
hat comes to mind when 
you hear the word 

"advocacy"? Does it seem like 
something relevant to political 
science majors who dream of 
living in Washington D.C. or the 
vest-wearing Greenpeace 
volunteers that always want to 
talk to you on the street, but not 
for nutritionists? I used to think 
the topics of advocacy and 
nutrition were unrelated until my 
eyes were opened through 
experiences in workshops and 
classes here at Teachers College.

The Merriam-Webster dictionary 
defines advocacy as “the act or 
process of supporting a cause or 
proposal.” While we normally 
associate such work with the 
events going on in our nation’s 
capital, the truth is that advocacy 
can happen on many levels for a 
variety of topics. It could be as 
simple as signing a petition on 
change.org to show support for a 
cause you deem worthy. It can be 
a parent educating and asking for 
resources on behalf of a child with 
a disability. It can be participating 
in collective action like the 
People’s Climate March 
(September 2014). It can also be a 
big goal like reshaping the food 
system.

On a system-level, advocacy 
influences the laws that determine 
how we function in society. In 
healthcare, those laws and policies 
dictate the scope of our practice
—which services we can offer, 
who is authorized to offer them 
and how they can be offered. As 
nutrition professionals, we each 
need to be advocates so that our 
best interests are considered and 
reflected in our work. Only those 

voices that are being heard can 
shape the field. We can also 
advocate on behalf of underserved 
populations as well as our clients. 
Advocacy can help determine 
which programs and organizations 
receive funding versus those 
whose budgets are cut. A simple 
reason to think about why it is 
important to take action, no 
matter how big or small, is 
summed up perfectly in this 
quote: "I always wondered why 
somebody didn't do something 
about that...then I realized I am 
somebody" (anonymous). We are 
all somebody with the power to 
spark change.

So where should you begin? There 
are plenty of ways to get involved. 
Some ideas include:

• The 2015 Dietary Guidelines 
Advisory Committee is now 
accepting public comments on 
the proposed Dietary 
Guidelines. Although this 
process occurs every five years, 
we are at a turning point 
because the new guidelines 
emphasize the benefits of 
sustainable dietary patterns, 
including eating more plant-
based foods and less meat. If 
you believe that health of the 
environment is just as important 
as our individual health, then 
submit a comment to show you 
support. Comments are open 
until May 8 at midnight and can 
be found here: http://
www.health.gov/
dietaryguidelines/dga2015/
comments/

• Sign a petition online that you 
feel supports a worthy cause. 
Some examples: 

• Join Jamie Oliver’s fight for 
food education: 
www.change.org/p/jamie-
oliver-needs-your-help-
fighting-for-food-education-
foodrevolutionday

• Help the Food Research and 
Action Center (FRAC) ask 
Congress to keep the 
funding for the 
Supplemental Nutrition 
Assistance Program (SNAP) 
strong: http://
org2.salsalabs.com/o/5118/p/
dia/action3/common/public/?
action_KEY=19755

• Join professional organizations 
and work with them on their 
advocacy initiatives. Most 
organizations have a section of 
their website devoted to this 
work and how you can get 
involved. Some examples 
include the Society for 
Nutrition Education & 
Behavior (www.sneb.org/
advocacy/advocacy.html), the 
Society for Public Health 
Education (www.sophe.org/
advocacy.cfm), and the 
American College of Sports 
Medicine (www.acsm.org/about-
acsm/policy-center/advocacy-
resources). 

• Check out www.nyc.gov to find 
out information about your 
neighborhood’s local 
Community Board. Attend 
meetings to learn about what is 
going on in your borough. For 
example, the Morningside 
Heights Community Board 
(CB9) has 10 meetings per 
month on topics such as Health 
& Environment; Waterfronts, 
Parks & Recreation; and Youth, 
Education & Libraries. 
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• Write an op-ed or other 
communication about the issue 
for which you are advocating as 
well as your recommendations 
for addressing it. Doctoral 
student Cristina Velsán and 
faculty member Pam Koch have 
both written excellent pieces 
that were published recently on 
The Huffington Post.

• Meet with legislators and 
policymakers to educate them 
about issues in the nutrition 
field or your community. An in-
person presence is much harder 
to ignore than a letter or email. 
You can find your Senators and 
Representatives at 
www.opencongress.org.

It is a good idea to develop a 
quick “elevator speech” about the 
aspects of your advocacy work and 
professional goals for times when 
you may be talking to legislators 
or networking with other 
professionals. 

I would also like to encourage you 
to think about how you are 
already an advocate—whether in 
your program at Teachers College, 
at work, or even in your 
community. You may already be 
doing this work without realizing 
it!
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Faculty & Staff Notes Spring 2015

Welcome to the Faculty & Staff Notes section, which a#ows the Program in Nutrition faculty and staff to 
compose their own first narrative about updates in their professional and personal lives. Read on to 

learn something new about the wonderful people that help run our Program in Nutrition. 

Isobel Contento, MA, PhD # #                      
Mary Swartz Rose Professor of Nutrition and 
Education

When I was first recruited by Joan 
Gussow to be a faculty member in the 
program, I was not sure I would last 
through my first two-year contract in 
New York City. But here I am many 
years later and enjoying each year more 
than before! We have a wonderful team 

of faculty members that makes me look forward to 
coming to the college each day.

This past year we completed the intervention called 
Food Health and Choices that Pam Koch and I have led 
for the past 5 years. It combines classroom curriculum 
and classroom wellness policy for fifth graders in 20 
schools in the New York City area. Some half dozen 

doctoral students and several dozen master’s students 
have worked on the project over the years, providing 
students in these schools with experiences that we hope 
will help them navigate the less than healthy food and 
activity environments in which they  live. We are also 
planning on publishing the curriculum to add to our 
existing curricula that integrate food, nutrition and 
science education. Pam Koch, Randi Wolf and I have 
embarked on several other projects that build on our 
experiences over the years to evaluate several programs 
that are seeking to make a difference in schools – in 
what children have to eat at lunch, the physical activity 
they do at recess, the educational experiences they 
receive through classroom activities and gardening: 
EdibleSchoolYard NYC, Wellness in the Schools and 
FoodCorps. 
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