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Abstract

Universities are in an excellent 
position to provide outreach to 
the members of their community 
by utilizing available resources to 
conduct research. The University of 
Northern Colorado has successfully 
included undergraduate dietetics 
majors in community research 
projects. Two different groups of 
dietetics undergraduates were 
recruited on campus for two similar 
research projects. Recruitment of the 
dietetics undergraduates was either 
through an elective research course 
or as a volunteer. Undergraduate 
dietetics students provided health 
lessons during an after-school 
program for elementary students. 
Undergraduate dietetics students 
involved in either project gained 
many skills including classroom 
management, working with children, 
lesson planning and presenting, 
research methods, and flexibility. 
Successful research experiences 
with undergraduate dietetics 
students should include leadership 
opportunities and a signed contract 
that details expectations for 
volunteers or a course requirement 
with a grade.

Introduction

Being part of a research team while 
pursuing a dietetics degree is not 
often feasible for undergraduate 
students. However, a basic 
understanding of research is 
essential for dietetics students in 
order to apply to a dietetic internship 
or graduate school. Research 
knowledge and skills are needed to 
conduct research and read evidence-
based literature in order to provide 
best practice nutrition guidance to 
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their clients and patients. In addition, 
the Registration Examination for 
Dietitians includes research-related 
questions.1 Hyena-Hankinson, 
Martin, and Wirth imply that research 
competencies are rarely taught in 
undergraduate dietetics programs.2 
Few peer-reviewed manuscripts 
have been published regarding 
research involving dietetics students 
at the undergraduate level.2-7 Not 
only is providing students with the 
opportunity to learn about research 
important for his or her future 
role as a registered dietitian (RD), 
but according to the Foundation 
Knowledge Requirements and 
Learning Outcomes for Didactic 
Programs in Dietetics,8 “the 
curriculum must reflect the scientific 
basis of the dietetics profession and 
must include research methodology, 
interpretation of research literature, 
and integration of research principles 
into evidence-based practice.” 
Finding ways to provide research 
experience to undergraduates in a 
beneficial way to both the student 
and faculty member is important. 
Universities are in a position to 
impact the lives of individuals within 
the community while utilizing 
enrolled student resources. Over 
the last two years, the dietetics 
program at the University of 
Northern Colorado (UNC) has offered 
undergraduate dietetics majors two 
opportunities to conduct a nutrition 
intervention with elementary school 
students. One of the purposes 
of the elementary school project 
was to determine the best way to 
provide undergraduate dietetics 
majors research opportunities 
either through an elective course or 
through a volunteer opportunity.

Methods

Research Experience through  
a Course
During the spring semester of 2009, 
a research methods elective course 
enabled students to learn about 
conducting research as well as how 
to be part of a research team. During 
the fourteen-week course, eleven 
dietetics undergraduate students 
were involved in a nine-week 
Community Nutrition intervention 
project. The intervention consisted 
of a participatory model where 
elementary school students 
engaged in hands-on nutrition 
education (e.g. educational games 
and activities, healthy snack 
preparation). Elementary school 
students were recruited from an 
after-school program through 
a convenience sample at a local 
elementary school. This school has 
over 85% of the children eligible 
for free or reduced-cost lunch. 
Both the parents and the children 
provided consent/assent to be a part 
of this project. Elementary school 
students were transported from 
their after-school program to UNC’s 
Dietetics Foods Lab for nutrition 
education sessions. Sessions covered 
MyPyramid, eating for energy, fruits 
and vegetables, importance of eating 
meals as a family, and appropriate 
portion sizes. The undergraduate 
dietetics students developed and 
taught each of the nine sessions 
and participated in collecting and 
assessing data (height, weight, pre-
test, post-test, process evaluations, 
and food records). In addition to 
working with the elementary school 
students, undergraduate dietetics 
majors also attended class where 
they participated in hands-on 
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activities and lectures on research 
ethics, needs assessments, survey 
development, development of 
research questions and study design, 
dietary assessment and validation, 
behavioral theory based research, 
and data analysis. 

Research Experience through a 
Volunteer Opportunity
During the spring semester of 
2011, a volunteer opportunity 
to conduct a similar nutrition 
intervention occurred without a 
course requirement. Undergraduate 
student involvement was determined 
through an application process, 
selecting one paid undergraduate 
Research Assistant and twelve 
undergraduate dietetics student 
volunteers. The Research Assistant 
position required a major in Dietetics 
with a minimum 3.2 grade point 
average. Sophomore status with 
a dietetics major was required for 
all undergraduate dietetics major 
volunteers. This research experience 
took place at the same after-school 
program used during the elective 
course. Recruitment and informed 
consent/assent was gathered the 
same way as in the first experience. 
A mandatory orientation on research 
methods and overall project goals 
was provided, including how to 
administer pre- and post-test 
surveys and how to utilize/analyze/
evaluate food diaries. The twelve 
undergraduate volunteers and one 
paid Research Assistant developed 
two lesson plans and participated 
in collecting and assessing data 
(height, weight, pre-test, post-
test, process evaluations, and food 
records). Two nutrition classes were 
provided by the undergraduate 
volunteers, directed by the paid 
Research Assistant, and supervised 

by university faculty from the 
dietetics program. Nutrition topics 
included appropriate portion sizes 
and eating for energy with the 
Research Assistant leading the 
planning of lessons and organizing 
undergraduate volunteers.

For both experiences (elective 
course and volunteer), recruitment 
occurred at the same elementary 
school’s after-school program and 
similar nutrition education topics 
were provided to the elementary 
school students. However, during 
the elective course, more nutrition 
topics (nine vs. two) were provided 
to the elementary school students 
and a more in-depth description of 
research methodology was explained 
to the undergraduate dietetics 
students. The same elementary 
school students’ questionnaires and 
diet assessment tools were used 
during both experiences. 

Data from the elementary school 
students’ surveys were entered into 
SPSS (17.0) to calculate frequency 
distributions and independent 
samples t-tests. A p-value of <.05 
was determined to detect significant 
differences. Qualitative open-ended 
questions from the undergraduate 
dietetics students’ questionnaires 
on what they enjoyed, learned, and 
would recommend for future efforts 
between UNC and local elementary 
schools were evaluated to determine 
themes among respondents.
 
Results

The undergraduate dietetics students 
in both experiences (elective course 
and volunteers) all rated their 
research experience as positive and 
remarked how they enjoyed working 
with the elementary school children. 
In addition, the undergraduate 

dietetics students reported that they 
valued the experience of being part 
of a research team. Undergraduate 
students in both experiences 
reported via open-ended questions 
that they learned about the research 
process and about the amount 
of planning required. They also 
discovered that educators need 
a variety of motivational tools to 
establish and maintain children’s 
attention spans; children need 
different methods of encouragement 
to try new foods and accept new 
ideas about nutrition; and being 
flexible when working with children 
in a classroom setting is imperative 
to any project. 

The main difference was observed 
in the undergraduate dietetics 
students’ responses to the different 
experiences. The undergraduate 
dietetics student volunteers 
expressed more frustration, felt 
less empowered, and noticed some 
of their fellow students were less 
committed to the project. The paid 
undergraduate Research Assistant 
in the second pathway and the 
undergraduate dietetics students 
who completed the research through 
a course had similar feedback in their 
qualitative open-ended questions. 

In addition, data collected from 
the elementary school students 
measured the effectiveness 
and appropriateness of the two 
nutrition interventions. Overall, 
25 different elementary school 
students participated. The majority 
of the elementary students who 
participated were 10 years old (80%), 
Hispanic (80%) and 75% had a BMI 
within the “at risk for overweight” 
(90th%ile) category on the CDC 
growth charts (SEM=1.10). All of 
the elementary students enjoyed 



coming to the nutrition sessions, 
making and eating the snacks, and 
learning from “college students.” 
Ninety-six percent (24 out of 25) of 
the elementary students rated that 
they strongly agreed (on a Likert 
scale) that they enjoyed coming to 
the classes because they learned 
how to “eat healthy” and how to “be 
healthy.” Food record results also 
suggested elementary students who 
attended all the nutrition sessions 
tended to consume fewer calories 
(p=.10), more calcium (p=.10) and less 
sodium (p=.10) from pre- to post-test 
as compared to those who did not, 
but the results were not significant.

The undergraduate dietetics students 
in both experiences were also able to 
present the results of their research 
projects at UNC’s Research Day 
and at the 2009 American Dietetic 
Association Food and Nutrition 
Conference and Expo which provided 
them the opportunity to network 
with other researchers. 

Discussion

Both research experiences described 
show how nutrition education 
research interventions impact the 
surrounding community when 
provided by undergraduate students. 
The experiences also were beneficial 
to the undergraduate dietetics 
students in learning research basics, 
lesson planning, and presenting. 
The students who participated 
comprised a group of talented and 
enthusiastic workers who planned 
and implemented interventions 
under the under the direction of a 
dietetics faculty member. This project 
demonstrated the enthusiasm of the 
elementary children having college 
students interacting with them and 
also provided evidence that the 
undergraduate dietetics students 

are interested in being members of a 
research team with a chance to plan 
and teach nutrition lessons.

This project determined what 
worked well and what should 
be considered before utilizing 
undergraduates in a research project 
in the future. The main concern 
is volunteer involvement. The 
first opportunity was a required 
project in the research course the 
undergraduates were enrolled 
in with participation and project 
outcomes as part of their course 
grade. The second opportunity 
utilized voluntary undergraduate 
support. The voluntary nature of 
the second experience is believed 
to be the main reason participation 
was not consistent or reliable with 
a small number of the volunteers. 
Seven of the twelve volunteers 
stated they felt less involved and 
only as “volunteers” without a 
leadership role. The feedback 
recommended more leadership 
opportunities instead of only one 
Research Assistant and a contract 
so volunteers understood what was 
expected and felt more empowered. 
Also, the Research Assistant reported 
that receiving volunteer responses 
to emails, planning meetings, and 
lesson planning was difficult. Ninety 
percent of the volunteer dietetics 
students recommended the creation 
of a method to hold each volunteer 
accountable for the tasks s/he agreed 
to complete. 

Conclusion

Based on the feedback from both 
groups of dietetics undergraduate 
students as well as test scores from 
the elective course, the opportunity 
to learn about and conduct research 
as part of a team was a success and 
a teaching strategy to continue in 

the future. One important finding 
was that at the undergraduate level, 
a course with a grade or a contract 
that clearly stated the importance 
of the undergraduate student’s role 
and the expectations for each task is 
recommended to improve volunteer 
dependability. Recommendations 
on ways to improve volunteer 
dependability were noted, especially 
if the research project was not a 
course requirement and did not 
provide a direct leadership role. 
Either research pathway provided 
undergraduate dietetics students 
insight into research methods and 
hands-on experience in learning how 
to plan and teach nutrition education 
to elementary school students. 
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