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Kristie Lynch

R
oughly 4 in 10 Americans are obese (Centers for Disease 
Control and Prevention [CDC], 2017). Heart disease is still 
the leading cause of death among adults (CDC, 2019a). 
Smoking is the leading cause of preventable death and 7 

million people die from the effects of tobacco use per year (CDC, 
2019b). These discouraging health statistics highlight the importance 
of providing effective, reliable, quality health education instruction in 
K–12 health classrooms. Dissemination of health information is vital 
to our youth now more than ever. It is vital for children, adolescents 
and teenagers to make informed, accurate health choices and decisions 
into adulthood and throughout their lifetime. Health education teach-
ers can be the messengers of quality, credible and valuable health 
information and advocate for positive health and wellness to help 
students adopt and achieve a healthy lifestyle.

For health teachers to accomplish these aims, they must have a 
broad understanding of instruction, what they teach, and who they 

are teaching (Orlich et al., 2013). Historically in health education 
instruction, the main focus has been a teacher-centered classroom 
where teaching health content is the core of the curriculum (Black 
et al., 2009). This framework has shifted and evolved into a model 
that supports the teaching of health content areas but also includes 
life skill areas. The use of national health education standards is 
recommended and encouraged by both the CDC (2018) and SHAPE 
America – Society of Health and Physical Educators (2018). These 
guidelines support health-enhancing behaviors for students at ele-
mentary and secondary levels to provide a blueprint for teachers, 
school administrators and other stakeholders while developing 
health curriculum content, understanding needs and distribution of 
health resources, and charting and tracking student learning (SHAPE 
America, 2015). Health education teachers can use these national 
standards (along with their state ones if applicable) to guide their 
health lesson planning, instruction and assessment of their students.
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When developing and planning health curricula, health teachers 
can define health knowledge and functional health information as 
fundamental, dependable, current health content that supports health 
promotion and positive approaches to health (SHAPE America, 2018). 
In middle and high school classrooms, functional health knowledge 
topics related to physical activity, nutrition, HIV/AIDS, sexual risk, 
tobacco use, family life, violence prevention, alcohol and other drug 
use, electronic cigarette use, personal safety and mental health are 
some essential health content areas to be addressed through a well-de-
veloped curriculum. Besides teaching health information, teaching 
skills-based learning such as self-management, stress management, 
communication, planning and goal setting, decision making and advo-
cacy skills is important and has a strong place in middle and high 
school health classrooms (see Figure 1). Both functional knowledge 
and skills-driven learning provide efficient, quality instruction, when 
teaching students age-appropriate, developmentally appropriate 
health content, health-driven skills and health literacy.

According to the U.S. Department of Health and Human 
Services (2010), health literacy is the ability of an individual to 
comprehend and process health information and make suitable 
health decisions based on it. SHAPE America (2018) considers 
health-literate people to able to understand the health needs of 
themselves and others while being able to make appropriate health 
choices throughout their life span. Health education teachers often 
serve as activists and sometimes warriors of health knowledge, 
functional health skills and health literacy. For integration of health 
knowledge, health skills and health literacy into health education, 
health education teachers have the opportunity to adopt effective 
strategies to implement in their best teaching practices. For best 
teaching practices, in agreement with Shultz et al. (2016), a stu-
dent-centered environment explores deeper subject content and 
allows for students to retain more information than in past tradi-
tional school settings. Students “learn” content and develop as 
learners much less effectively and efficiently if they are never given 

the opportunity to “do” the learning tasks that facilitate acquisition 
of content (Weimer, 2002).

When taking a student-centered approach, a post-elementary 
health education strategy toolbox fosters effective, thoughtful, rel-
evant health education material. The purpose of this article is to 
highlight and showcase instructional strategies for use in health 
education class to develop and enhance sound teaching pedagogy. 
These strategies enhance curriculum, delivery and instruction in 
middle and high school health education classrooms. 

Figure 1.

Some examples of functional health content and skills-based learning
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Health Instructional Strategy: Word(s)  
of the Day

This language-focused learning strategy teaches academic health 
word(s) of the day around a particular health concept. This strategy is 
a fundamental way to introduce and reinforce health vocabulary, health 
word meaning, health context and health application for students. 
Health word(s) become the central focus of the lesson. All teacher or 
student instruction and activities during the health lesson are connected, 
extended, applied or related to the health vocabulary selected for that 
class. The health concept chosen is taught verbally, visually or kinesthet-
ically to meet the learning needs of the students and maximize student 
learning.

A primary concentration on a word or set of words such as health-re-
lated fitness or skill-related fitness can be used as words of the day during 
a lesson about the importance of physical activity and health. Prior to 
students entering the classroom, posters on health or skill-related fitness 
as large visuals (i.e., a banner, capital letters, a word cloud) are made 
for the students to see, process and begin discussion. After introducing 
the word(s) of the day, teaching models such as peer instruction, guided 
discovery, eclectic or another teaching model should be used to define 
and explain these two fitness terms and their related components (i.e., 
muscular strength, muscular endurance, cardiovascular endurance, flex-
ibility, body composition, agility, speed, balance, etc.) in more depth. 
The emphasis stays solely on health or skill-related fitness as students 
dive into the content areas with learning activities that support student 
understanding of health or skill-related fitness and physical activity. For 
an abbreviated fitness lesson plan about health-related fitness, see Table 
1. Re-emphasis of word(s) of the day can be achieved through direct 
questions, exit slips or an alternative form of assessment related to health 
or skill-related fitness. For the next lesson, the word of the day is rein-
troduced to build on the next health concept. Other examples specific 
to health terminology include dimensions of wellness, understanding 
and managing challenging emotions, stress management, understanding 
self-identity, and relationship building. This continued magnification of 
a word or set of words develops student academic language, 

understanding of a topic, and extensions of health content. Refer to 
Table 2 for more examples of word(s) of the day.

Health Instructional Strategy: Picture(s) of 
the Day

Besides words, using pictures, images and graphics is a helpful 
method to convey health messages to students. When students enter 
health class, a highlighted image or set of images is shown. This 
image depicts a health message the class will learn about for that 
lesson, similar to word(s) of the day. This is a great introduction 
to health content and life skills and allows students to learn about 
the concepts they will focus on during class and connect to their 
health knowledge and choices. Using pictures and health quotes 
facilitates conversation among students, fostering important con-
versations. To elicit meaningful conversations from both of these 
means, teachers must engage students with direct questions of who, 
what, why, when and how and make health connections to the 
topic being addressed. Quotes and pictures speak volumes, and 
using images as a conversational piece is a great teaching tool, 
especially for visual learners.

Health Instructional Strategy: Journaling
“Reflective thinking is essential to identifying, analyzing, and 

solving the complex problems that characterize classroom teaching” 
(Spalding & Wilson, 2002, p. 1394). Journaling is a reflective process 
in which critical thinking and reflective thinking assist learning in 
the health classroom. This instructional strategy uses journaling as 
a means for students to reflect on newly acquired health knowledge 
for their personal growth or reflection. Students use a triple-entry 
journal to demonstrate their viewpoints. As seen in Table 3, a sample 
student triple-entry journal includes target words, words in sentences 
and student thoughts. As a variation of triple-entry journaling, 
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students use one word to summarize a health topic and write a 
one-paragraph description explaining the word of their choice. This 
journal activity allows students to think about different health con-
tent meaning and attach personal association. An extension to this 
activity is to create a word wall using key journal words that students 
are comfortable sharing.

Health Instructional Strategy: Scavenger 
Hunt

This strategy allows students to participate in a game where 
students find specific items related to health in a specified time. The 
goal is for students to work in pairs, small groups or virtually to 
find all of the items on the list. Additionally, students should be 
assigned a health topic and set of guidelines to make their own 
scavenger hunt. Giving students the creative license to build their 
own health scavenger hunt is enjoyable for students and gives them 
a role in their learning process. Refer to Figure 2 for an example of 
a student health and fitness scavenger hunt.

Health Instructional Strategy: One-Minute 
Paper

This strategy asks students to answer questions or respond to state-
ments by writing a “mini” paper and gives students exactly one minute 
to complete their answer (Angelo & Cross, 1993). The one-minute paper 

asks students about what they learned during class or what they did not 
understand. Students write down the key messages or takeaway concepts 
they remember as being most important. This strategy guides further 
questions and discussion regarding any area of health. Besides asking 
students what they learned, asking them the most challenging aspect 
during class is helpful. The one-minute paper is a quick check of under-
standing, shows where students may need further support in a topic 
area, and helps to frame the introduction for the next class. An example 
one-minute paper form is shown in Figure 3.
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Table 2.

Sample Word(s) of the Day
Word(s) of the 
Day Health Topic Learning Activity
Calorie Nutrition MyPlate Tracker
Depression Mental health Make A Friend
Health/skill-related 

fitness
Physical activity Walk-A-Thon

Vaping E-cigarettes Myth Versus Truth

Table 3.

Sample Student Triple Entry Journal
Target 
Word Sentence in Text My Thoughts
Anxiety During lunch, I feel 

anxiety when I sit 
by myself

This makes me feel 
sad and lonely. I 
want to sit with 
my classmates 
during lunch

Self-
esteem

Having positive 
self-esteem makes 
me feel good 
about my 
achievements, 
accomplishments 
and, most 
important, about 
myself

I feel happy when I 
think about my 
grades in school 
and how well I 
play tennis. It 
makes me smile 
and feel good

Family My family consists of 
my mom, dad and 
brother

I love my family 
and enjoy going 
to the movies 
with them on the 
weekends. We 
have a lot of fun 
when we are all 
together

Note. Adapted from Wells-Greene and Coxhead (2015).
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Figure 2.

Student health and fitness-related scavenger hunt
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Health Instructional Strategy: Three-Part 
Interview

This strategy uses an interview format where students are asked 
a question regarding health. After the question is asked, a selected 
student shares three responses to that question in one minute. This 
interview process allows students to reveal thoughts and opinions 
about a certain health area ( see Table 4). Student responses lead to 
a conversation about health topic areas and possible solutions, emo-
tions, ideas or possible truths or myths about them.

Health Instructional Strategy: Myth Versus 
Truth

In this strategy, students are asked whether a statement is a health 
myth or truth. Students select a true of false answer based on the question 
given and explain why they gave their answer. A class discussion ensues 
regarding each student’s answers, prompting more questions and further 
discussion about health truths and myths. For example, students may 
be asked a question about mental health and depression. Students then 
have a conversation about the proposed myth or truth and the teacher 
can further debrief about feelings of anxiety and self-regulation and 
other ways to cope with feelings of depression.

Health Education Throughout the School Day, 
at Home, and in the Community

Successful health education is a collective effort in which schools, 
the home, and communities have to come together. The health 
instructional strategies in this article should be used during middle 
school or high school health class or outside of health class in other 
subject areas such as physical education, science, math or social 
studies to promote an interdisciplinary curriculum. Teachers in other 
subject areas can also adopt these strategies. Table 5 gives some 
examples of how these health instructional strategies and health 
content can be used in other subject areas. Going beyond schools, 
these instructional strategies can be used at home and in the larger 
community. Figure 4 provides examples of how health education 
can be integrated into the home and community environment.

Conclusion
Ensuring a quality health education curriculum that is content 

centered and skill guided provides a comprehensive health frame-
work to better serve the needs of all students and their health 
(CDC, 2018). As health education teachers, it is imperative to use 
differing instructional approaches to provide health learning 
opportunities for all students. Using the instructional strategies 
outlined in this article can help teachers deliver more effective, 

Table 4.

One Student Sample Three-Part Interview
Example Health Questions Student Response #1 Student Response #2 Student Response #3
What are examples of 

distracted driving?
Texting and driving Changing the radio station 

and talking to your friends 
while driving

Being lost in thought and 
driving

Why is making good 
decisions about your 
health important?

To be able to live longer To stay disease and injury 
free

To feel good about yourself

What do you know about 
healthy nutrition?

Eat lots of fruits and 
vegetables

Hydrate throughout the day Keep portion sizes accurate

Figure 3.

One-minute paper sample form (adapted from Angelo & Cross, 1993)
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quality health education to students. Students with more health 
knowledge, health skills and health literacy will be able to make 
better, more informed health choices for themselves and others 
throughout the course of their lifetime (U.S. Department of Health 
and Human Services, 2010).
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