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Staying on track: how do 
teenage athletes choose 
what to eat?
In Canadian high schools, around 30% of teenagers participate in school sports. 
However, there are limited resources available to help these teen athletes 
decide what they should be eating to keep themselves healthy and improve 
their performance. At the University of British Columbia in Canada, Dr Tamara 
Cohen and her PhD student Alysha Deslippe are developing an app that helps 
teenage athletes improve their understanding of nutrition so that they can make 
better decisions about what to eat.
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      Talk like a ... dietitian 

Dietetics — the scientific 
study of food and its effect on 
people’s health

Eating behaviours — a 
person’s patterns and habits of 
how they choose and consume 
food

Food literacy — the ability 
to make informed choices about 
food and consider its impact on 
health, the environment and the 
economy

What do you think 
about when you 
choose what to 
have for lunch? 

Perhaps you consider which meals 
are easy and quick to make, which 
ingredients are most affordable, or 
which foods have the most protein or 
energy. Maybe you think about which 
meals taste the best or have the lowest 
environmental impact. Whatever you 
prioritise, understanding the food 
we put in our bodies — and how it 
impacts our lives and well-being — is 
an important part of becoming food 
literate.

At the University of British Columbia, 
Dr Tamara Cohen and her PhD 
student Alysha Deslippe are working 
to improve the food literacy of 
teenagers. Food literacy affects many 
aspects of our lives, and it is much 
more complex than being able to tell 

the difference between healthy and 
unhealthy foods. Instead, food literacy 
also includes having the skills to cook 
different meals, knowing which foods 
are sustainable and affordable, and 
understanding how food can affect our 
mental health. “What we eat affects 
everything — energy, growth, mental 
health and even how well we recover 
from illness,” says Alysha.

How can we improve our 
food literacy?
Most people first learn about food 
by cooking with family members or 
attending cooking classes at school. 
However, food-based TV shows, 
nutritional content online or on social 
media, and talking to dietitians are also 
great ways to get more information.

“Once you know what food your body 
needs, becoming more food literate is 
all about practice,” says Alysha. “This 



Once you know what food 
your body needs, becoming 
more food literate is all 
about practice.

includes trying out new foods and learning 
to cook new meals. Anything that allows 
you to really think about what you need to 
eat, as well as where and how you can get 
it, are great ways to start building your food 
literacy.”

What are Tamara and Alysha 
studying?
While it is important to develop food 
literacy at any age, Tamara and Alysha 
are promoting this knowledge amongst 
teenagers and young people. “Food 
literacy is incredibly important for teens 
because it can help them make choices 
about when, what and how to eat, in ways 
that support their physical health and 
mental well-being,” says Alysha. 

With the overwhelming amount of content 
and misinformation online, as well as 
harmful messaging around body image and 
dieting advice on social media, it is now 
more important than ever for teenagers to 
have trusted and reliable sources that can 
help them make healthy choices around 
food.

Focusing in: teenage athletes
In their current research, Tamara and 
Alysha are working specifically with 
teenage athletes, as their relationship with 
food plays a huge role in their ability to 
compete and perform well in their sport. 
“If a teenager doesn’t get enough nutrients 
for their level of activity, they can be 
more likely to get injured, feel sluggish 
and fail to grow to their full potential,” 
says Alysha. “In extreme cases, a teen who 
doesn’t get enough nutrients might not be 
able to keep playing their sport.” 

Tamara and Alysha have been working 
to understand current levels of food 
literacy in teenage athletes and areas in 
which they might need help. Their initial 
research has shown that while most 
teenagers are comfortable cooking and 
understand how food affects their physical 
health, a lot of them do not understand 
the impact of food on their mental well-
being, social connections or the health of 
the planet. “What this means is that we 
have more work to do to make sure teens 
can make informed choices that aren’t 
just based on whether a food is healthy 
or not,” says Alysha. “It’s much more 
complex than that!” 

Research project: PLAYTE
To help teenage athletes improve their 
food literacy, Tamara and Alysha have 
developed an app called PLAYTE, which 
aims to help teenage athletes develop 
the skills and knowledge they need to 
cook high-nutrient meals and make 
food-based decisions that will help their 
performance. Instead of a one-size-
fits-all approach, PLAYTE helps users 

develop personalised dietary habits that 
work for them and support both their 
physical and mental health. “For example, 
PLAYTE uses portion sizes instead of rigid 
numbers when helping users figure out 
what nutrients they need,” says Alysha. 
“The app also includes meal tracking, 
sport nutrition videos and a recipe library, 
and we have incorporated specific safety 
measures to make sure PLAYTE does 
not cause an athlete to feel worse about 
themselves or their body by thinking 
about what they eat while using the app.”

To measure the impact of PLAYTE, the 
research team has created a study with 80 
high school athletes who are using the app 
for a full school year. “We send out online 
surveys to participants before and after 
using PLAYTE, which lets us measure 
changes in their dietary habits and receive 
feedback,” says Alysha. “So far, teen 
athletes have found PLAYTE fun, useful 
and simple to use.” The team’s next steps 
are to collate the feedback and adapt 
the app accordingly. “For example, we’re 
adding in a goal-setting feature based on 
feedback that this would make the app 
feel more personal,” continues Alysha. 

If your school is based in the Greater 
Vancouver area, ask your teacher if your 
school can start using the PLAYTE app. 
Alysha and Tamara are also partnering 
with national  organisations to get the app 
promoted further afield too, so keep an 
eye out to see if PLAYTE makes its way 
towards you!
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About dietetics

Dietetics is the scientific study of 
food and the practice of helping 

people make the best decisions about 
what to eat. Within the field of dietetics, 
there are a huge range of different 
career options, as dietitians can work in 
hospitals, medical research groups, sports 
teams, community projects or within the 
pharmaceuticals industry. “Regardless of 
which area they are working in, dietitians 
are regulated health professionals who 
assess, diagnose and treat nutrition-
related problems,” says Tamara.

“Dietetics is all about using food and 
nutrition to keep people healthy and 
prevent disease,” adds Tamara. “Dietitians 
help individuals make better choices and 
also shape public health programmes, 
like school lunch guidelines or hospital 
nutrition plans. By improving nutrition, 
dietitians can help reduce the risk of 
chronic diseases like diabetes, heart 
disease and obesity, which benefits 
society as a whole.”

Dietitian or nutritionist?
The words dietitian and nutritionist 
are often used interchangeably, but 
they mean very different things. “A 
dietitian is a legally protected title in 
Canada, and dietitians must meet strict 
education and licensing requirements,” 
says Tamara. “They can work in clinical 
settings and provide medical nutrition 
therapy.” On the other hand, being 
a nutritionist is not a protected title, 
meaning anyone can call themselves 
a nutritionist — even without formal 
training. 

What are the rewards and 
challenges of working in 
dietetics? 
The positive real-world impact of 
working in dietetics is one of the main 
reasons people are drawn to this field. 
“You get to make a real difference in 
people’s lives — helping someone feel 
better, recover faster or build healthy 
habits that last a lifetime,” says Tamara. 

“Food is something that everyone 
interacts with every day, and it has a huge 
impact on health and quality of life,” 
adds Tamara. “Dietetics allows me to use 
science to solve problems and change lives 
— whether it’s helping someone manage a 
chronic condition or influencing national 
nutrition guidelines. Seeing research 
translate into real-world improvements is 
incredibly fulfilling.”

However, one of the challenges that 
Alysha and Tamara face is combatting the 
misinformation and incorrect nutrition 
advice that people often find online, 
which is only getting worse. “Another 
challenge is working with people who are 
struggling to change their eating habits,” 
says Tamara. “Understanding people’s 
challenges and supporting them without 
judgment is key.” By becoming a dietitian, 
you could help find solutions to these 
challenges!

 

 Pathway from school to  
dietetics

“Focus on biology, chemistry and math in high 
school,” says Tamara. “These subjects are the building 
blocks for understanding nutrition.”

Next, study a bachelor’s degree in human nutrition 
or dietetics. “After that, you have to complete 
supervised practical training and pass a licensing 
exam to become a dietitian,” says Tamara.

“Take additional courses in physiology, biochemistry 
and food science,” advises Tamara. Once you have 
completed an undergraduate degree, you will need 
to pursue a master’s degree if you want to work in 
research.

Explore careers in  
dietetics

“Careers in dietetics include clinical dietitians (in a 
hospital), community nutritionists, sports dietitians, 
food industry consultants, academic researchers and 
educators,” says Tamara.

“A dietitian’s day can vary a lot depending on their job,” 
says Tamara. “Some work in hospitals, helping patients 
with special diets. Others work in sports, planning meals 
for athletes, or in research, studying how food affects 
health.”

Try to get hands-on experience in healthcare and food-
related settings. “Volunteer at hospitals, community 
health programmes or food banks,” says Tamara. “Speak 
with researchers or PhD students in the area you are 
interested in. Most researchers and students are happy 
to talk about what they do, and this can be a great way to 
get some inside knowledge about what the role is like and 
what to expect.”

Learn more about becoming a dietitian from the 
Dietitians of Canada: dietitians.ca/Become-a-Dietitian/
Education-and-Training

Read about the variety of interesting career paths that are 
open to nutrition and dietetics students: landfood.ubc.ca/
alumni/alumni-profiles 
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Meet 
Tamara

As a teenager, I was always very active — I loved exercising 
and staying fit, and I also loved baking. I thought I wanted 
to become a medical doctor, but over time, I realised that 
dietetics offered something unique: flexibility, creativity and 
the chance to talk about food all day! 

I love the creative nature of my job and the flexibility to 
explore research questions that truly interest me. Every day 
feels different because I can design studies, analyse data and 
develop new tools to help people improve their health. I also 
love working with others — collaborating with professors, 
students and health professionals makes projects exciting and 
rewarding.

What really drives me is the opportunity to make a difference. 
Nutrition can prevent illness, support recovery and even 
influence public health policies. Knowing that my work can 
improve lives on both an individual and community level keeps 
me passionate about this field.

As the Director of Dietetics at the University of British 
Columbia, I’m also motivated by the chance to shape the 
future of the profession. I get to design programmes that train 
the next generation of dietitians and ensure they have the skills 
to meet today’s health challenges. 

To unwind from work, I run — and I run a lot! Staying active 
is my way of clearing my head and recharging. My mantra 
is simple: eat, sleep and work out. Whether it’s a long run or 
just a walk around the block, moving my body helps me stay 
focused and manage stress. Exercise gives me time to think, 
reset and come back to work with fresh energy.

Tamara’s top tips

1. Develop your communication skills! Dietitians work with 
patients, students and other health professionals every day, 
so being able to clearly explain complex ideas is key.

2. Stay curious and open-minded. Nutrition science is always 
changing. Be ready to learn and adapt.

Meet 
Alysha

As a teenager, I was diagnosed with irritable bowel syndrome 
(IBS) and had to make a lot of changes to what I was eating 
to support my health. While I was going through this process, 
I became really interested in all the information that was out 
there about nutrition and, importantly, how often it’s actually 
untrue. I wanted to pursue a career where I could help to tackle 
this misinformation and help other people figure out what to 
eat in ways that support their health. 

Although I am a behavioural scientist rather than a dietitian, I 
am thoroughly trained in nutritional needs, the reasons behind 
dietary habits, human anatomy and other key topics dietitians 
need to know. 

My experiences dealing with IBS, competing as a former 
athlete and working as a coach for over 10 years have all 
helped shape my PhD. I can tie experiences from my life into 
my research and this often makes it feel more meaningful to 
me — I can see how my work can be useful for others in the 
real world. 

I’d love to see more work on how high school coaches of 
teen athletes can be better supported in their roles. Being 
a high school coach in Canada is often a volunteer position 
and doesn’t come with much training. Getting a better 
understanding of what support coaches may need could help 
improve sport experiences for everyone involved. 

After work, I like to get outside to move my body, whether 
that’s running, skiing, playing beach volleyball or going for a 
walk. Right now, I am doing a lot of unwinding by walking with 
my young pup Marvin and watching Netflix with him. 

Alysha’s top tips

1. Try out research early, as it can look very different 
depending on the field, country, project or team. 

2. When choosing a career, think about whether what you 
would be doing on a day-to-day basis is what you really want.



Dietetics  
with Dr Tamara Cohen and 
Alysha Deslippe

Talking points
Knowledge
1. What is PLAYTE?
2. What are three key features of PLAYTE?

Comprehension 
3. What is food literacy and why is it important?
4. Why did Tamara and Alysha decide to focus on teenage 

athletes?
5. What is the difference between a dietitian and a 

nutritionist?

Application 
6. How could you use PLAYTE, or a similar resource, to 

improve your food literacy and make healthier choices? 

Analysis 
7. What did Tamara and Alysha discover when they 

interviewed teenagers about food literacy?
8. How do you think nutrition and food literacy affect 

your mental well-being?
9. How do you think affordability affects the decisions 

people make around food?

Evaluation 
10. How well do you understand nutrition? What could 

you do to improve your food literacy?

Creativity  
11. Imagine that you are working on PLAYTE with Tamara 

and Alysha. What new features would you add to 
improve the app and support users?

Activity
In pairs, act out a scenario where one of you is a dietitian and 
the other is a new patient at the clinic who wants help with 
their eating habits. 

First, the patient should provide some information around 
their nutritional goals, current exercise patterns and daily 
routines. Perhaps they are a teenage long-distance runner, a 
middle-aged powerlifter, or someone who has just developed 
a new food allergy?

Next, the dietitian should create a week-long meal plan, 
detailing briefly what the patient should eat and when, as 
well as which food groups they should focus on. Keep in 
mind that Tamara and Alysha mentioned that it can be 
challenging as a dietitian to get patients to change their 
eating habits. Do you imagine the patient will struggle to 
implement the meal plan? How can they be eased into 
change, and what techniques could a dietitian use help 
them?

Swap roles when you have finished. The new patient should 
create a new scenario.

After you have both played each role, compare notes and 
give each other feedback on the diet plans you created. 
What do you think your character would find challenging 
about the meal plan you were given? Were the meals 
affordable, sustainable and easy make after a busy day? How 
did the two plans compare to each other, considering the 
different goals and habits of each patient?

More resources
• Explore the Academy of Nutrition and Dietetics (eatright.org) 

and the Dietitians of Canada (dietitians.ca) websites for useful 
information about dietetics. 

• Learn more about the PLAYTE app: healthresearchbc.ca/award/co-
design-a-gender-inclusive-nutrition-education-intervention 

• Check your local library’s catalogue to see if you can find the 
following books recommended by Tamara and Alysha:
- Nutrition: Concepts and Controversies by Frances Sizer 
- The Science of Nutrition by Rhiannon Lambert

https://eatright.org
https://dietitians.ca
https://healthresearchbc.ca/award/co-design-a-gender-inclusive-nutrition-education-intervention
https://healthresearchbc.ca/award/co-design-a-gender-inclusive-nutrition-education-intervention


Photo montage
Top: Knowing what, how and when to eat can help teenage athletes perform 
better and reach their full potential. © Rawpixel.com/Shutterstock.com

Middle row: Left: Food literacy involves more than just knowing whether a food 
is healthy or not; it also involves understanding where our food comes from and 
how it impacts the environment. © maxbelchenko/Shutterstock.com

Centre: Tamara and Alysha found that not many teenagers are aware of how 
food affects their mental health and their social connections. © Suwan-Studio/
Shutterstock.com

Right: Clinical dietitians work with patients to help them learn about nutrition 
and improve their diets, which can reduce the risk of chronic diseases. © Sofikos/
Shutterstock.com

Bottom: Volunteering at a hospital, community health programme or food bank 
can be a great way to get hands-on experience of food-related issues. © Dragana 
Gordic/Shutterstock.com
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