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Learner-Centered Education 

In California WIC:

Executive Summary



The Special Supplemental Nutrition Program for Women, Infants and Children (WIC) was established by the federal government in 1974 to promote the nutritional health of low-income pregnant women and young children.  California WIC is the nation’s largest WIC program, providing WIC services to over 60% of all infants born in the state.  In addition to providing food for mothers and children, WIC provides nutrition education and referrals to health and other social services.  Nutrition education is often offered through group education classes covering topics such as:  breastfeeding promotion, infant feeding, anemia prevention, and healthy eating.  These classes, which vary by setting, content, and teaching methods have been based on a traditional, often didactic teaching model. 

Over the course of the last ten years, California WIC has been actively seeking new ways to engage WIC participants in the nutrition education process.   One of the most promising has been the learner-centered education (LCE) approach.  LCE redefines the traditional teacher-learner roles so that the learners do much of the talking; and in effect, take more responsibility for learning.  Preliminary work with this new teaching approach was very well received by WIC participants as well as by WIC teachers and leaders. Building on this early success, California WIC staff created a learner-centered education training program, and soon after applied for funding to test the feasibility of using this teaching method and to compare the efficacy of this approach with that of a more traditional didactic education approach. 

With support from the USDA, Food and Nutrition Services, a three-year evaluation study of the feasibility and efficacy of learner-centered nutrition education was conducted.  Ten California WIC agencies participated in the study.  Five agencies implemented LCE in their Fruit and Vegetable nutrition classes and five served as control agencies using usual teaching methods in their Fruit and Vegetable education classes. 

At the end of the study, we found that the learner-centered teaching approach had several distinct advantages over the traditional education classes:
· First, and most importantly: WIC participants in learner-centered classes were more likely to report changing their eating behaviors.  WIC participants who attended a LCE Fruit and Vegetable class were 1.2 times more likely to eat more vegetables than control participants (p=0.03).  LCE class participants reported adopting new ways to include more fruits and vegetables in their diets at home.  New practices included: starting a garden, replacing visits to fast food outlets with offerings of fresh fruits and vegetables, and increasing the variety of fruits and vegetables that are offered. 

· Second, WIC participants reported greater satisfaction with learner-centered education classes.  Participant satisfaction is critically important for the WIC Program to be successful.  This study showed that participants in the learner-centered education classes were more likely to rank their learning experience higher.  These participants significantly increased their enjoyment of learning from other participants (p=0.03). 

[Using a learner-centered approach, the teacher] “asked us for our opinions,

and that was fine because we learn more when we are talking...

I think that is why I felt comfortable,

because she gave us the confidence that we could say to her what we were thinking.”

Quote from WIC participant who attended a LCE Fruit and Vegetable class

· Third, WIC teachers using a learner-centered approach were more satisfied with the WIC nutrition education teaching experience.  Teachers engaged in the learner-centered approach, as compared to those using the traditional approach, reported that the things they liked best about teaching were active class discussions, participants asking questions, and more class participation (p=0.028).  These teachers came to value participants talking and learning from each other, a hallmark principle of LCE (p=0.081).

· Fourth, WIC Agency leadership identified many positive outcomes from their adoption of learner-centered education classes.  WIC leadership observed that dialogue between agency leadership, teachers, and participants was enhanced.   One WIC leader reported that their teachers who used the LCE approach had gotten participants to set goals that they had previously deemed impossible.

Based on these findings, we recommend that WIC agencies and other similar programs offering health education consider integrating learner-centered principles and practices into their nutrition education programs.  Nutrition education classes need to be designed to emphasize participants’ learning needs.  Additionally, this study points to the importance of training and ongoing support for teachers and WIC leadership in order to implement and sustain this approach to education. 

Given the observed benefits to WIC participants, teachers, and leaders, the learner-centered approach has the potential to significantly advance the impact of nutrition education in WIC.
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“It really encouraged me to get out there and do a garden.”


Quote from WIC participant who attended a LCE Fruit and Vegetable class
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