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The expression “you are what you eat” isn’t far from the truth. The human 
body depends on nutrients from food to provide energy and promote health 
over the entire span of life. But while our reliance on water, fiber, and nutri-
ents remains a constant from birth until death, our metabolism slows as we 
age, meaning elders require fewer calories than the young.

Beyond contending with the various changes in dietary needs that can 
surface throughout the aging process, many nursing home residents have ad-
ditional health conditions that can compromise their intake of sufficient nu-
trients. To ensure meals accommodate the evolving dietary realities of these 
individuals, CNAs must first understand the building blocks of nutrition. 

This issue of CNA Training Advisor discusses the ingredients that form 
the foundation of good nutrition. It also highlights the integral roles that food 
groups, serving sizes, and calories play in structuring healthy meals, teach-
ing CNAs how to build a balanced diet from the ground up. The issue then 
identifies special diets that are common among residents with certain health 
issues. Finally, it closes with strategies for injecting joy into mealtimes, which 
can lose their luster for residents with age- and health-related impairments. 

Happy training. Stay tuned for next month’s issue on preventing falls.

Fast fluid facts

Sufficient fluid consumption is an essential aspect of 

a balanced diet. Here’s the why and how of it: 

• Body weight=2/3 water

• Daily need=80 oz. fluid (8–10 glasses)

• Fluid input should equal fluid output

• Too much water loss=dehydration

• Not enough water loss=edema

• Urine=40% of fluid output

• Evaporation=60% of fluid output

Quiz answer key
1. a

2. a

3. d

4. b

5. b

6. c

7. c

8. b

9. d

10. c

Program Prep

Program time
Approximately 30 minutes

Learning objectives
Participants in this activity will be 
able to:
• Recognize the core compo-

nents of a balanced diet
• Identify special diets, what

conditions may render them
necessary, and how to abide
by them

• Apply targeted techniques to
promote proper nutrition, food
safety, and enjoyable meal-
times for residents

Preparation
• Review the material on pp. 1–4
• Duplicate the CNA Professor

insert for participants

Method
1. Place a copy of CNA Profes-

sor and a pencil at each partic-
ipant’s seat

2. Conduct the questionnaire as
a pretest or, if participants’
reading skills are limited, as an
oral posttest

3. Present the program material
4. Review the questionnaire
5. Discuss the answers
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Everybody, regardless of age or health status, needs the right 
amount of nutrients—the essential food elements the body uses for 
energy, maintenance, healing, and growth. Key nutrients include:
• Proteins, which facilitate growth of muscle and body tissue, and 

are found in meat, fish, eggs, milk, peas, beans, and nuts
• Carbohydrates, which provide energy, and are found in bread, 

grains, cereals, potatoes, peas, and beans
• Fats, which enable warmth, vitamin storage, and energy, and are 

found in meat, dairy products, vegetable oils, and egg yolks
• Vitamins, which promote healthy body system function, and are 

found in fruit, vegetables, meat, and dairy products
• Minerals, which facilitate growth; strength; and healthy blood, 

bones, and body system function, and are found in fruit, vegeta-
bles, meat, fish, dairy products, and grains

Beyond nutrients, other meal components that are integral to 
achieving a nutritious and balanced diet include fiber and fluids.  

Fiber
Fiber creates “bulk” that helps fuel digestion and waste elimina-

tion—particularly important functions for elders, who often struggle 
with constipation or diarrhea as their body systems change. Foods that 
are high in fiber include cereals, grains, fruit, and vegetables. 

Fluids
Water is instrumental to healthy function in every body system. 

While people expel a significant amount of water throughout the 
course of the day, they can replenish the necessary supply in a variety 
of ways, including drinking it in its pure form, consuming other fluids, 
and eating water-rich foods like fruit, vegetables, and meat. 

Consuming the requisite amount of water is of vital importance, as 
insufficient intake can lead to renal failure, muscle spasms, exhaustion, 
and even death. In addition, elders are at a particularly high risk for dehy-
dration—the excessive loss of body fluids or water. While the body of the 
average adult is about 60% water, that of an older person is closer to 50%, 
largely due to losses in muscle mass and kidney function. To complicate 
matters, thirst decreases as we age, meaning elders often don’t realize they 
are thirsty until they show more extreme signs of dehydration. 

In light of these age-related obstacles to sufficient hydration, help 
your residents consume enough water by providing them with a full 
glass during meals and at snack times and encouraging them to eat as 
many water-rich foods as their dietary plans allow.
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STAY CONNECTED
Interact with us and the rest of the HCPro 
community at HCPro.com

Become a fan at  
facebook.com/HCProInc

Follow us at  
twitter.com/HCPro_Inc

Email us at  
customerservice@hcpro.com

Questions? Comments? Ideas? 
Contact Associate Editor Delaney Rebernik at 
 drebernik@hcpro.com or 781-639-1872, Ext. 3726.

Don’t miss your next issue
If it’s been more than six months since you 
purchased or renewed your subscription to 
CNA Training Advisor, be sure to check 
your envelope for your renewal notice or call 
customer service at 800-650-6787. Renew your 
subscription early to lock in the current price. 

Relocating? Taking a new job?
If you’re relocating or taking a new job and 
would like to continue receiving CNA Training 
Advisor, you are eligible for a free trial 
subscription. Contact customer serv ice with 
your moving information at  800-650-6787. At 
the time of your call, please share with us the 
name of your replacement.

This document contains privileged, copyrighted informa-
tion. If you have not purchased it or are not otherwise 
entitled to it by agreement with HCPro, any use, disclo-
sure, forwarding, copying, or other communication of the  
contents is prohibited without permission.
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Building a balanced diet
The U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA), the 

federal agency that sets national nutrition standards, 
recommends a diet composed of items from six differ-
ent food groups: 
• Carbohydrates (6–11 servings per day)
• Vegetables (3–5 servings)
• Fruits (2–4 servings)
• Protein (2–3 servings)
• Dairy (2–3 servings)
• Fats, oils, and sweets (Limited) 

Eating a variety of foods within each of these core cat-
egories promotes balance and vitality. See the table below 
for a breakdown of foods that constitute a single serving in 

a given group. Note that fat, oil, and sweet options aren’t 
listed, as they should be consumed only sparingly.

Beyond eating a diet that’s rich in variety and satis-
fies serving recommendations, an individual must con-
sume the appropriate number of calories—the energy 
in food—to achieve balanced nutrition. Caloric needs 
vary by a person’s size, weight, age, and activity level. 
Body metabolism slows as we age, so older individuals 
require fewer calories. However, because their need for 
water, fiber, and nutrients stay the same, healthy eat-
ing—and drinking—remains a priority throughout life. 

Special diets
Many people have special dietary needs due to tem-

porary illness, surgery, or ongoing conditions. Because 
these experiences are prevalent among elders—and 
even more so among those residing in nursing homes—
CNAs should be familiar with the most common diet 
variations, including their purpose, application, and 
requirements. These important frontline staff mem-
bers should also be cognizant of each resident’s specific 
dietary needs and any changes that occur over time. 
The following sections outline a few of the special diets 
CNAs are likely to encounter on the job. 

Low salt
Also called restricted sodium or low NA (the chemi-

cal abbreviation for salt or sodium), a low salt diet is 
advisable for many people with heart disease, kidney 
disease, or high blood pressure.

Guidelines include: 
• Using little or no salt while preparing food and dur-

ing the course of eating
• Avoiding salty snacks (e.g., potato chips, pretzels) 

and condiments (e.g., ketchup, mustard, margarine)

Low fat
Also called a low cholesterol diet, this variety is often 

recommended for people with heart disease or obesity. 
Guidelines include:

• Eating predominantly low fat foods (e.g., chicken, 
vegetables, fruits, pasta, cereal) 

• Consuming fatty foods (e.g., ice cream, egg yolks, 

What is in a serving size?

Food group One serving size equals …

Carbohydrates • 1 slice bread or 1 tortilla

• ½ cup cooked rice or pasta

• 1 oz dry cereal

Vegetables • 1 cup leafy vegetables (salad)

• ½ cup cooked vegetables or 

vegetable juice

• 10 French fries

Fruit • ½ cup canned, fresh, or frozen 

fruit

• ½ cup fruit juice

• 1 medium (about the size of 

a baseball) apple, orange, or 

banana

Protein • 2–3 oz meat, poultry, or fish

• ½ cup dry beans or peas

• 2 tablespoons peanut butter

• 1 egg

Dairy • 1 cup milk

• 8 oz yogurt

• 1.5 oz cheese
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bacon, sausage) only sparingly, in very small 
amounts, or not at all

Soft
This diet, which involves the consumption of only 

soft foods (e.g., cooked vegetables, ground meat, fish, 
pureed foods), can benefit people who have difficulty 
chewing or who suffer from certain stomach issues. 

Diabetic
It is important for people with diabetes to eat the 

right foods, regardless of whether they are taking 
insulin or other medicine to control the condition. 
Residents with diabetes should have a diet plan de-
signed especially for them by a doctor or dietitian. This 
customized plan will specify the appropriate amounts 
of carbohydrates, proteins, and fats to consume daily. 

High protein
Residents who have recently undergone surgery or 

who currently have a wound often need high levels of 
protein to speed healing. Associated diets often call for 
heavy consumption of meat, fish, eggs, beans, peas, and 
dairy products.

Liquid 
Residents who have digestive problems, other 

stomach sensitivities, or who are preparing for certain 
medical procedures may need to consume only liquids. 
There are two common varieties of liquid diets: 
• Full liquid, which allows for the intake of any type 

of liquid, including strained soups, milk, and ice 
cream

• Clear liquid, which restricts intake to liquids you 
can see through, such as water, tea, apple juice, 
clear broth, and black coffee (no cream or milk)

Quick tips for successful mealtimes
Older people often have decreased senses of sight, 

smell, and taste—not to mention stomach sensitivities 
that can limit their consumption of foods with certain 
spices and flavor enhancers. These factors can diminish 
the appeal of food, pleasure in eating, and incentive to 
consume important nutrients. The following sections 

describe different varieties of mealtime practices that 
CNAs can implement to bring residents to the table and 
help them get the sustenance they need. 

Taste
• Collaborate with peers to develop menus chock full 

of fresh, tasty foods seasoned creatively—and ap-
propriately—for residents’ changing taste buds

• Offer additional seasonings as appropriate
• Suggest liquids frequently during the course of 

the meal, using a different straw for each liquid to 
avoid muddling flavors

• Serve hot foods hot, and cold foods cold to avoid al-
tering the intended taste

Serving 
When helping residents eat during mealtimes: 

• Identify all the foods available on the plate, and craft 
each bite according to the individual’s preference

• Describe the location of different foods in rela-
tion to the face of a clock to help residents with im-
paired vision better navigate their plates: “Your 
pork chop is at 3 o’clock, your mashed potatoes are 
at 6 o’clock, and your pudding is in a separate dish 
above the plate at 12 o’clock”

• Offer one bite at a time, using a spoon that’s two-
thirds full and allowing hot liquids to cool before 
serving

Food safety
To avoid food poisoning:

• Never undercook meat—cook until meat tempera-
ture is 165 degrees to kill the bacteria

• Keep refrigerated foods at a temperature below 45 
degrees 

• Thaw frozen foods quickly, and cook them before 
they reach room temperature

• Prepare foods that spoil at room temperature last
• Keep fresh foods separate from one another, and 

use different surfaces and utensils when preparing 
each variety 

• Cover unserved portions to prevent contamination
• Cool leftovers quickly, and refrigerate them in small 

containers H



1. What do proteins do for the body? 

a. Promote muscle growth 

b. Diminish body tissue

c. Build fat 

d. Create an alkaline environment in the stomach

2. What are nutrients?

a. Food elements used by the body for energy,  
maintenance, healing, and growth

b. Food waste 

c. People who provide nutritional advice

d. None of the above

3. Which of the following foods contain vitamins?   

a. Fruit 

b. Vegetables 

c. Meat 

d. All of the above  

4. One loaf is equal to a single serving of bread.  

a. True

b. False

5. Residents on low salt diets should avoid _________.  

a. strawberries 

b. potato chips

c. hard-boiled eggs

d. carrots

6. Which of the following foods is low in fat?  

a. Vegetable oil 

b. Cheese 

A supplement to CNA Training Advisor

Name: Date:

c. Fruit

d. Bacon 

7. Someone with diabetes should ______________.  

a. avoid sugar at all costs

b. limit fluid intake

c. abide by a customized dietary plan 

d. only eat soft foods

8. A high protein diet is sometimes recommended for 
______________.

a. losing weight

b. speeding up healing

c. relieving heartburn 

d. lowering blood pressure 

9. Which of the following would a resident on a clear liquid 
diet be permitted to eat?

a. Ice cream 

b. Coffee with cream and sugar

c. Cookies

d. Tea

10. Which of the following actions or action sequences 
best satisfies food safety guidelines? 

a. Leave hot beef stew on the stove to cool. Put it in 
the refrigerator in the large vat you cooked it in.

b. Set refrigerator to keep food at 57 degrees.  

c. Divide a pot of leftover spaghetti between several 
small Tupperware. Quickly place the sealed con-
tainers in the refrigerator. 

d. To make tacos, first remove thawed ground beef 
from the refrigerator. Chop all your vegetables, and 
saute them in a pan. Add the beef to the pan last.

CNA Professor
Mark the correct response.
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