wisconsin-Stout

715-232-1994

Fax:  715-232-2317

schmidtcha@uwstout.edu

Project Summary

As a part of the Scholarship of Teaching and Learning program at the University 
of Wisconsin-Stout, a qualitative study for a Medical Nutrition Therapy course was 
developed.  The study investigated best teaching and learning practices and student 
perspectives on different types of learning activities. In an effort to discover, from 
students’ perspectives, the learning experiences, both inside and outside of the 
classroom, that assisted them in attaining the foundation knowledge and skills 
specifically in the area of clinical nutrition, the  focus was on three of the course 
objectives: a) screen a patient for nutritional risk and perform a comprehensive 
assessment, b) determine nutritional requirements for populations across the lifespan, 
c) calculate and determine body composition data and its significance as it relates 
to nutrition based on students perceptions. It was imperative to understand from 
the students perspective, “where” they were learning and “how” was what they 
were learning influencing them in this course.  The methodology was qualitative in 
nature and results were analyzed for overall general themes and similar trends with 
the assistance of a graduate student. This study was approved by the Institutional 
Review Board of Human Subjects at the University of Wisconsin-Stout. This article 
now includes informal feedback from students who have either completed or are 
completing their dietetic internship experiences about what their perceptions are now 
after time has elapsed.  

Course Context

The course, Medical Nutrition Therapy Part II, 4 credits, a senior level capstone, 
prepares the students for their clinical nutrition content of the didactic portion of 
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the program along with preparing 
them for internship, introduction of 
nutrition care process model and 
practice of RD exam review questions.  
This study included 31 students. 

Here is the course curriculum 
sequence of FN 418 Medical 
Nutrition Therapy

1.  All students in this course were 
enrolled in the web-based 
D2L (Desire to Learn) course 
management system for access 
to all materials.  Materials 
consisted of lecture notes and 
PowerPoint’s that corresponded 
with the text book (Mahan, L.K., 
Escott-Stump, S.  Krause’s Food, 
Nutrition, & Diet Therapy, 2004).  
Text book chapters matched 
each week’s topic.  Topics in this 
course included:  nutrition care 
process, documentation, Diabetes 
Mellitus Type I and II, carbohydrate 
counting, insulin usage, upper and 
lower gastrointestinal disorders, 
enteral and parental nutrition, 
biliary function, renal function, 
oncology, metabolic disorders and 
neurological disorders. Students 
were instructed to read the 
chapter(s) from the textbook and 
then view the PowerPoint and 
lecture notes that were posted 
in the D2L online format prior to 
coming to class.  Class met for 
three-hour time periods twice each 
week on Tuesdays and Thursdays. 

2.  When students attended class 
that following Tuesday, a quiz, 
corresponding to the chapter 
previously assigned was taken at 
the beginning of class.  After the 
quiz was taken independently, 
students were allowed to talk with 
any classmate to discuss, verify 
and compare answers.  Two sets 
of scores were recorded in the 
grade book, one score before 
they shared and one score after 
they shared answers.  Students 
scored around 2 – 3 points more 

on the 20 point quizzes after 
they conversed with others.  For 
example, students scored about 15 
– 17 on their own and then scored 
17 – 20 on final score.  

3.  Complex Case studies from the 
Nelms & Anderson, Medical 
Nutrition Therapy:  A case study 
approach (Wadsworth/Thomson 
Learning, 2004) was assigned each 
week throughout the semester. 
The studies corresponded to 
the topic for that week or class 
period.  Students were allowed 
to ask any questions about areas 
that they found confusing prior to 
working the case.  For example, 
one of the questions may have 
asked for calculations of energy, 
protein and fluid needs.  Students 
may have been uncertain about 
whether they could best use the 
patient’s desirable weight, current 
weight, adjusted weight or usual 
weight.  This led to further large 
class discussion and resolution 
about what direction to take on that 
particular case question.  

4.  Students presented their randomly 
assigned cases, in pairs, in class to 
the large group.  Students were 
expected not only to present 
the case in its entirety but also 
to develop 3 more practical 
application questions to challenge 
the students during the case 
presentation.  Students in the class 
then solved the three practical/
application based questions which 
were posed to them in small groups 
of five to six students.  All case 
answers were discussed in class.

5.  Other classroom activities included 
mini problem solving activities 
such as completing worksheets 
that supplied problems on 
calculating enteral, parental tube 
feeding needs, caloric needs, 
desirable weight range, protein 
needs, fluid needs, etc.

6.  At 3 – 4 week intervals, students 
completed a written survey in which 
they identified learning activities 

inside and outside of the classroom 
that they believed assisted them 
in achieving the three foundation 
objectives mentioned previously.  
The fifth and final informal survey 
was done in the large class setting 
so that all previous results of 
surveys could be viewed and 
students could discuss perceptions 
freely among one another.

Survey questions were as follows:

Survey #1

Identify the three most important 
learning activities inside or outside 
of the classroom that have helped 
you become proficient in each of 
the following three foundation 
knowledge and skills:  

   a)  Screen a patient for nutritional 
risk and perform a comprehensive 
assessment,

   b)  determine nutritional 
requirements for populations 
across the lifespan, 

   c)  calculate and determine 
body composition data and 
its significance as it relates to 
nutrition. 

In what ways have they assisted you in 
application of the above three skills:  

Survey #2

In what ways have the following 
learning activities helped you in 
practical application of the following 
foundation knowledge and skills a, b 
and c above?  

Online/independent PowerPoint 
presentations, in-class discussions, 
in-class quizzes, in-class worksheets, 
case study assignments, taking exams, 
discussing case answers, practicing 
problems. Other:  
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Survey #3

Identify and describe how and in 
what ways activities outside of the 
classroom, such as field experience or 
employment in or outside of the field of 
dietetics have assisted you in practical 
application of a, b and c above:  

Survey #4

What learning activities in this course 
have assisted you the most in being 
able to perform a, b and c above:  

Survey #5 
(Informal with large group)

Explain more about how (quizzes, for 
example, or any item can be inserted 
here such as case study review) have 
assisted you in practical application of 
the foundation knowledge and skills.  

What other learning activities, inside 
or outside of the classroom, have 
assisted you in practical application of 
the foundation knowledge and skills?  

Themes identified:

Overall, three main themes were 
revealed by student perceptions:  

1.  Problem based learning was most 
effective for achieving foundation 
knowledge and skills in the three 
areas, 

2.  All learning activities had some 
positive value for students, 

3.  Connectedness of curriculum, 
teaching style and philosophy 
alignment of instructor was 
important for learning.  

Results of the four written surveys 
and final informal discussion:  

Finding 1:  Three concepts were 
identified within problem based 
learning:  

1.  Working with others helps create an 
environment for learning, 

2.  Doing calculations, practicing, 
hands on application versus 
watching how it is done are all 
helpful,

3.  Making mistakes and receiving 
feedback can be frustrating and 
confusing but mistakes and 
feedback allowed the students to 
locate their level of knowledge 
and understand the direction they 
needed to take in order to succeed. 

Several authors’ work about the ways 
adults find learning useful have found 
similar results to all of the three areas 
above1,2. Case study work or problem 
based learning, seemed to fulfill all of 
these as well and were found useful 
by students for several reasons.  

1)  Case studies allowed students to: 
apply what they were learning,

2)  work together in pairs or small 
groups and share information, 

3)  focus on what was important to 
know, 

4)  become investigators and 
researchers and 

5)  were a way to put everything into a 
context.  

At the same time, students reported, 
case studies, in spite of being a 
source of frustration, were identified 
as a source of new knowledge to be 
acquired, synthesized and applied in 
a highly complex way; much like a 
beginning professional must do in the 
work place3.  

Furthermore, not only did working 
each case help students learn the 
three foundation knowledge and 
skills of focus in this study but 
discussing case answers provided a 
richer understanding of the nutrition 
care process as a whole.  Students 
reported that cases also helped to 
confirm their level of knowledge and 
acted as a barometer for indicating 
their learning needs and helping self-
directedness3. Some discovered, that 
they needed more practice and time 
to achieve the level of understanding 

they felt was necessary for success.  
Students appreciated having the 
opportunity to discuss the case 
questions and clarify any confusing 
expectations prior to working the case 
itself.  This helped them to be self-
directed about how they needed to 
proceed and saved them time looking 
for information and researching a 
mountain of resources that were 
not applicable.  Malcolm Knowles 
reminds us about the authenticity of 
self-directed learners and the ability 
to choose among a range of resources 
that are most appropriate to use4.  
Historically, problem based learning 
has been used by the health science 
fields in the past to assist students in 
successfully achieving these practical 
application type skills with other 
positive results such as promotion 
of deeper learning, self-directed 
skills and improved motivation3,5.  
One study about problem based 
learning used with dietetic interns 
demonstrated that they were able to 
achieve the competencies without 
extra placement time5. This study 
did not investigate how fast students 
were able to learn the three skills but 
students did report that discussing 
and clarifying cases questions prior to 
working the study did save them time 
by pointing them in the right direction 
when looking for resources to answer 
and solve questions.   

Finding 2:  Each type of learning 
activity, inside or outside of the 
classroom, seemed to have its own 
unique benefits for the student.  
For example, students cited exams 
as being very helpful as a way 
of providing another means of 
feedback.  This was surprising to 
me as in general students have 
often reported to me that they 
dislike examines and will do just 
about anything to get out of taking 
them.  Class discussions about the 
exam after it was taken provided 
opportunities to practice more skills 
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and this was reported as a useful 
activity as it “slowed down the focus” 
and allowed students to “talk it 
through.” 

In regards to quizzes, students 
reported that this gave them 
incentives to read and helped them 
to understand where they went 
wrong in their thought process 
about a concept or idea.  

In response to the questions about 
“outside” experiences, students 
reported that conducting field work, 
working in the area of dietetics with 
patients at hospitals, nursing homes, 
in fitness areas or participating in 
student thesis work that was of a 
clinical nature was very important 
from student’s perceptions in 
achieving the three foundation 
knowledge and skills “inside” the 
classroom.  As a side note, guest 
expert RD speakers were valued 
by students as they felt that the 
speakers allowed them to learn about 
the multitude of ways professionals 
worked in the field in “real life” 
settings along with the opportunity 
to learn more about that particular 
field, e.g. transplant nutrition, 
nutrition support.  

Finding 3:  More interestingly than 
the success students found in the 
problem based case studies was 
the identified need for a structured, 
connected and logical curriculum 
progression. This result replicates 
a key point in Wulff‘s Alignment for 
Learning: Strategies for Teaching 
Effectiveness6.  The students 
indicated that they do not want a 
progression from simple to more 
complex but rather a more integrated 
connectedness or meshing together 
of how all of the parts fit together 
as a conceptual whole.  The parts 
consisted of the curriculum, the 
instructor’s philosophy and the 
teaching style all combined.  When 

students had all three of these 
combined, they felt the learning 
flowed from basic foundation to 
complex evaluation.  

Conclusion

To summarize, students expressed 
positive outcomes strongly for a 
problem based learning format.  
Second, being involved in a variety 
of ways, blending different types of 
activities that connected and led to 
the same learning outcome assisted 
students in learning.  Interestingly, 
outside learning activities such as 
field work, employment related to 
dietetics, shadowing professionals 
and working with master’s students 
on their thesis projects were also 
helpful in enhancing attainment of 
knowledge of the three areas in this 
clinically based course.  From students 
perspectives what instructors do 
inside of the classroom, the ways 
in which curriculum is designed and 
aligned, as well as experiences outside 
of the classroom all influence the 
students ability to learn foundation 
knowledge and skill that are sought in 
dietetic education.

Informal feedback about problem-
based learning from students 
during subsequent MNT courses, 
during and after dietetic internship 
completion from 2007 - 2009:  

In recent course evaluations of the 
MNT course Fall 2007, 15 out of 
28 students reported they felt the 
case studies offered them the most 
“hands-on” learning and that they 
were the most beneficial portion 
of the course.  Several students 
commented on the importance of 
the balance and alignment of course 
activities which allowed them to 
learn best.  In another semester 
of this same course, 8 out of 17 
students responded that application 
and problem based activities such as 
case studies and in class worksheets, 
which involved solving problems, 

improved their “critical thinking” 
skills along with their ability to 
“apply medical nutrition therapy” to 
a variety of disease processes.  

One former student, Tianna Bechly, 
who took her RD exam in March of 
2009 responded about how the MNT 
course assisted her during the dietetic 
internship:  “I think the most useful 
tool would have been the case studies 
- it helped us get into the mindset 
of being a RD and what we would 
do and what investigative tools that 
are useful in situations like those.”  
Interestingly, after time has passed 
for former students to reflect on their 
learning in the classroom, this same 
theme about the value of problem 
based-learning is echoed time and 
time again.

This ongoing informal feedback 
from current and former students 
continues to reinforce the need for 
problem based learning activities to 
enhance learning and prepare them 
in the most effective ways to achieve 
foundation knowledge and skills.  
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