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Why Healthy Eating and Physical Activity Matter in OST
Healthy eating and physical activity help young people build energy, confidence, connection, and 
lifelong habits that support learning and well-being. In Out-of-School Time (OST) programs, these 
experiences are shaped not only by what food is served or how much time is scheduled for movement, 
but also by availability, relationships, family and community traditions, choice, and the messages youth 
receive about food, bodies, ability, and health.

The IAN Healthy Eating & Physical Activity (HEPA) Standards provide a practical, research-informed 
roadmap for programs of different sizes, settings, and resource levels. The standards are not a diet 
plan, fitness test, or clinical health framework. They help programs create positive food environments, 
provide regular movement with options that reflect varied needs, strengthen youth voice, prepare staff, 
and improve systems so each young person can participate with dignity.

Healthy eating and movement become meaningful 
when youth experience them as enjoyable, respectful, 

adaptable, and connected to daily life.

IAN HEALTHY EATING & PHYSICAL 
ACTIVITY (HEPA) STANDARDS

Nourishment & Hydration

Availability of nutritious food, plain 
water, food literacy, and positive eating 
experiences.

Positive HEPA Culture

Respectful language, body dignity, balanced 
routines, positive connection, choice, and 
shared leadership.

Movement & Active Living

Regular, enjoyable, developmentally 
appropriate, and adaptable opportunities to 
move.

Capacity & Improvement

Prepared staff, useful partnerships, 
realistic policies, resources, feedback, and 
continuous improvement.

HEPA IN OST CONNECTS FOUR AREAS OF PRACTICE
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Healthy eating and physical activity support physical health, emotional well-being, confidence, positive 
relationships, connection, and learning. Youth experience meaningful voice, choice, and opportunities 

to lead.

1. WHOLE-PERSON, YOUTH-CENTERED WELL-BEING

Programs recognize differences in ability, language, identity, family traditions, available resources, and 
prior experiences. They identify and address barriers, offer multiple ways to participate, and adapt 
practices so each young person is treated with dignity and can benefit from HEPA opportunities.

2. PARTICIPATION, DIGNITY & RESPECT FOR DIFFERENCES

Programs use current research, youth and family feedback, observation, and reflection to strengthen 
HEPA practices through realistic and sustainable changes.

3. POSITIVE, EVIDENCE-INFORMED &  
CONTINUOUS IMPROVEMENT

GUIDING PRINCIPLES
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The HEPA Standards are organized into four domains. Each domain describes a connected area 
of quality and contains three Supporting Standards. Together, the domains address what youth 
experience, how staff facilitate those experiences, and the systems programs establish to make quality 
practice consistent and sustainable.

ORGANIZATION OF STANDARDS

Positive food environments, nutritious food and beverage availability, 
food literacy, food traditions, choice, and individual needs.

1. HEALTHY EATING & FOOD ENVIRONMENTS

Regular movement, adaptable and developmentally appropriate activity, 
physical literacy, choice, and leadership.

2. PHYSICAL ACTIVITY & ACTIVE LIVING

Shame-free wellness practices, balanced HEPA routines, regulation 
supports, and shared decision-making.

3. POSITIVE HEPA CULTURE & 
	 YOUTH WELL-BEING

Staff learning, family and community partnerships, policies, resources, 
evidence, and sustained improvement.

4. HEPA CAPACITY, PARTNERSHIPS &  
	 CONTINUOUS IMPROVEMENT
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WITHIN EACH DOMAIN

INDICATOR TYPES

PUTTING IT INTO PRACTICE

Each domain includes Supporting Standards - Concise statements describing what quality looks like in 
each area. These act as the foundation for planning and program design.

Detailed descriptions of what implementation looks like for youth, staff, and programs at different levels 
of maturity: Emerging, Building, and Innovating.

•	 Youth Indicators: What young people experience, do, communicate, or demonstrate.

•	 Staff Indicators: What staff do to create, support, and sustain quality practice.

•	 Program Indicators: The systems, structures, resources, and routines that support consistent 
implementation.

Practical, developmentally appropriate examples to guide application. Separate from maturity levels, 
the practice groupings are:

•	 Exploring

•	 Practicing

•	 Leading Together

Indicators are organized across three cumulative levels of development.

MATURITY LEVELS

Emerging

Foundational practices 
and systems are 
beginning to appear. 
Implementation may 
still be inconsistent or 
dependent on individual 
effort.

Building

Practices and 
systems are more 
intentional, consistent, 
and coordinated. 
Staff capacity, 
youth participation 
where relevant, 
and organizational 
supports are becoming 
established.

Innovating

Practices and systems 
are embedded, sustained, 
evidence informed, and 
adapted over time. Youth 
leadership is present 
where appropriate, 
and the organization 
evaluates effectiveness 
and strengthens quality.
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If you are unsure how a standard applies or do not have enough information to rate it, leave the rating 
blank temporarily, record your question, and seek clarification before finalizing the assessment. A 
temporary blank is not a rating of 1.

A rating of 4 does not automatically advance the selected maturity level.

RATING WITHIN THE SELECTED MATURITY LEVEL

USING EVIDENCE FOR REFLECTION & RATING

RATING DESCRIPTION

4 - Exceeds The program demonstrates the selected maturity level consistently and with 
particular strength, depth, reach, or evidence of impact.

3 - Meets The program consistently demonstrates the selected maturity-level 
indicators with observable practices and reasonable evidence in place.

2 - Approaching The program demonstrates several indicators at the selected level, but 
implementation remains incomplete, inconsistent, or dependent on particular 
staff or activities.

1 - Not Yet The program does not yet meaningfully demonstrate the practices at the 
selected maturity level.

Ratings should reflect the overall pattern of available evidence of actual implementation. Possible 
Evidence Sources are illustrative, not a required checklist. Programs should use evidence appropriate 
to their size, setting, and operating structure. More documentation does not automatically represent 
stronger evidence.

For each Supporting Standard, select the maturity level most consistently supported by current 
practice and evidence. When evidence is substantially split between levels, select the lower level. 
Use the 1–4 rating to describe implementation within the selected level, and identify the next practice 
needed to advance.

Building assumes Emerging practices are reasonably established. Innovating assumes Emerging and 
Building practices are embedded and sustained.

HOW TO SELECT A MATURITY LEVEL

Small, consistent changes can meaningfully improve what young people experience. The standards 
are designed to help programs begin where they are, strengthen what already works, and build 
environments where nourishment, movement, dignity, and positive connection are part of everyday 
OST life.
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Healthy eating in OST is shaped by more than the food placed on a table. Choice, family traditions, 
relationships, routines, and the way adults talk about food influence whether youth experience meals 
and snacks as nourishing, welcoming, and dignified.

High-quality programs provide, coordinate, or connect youth with nutritious food and beverages based 
on their setting and level of responsibility. They build practical food literacy, respect youth and family 
traditions, experiences, and needs, accommodate dietary needs, and avoid practices that pressure, 
shame, or isolate youth.

SUPPORTING STANDARDS:

INDICATORS:

DOMAIN 1: HEALTHY EATING & FOOD ENVIRONMENTS

1.1 Nutritious Food & Beverage Availability  - Programs provide, coordinate, or connect youth 
with nutritious food and beverage opportunities appropriate to their setting and level of 
responsibility.
1.2 Food Literacy & Positive Eating Experiences - Programs provide enjoyable, developmentally 
appropriate learning that helps youth explore food, nutrition, preparation, family and community 
traditions, and how eating supports energy and well-being.
1.3 Food Traditions, Choice & Individual Needs - Programs ensure food practices respect youth 
and family traditions, dietary needs, preferences, identities, and differences in available food 
resources and experiences.

Maturity 
Level Youth Indicators Staff Indicators Program Indicators

Emerging •	 Youth understand 
meal, snack, and 
water routines and 
can communicate 
preferences, 
questions, or needs 
to a trusted adult.

•	 Youth participate in 
introductory food 
literacy and basic 
food skills through 
voluntary, hands-on 
experiences.

•	 Youth encounter 
varied family and 
community food 
traditions and know 
that safe alternatives 
or accommodations 
are available.

•	 Staff explain routines, 
create a calm 
eating environment, 
use food-neutral 
language, and avoid 
pressure, shame, or 
assumptions.

•	 Staff follow 
safety and allergy 
procedures and 
adapt activities 
for varied abilities, 
sensory needs, 
languages, and 
dietary needs.

•	 Staff introduce 
accurate, age-
appropriate food 
information and 
varied family and 
community traditions 
in respectful ways.

•	 The program 
defines food-service 
responsibilities 
and establishes 
predictable 
routines for safety, 
communication, 
accommodations, 
and disruptions.

•	 Food and beverage 
practices use current 
nutrition guidance 
appropriate to the 
setting, resources, 
and program level of 
responsibility.

•	 The program 
provides introductory 
food literacy 
experiences, clear 
communication, and 
comparable ways for 
youth to participate.
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Maturity 
Level Youth Indicators Staff Indicators Program Indicators

Building •	 Youth make 
meaningful choices, 
provide feedback 
on meals, snacks, 
water, portions, and 
accommodations, 
and help with age-
appropriate food 
routines.

•	 Youth compare 
food options and 
apply practical skills 
through planning, 
preparation, 
gardening, 
budgeting, ingredient 
review, or reducing 
waste.

•	 Youth voluntarily 
share family food 
knowledge and 
recognize that 
nourishing patterns 
vary across families, 
traditions, budgets, 
abilities, and 
communities.

•	 Staff coordinate with 
families, providers, 
and program leaders 
to address dietary 
needs, preferences, 
concerns about 
food availability, and 
recurring barriers.

•	 Staff integrate 
food literacy into 
projects and help 
youth evaluate food 
messages without 
focusing on weight, 
calories, dieting, or 
appearance.

•	 Staff co-plan 
experiences 
reflecting youth and 
family traditions, 
experiences, and 
needs and provide 
discreet alternatives 
of comparable 
quality.

•	 When the program 
selects food, 
meals and snacks 
routinely include 
varied, nutrient-
dense options, 
including fruits or 
vegetables, and limit 
sugar-sweetened 
beverages.

•	 The program offers 
a planned sequence 
of food literacy 
experiences and 
prepares staff 
or uses qualified 
partners for 
specialized activities.

•	 The program reviews 
menus, activities, 
communication, 
feedback, and 
participation 
to strengthen 
clarity, respect for 
youth and family 
traditions and needs, 
and meaningful 
participation.

Innovating •	 Youth co-design 
improvements 
to food choices, 
snack routines, 
water availability, 
accommodations, 
celebrations, and 
learning experiences.

•	 Youth lead projects 
connected to 
cooking, gardening, 
family traditions, 
food systems, 
sustainability, or 
community needs.

•	 Staff coach youth 
leadership and 
use observation, 
feedback, 
participation, and 
youth work to 
evaluate and improve 
food experiences.

•	 Staff collaborate 
with qualified 
professionals and 
family or community 
knowledge holders 
while protecting 
choice, privacy, and 
respect for youth and 
family traditions.

•	 Food quality, literacy, 
respect for youth 
and family traditions, 
privacy, meaningful 
participation, 
and youth voice 
are embedded 
in planning, 
purchasing, provider 
relationships, 
staff learning, 
and continuous 
improvement.
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PUTTING IT INTO PRACTICE:

Exploring - Youth become familiar with food routines, develop language for preferences and 
needs, and explore food through safe, concrete, and choice-based experiences.

•	 Create a clearly marked water station and explain meal, snack, safety, and accommodation 
routines.

•	 Offer appropriate choices when feasible and invite feedback without ranking or judging 
youth selections.

•	 Use books, games, or simple investigations to explore where food comes from and how food 
and water support energy.

•	 Invite youth to observe, smell, touch, prepare, or taste foods while keeping tasting voluntary.

•	 Practice simple skills such as handwashing, measuring, mixing, serving, and cleanup.

The following groupings reflect increasing depth and youth independence rather than fixed grade 
levels. Programs should adjust expectations based on development, ability, experience, youth and 
family context, and interest.

Maturity 
Level Youth Indicators Staff Indicators Program Indicators

Innovating 
(Cont.)

•	 Youth use credible 
information to 
examine marketing 
and differences 
in food availability 
without blaming 
individuals or families 
and share learning 
with others.

•	 Staff analyze 
patterns, mentor 
colleagues, and 
refine menus, 
materials, 
accommodations, 
and communication 
practices.

•	 The program 
examines 
differences in food 
availability, choice, 
accommodations, 
and experience and 
works with youth, 
families, and partners 
to address patterns 
that leave some 
youth with fewer 
opportunities.

•	 The program 
sustains effective 
partnerships and 
shares practical 
approaches that 
can strengthen food 
environments across 
sites or the broader 
field.
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Practicing - Youth apply food knowledge and skills, make meaningful choices, reflect on their 
experiences, and help improve everyday meals, snacks, and activities.

•	 Plan a balanced snack within a set budget while considering taste, family traditions, allergies, 
and available resources.

•	 Use ingredient lists, advertisements, or social media posts to practice asking questions and 
checking claims.

•	 Invite families to contribute recipes, food stories, or preparation methods voluntarily.

•	 Gather youth feedback on meals, portions, water availability, accommodations, celebrations, 
and field trips.

•	 Connect food with STEM, literacy, arts, gardening, life skills, food systems, or food-waste 
projects.

Leading Together - Youth co-design food experiences, examine barriers and participation 
patterns, lead practical projects, and help strengthen program and community food 
environments.

•	 Create a youth advisory group that reviews feedback and recommends realistic 
improvements.

•	 Support youth in leading a taste test, cooking demonstration, garden project, community 
food project, or family event.

•	 Help youth examine participation and feedback patterns to identify barriers or limited choice.

•	 Partner with food-service professionals, extension educators, growers, markets, food banks, 
or family and community knowledge holders.

•	 Document changes made through youth and family input and share lessons with partners or 
other program sites.

PUTTING IT INTO PRACTICE CONT.:
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Movement in OST should be more than a scheduled game, a break from learning, or a reward for 
good behavior. Regular, enjoyable physical activity can support health, attention, confidence, positive 
relationships, and connection when youth have meaningful ways to participate.

High-quality programs provide consistent movement time, varied experiences, usable spaces and 
equipment, and developmentally appropriate choices. They reduce unnecessary waiting and barriers 
that leave youth out, adapt activities to youth needs, and build the skills, confidence, and leadership 
that help young people value active living.

SUPPORTING STANDARDS:

DOMAIN 2: PHYSICAL ACTIVITY & ACTIVE LIVING

2.1 Regular Movement Opportunities - Programs provide consistent opportunities for physical 
activity that are appropriate to program duration and integrated throughout the schedule.
2.2 Adaptable & Developmentally Appropriate Activity - Programs offer safe, adaptable, 
enjoyable, and varied physical activities that allow youth with different ages, interests, abilities, 
comfort levels, and support needs to participate meaningfully.
2.3 Physical Literacy, Choice & Leadership - Programs help youth build movement skills, 
confidence, motivation, and knowledge while increasing opportunities to choose, design, and 
lead physical activities.

Maturity 
Level Youth Indicators Staff Indicators Program Indicators

Emerging •	 Youth participate in 
scheduled movement 
opportunities, 
understand basic 
routines, and can 
request water, rest, 
assistance, or a 
modification.

•	 Youth experience 
guided activity and, 
when feasible, active 
free choice while 
practicing foundational 
or age-relevant 
movement skills.

•	 Youth begin identifying 
activities, roles, 
challenge levels, and 
supports that help 
them feel comfortable, 
interested, and able to 
take part.

•	 Staff use clear 
directions, visible 
demonstrations, 
safe pacing, and 
feedback focused 
on effort, learning, 
and respectful 
participation.

•	 Staff offer basic 
choices and modify 
space, equipment, 
pace, teams, rules, or 
roles to reduce waiting 
and other unnecessary 
barriers.

•	 Staff use movement 
breaks or active 
transitions when 
feasible and observe 
participation, 
engagement, and 
emerging support 
needs.

•	 The program 
schedules planned 
physical activity 
based on operating 
hours, available space, 
staffing, and youth 
needs and identifies 
indoor and outdoor 
options.

•	 The program offers a 
basic mix of individual, 
cooperative, rhythmic, 
recreational, and skill-
building activities, 
not only free play or 
competitive sports.

•	 Activity plans identify 
essential equipment, 
staff responsibilities, 
common adaptations, 
and procedures for 
safety, weather, and 
other disruptions.

INDICATORS:
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Maturity 
Level Youth Indicators Staff Indicators Program Indicators

Building •	 Youth routinely 
experience movement 
in multiple periods 
across the schedule 
through moderate-to-
vigorous activity, skill 
practice, and lower-
intensity or free-
choice options.

•	 Youth select 
appropriate 
adaptations or 
challenge levels, 
apply movement skills 
in varied contexts, 
and set or revisit 
private goals related 
to confidence, 
participation, or 
enjoyment.

•	 Youth provide 
feedback and help 
select activities, 
music, equipment, 
roles, group norms, 
or short components 
they are prepared to 
lead.

•	 Staff organize 
activities so most 
youth are moving, 
provide varied 
activity types and 
skill progressions, 
and adjust intensity, 
duration, grouping, 
and recovery.

•	 Staff plan multiple 
ways to understand 
and participate 
and adapt for 
physical, sensory, 
cognitive, emotional, 
communication, 
family, and community 
considerations while 
preserving dignity and 
challenge.

•	 Staff support youth 
planning, leadership, 
and reflection and 
avoid ranking youth 
by bodies, speed, 
strength, athletic 
identity, or fitness 
scores.

•	 The program 
consistently 
schedules about 
10 minutes of 
physical activity 
per program hour, 
up to 60 minutes, 
with at least half of 
designated activity 
time supporting 
moderate-to-vigorous 
movement when 
appropriate.

•	 The program provides 
regular outdoor 
movement when 
conditions allow, 
meaningful indoor 
alternatives, and 
a varied activity 
calendar reflecting 
age, interests, and 
developmental needs.

•	 The program reviews 
participation and 
recurring barriers 
and trains staff in 
adaptable facilitation, 
safety, and activity 
modification.

Innovating •	 Youth co-design and 
facilitate adaptable 
activities and 
modifications, revising 
them in response 
to peer feedback, 
safety needs, and 
participation patterns.

•	 Youth mentor peers 
and lead reflection on 
fairness, participation, 
safety, dignity, and 
positive connection 
without judging 
bodies, performance, 
or ability.

•	 Staff coach youth 
through planning, 
facilitation, 
modification, 
communication, 
risk management, 
and reflection while 
sharing authority 
safely and with clear 
supports.

•	 Staff use observation, 
feedback, and 
participation 
patterns to identify 
recurring barriers, 
personalize next 
steps, and redesign 
environments rather 
than blaming youth.

•	 Physical literacy, 
adaptable practice, 
and youth leadership 
are embedded across 
schedules, staffing, 
purchasing, facilities, 
activity planning, 
partnerships, 
and continuous 
improvement.
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Maturity 
Level Youth Indicators Staff Indicators Program Indicators

Innovating 
(Cont.)

•	 Youth advocate for 
equipment, spaces, 
partnerships, and 
opportunities that 
expand active 
living and create 
meaningful roles for 
different interests and 
strengths.

•	 Staff collaborate with 
families, specialists, 
and partners when 
appropriate, protect 
privacy, and mentor 
colleagues in 
adaptable movement 
practice.

•	 The program analyzes 
participation, 
disengagement, and 
confidence across 
relevant groups and 
monitors whether 
changes help youth 
feel welcomed, 
valued, and positively 
connected without 
using weight or body-
based measures.

•	 The program sustains 
authentic pathways 
such as youth-led 
clubs, peer training, 
community events, or 
partner experiences 
and shares tested 
practices with other 
sites or partners.

PUTTING IT INTO PRACTICE:

Exploring - Youth become familiar with movement routines, discover varied ways to be active, 
practice foundational skills, and learn how to participate safely and respectfully.

•	 Create a movement menu with active play, dance, walking, stretching, target games, 
playground activities, and quieter movement options.

•	 Use brief movement breaks, active transitions, or walk-and-talk routines during longer seated 
blocks.

•	 Set up skill stations with different equipment sizes, distances, speeds, roles, or challenge 
levels.

•	 Offer choices in activity, music, equipment, partner, role, and whether to participate 
independently or with peers.

•	 Modify games to reduce elimination, long lines, public team selection, and activities where 
only one youth moves at a time.

The following groupings reflect increasing depth and youth independence rather than fixed grade 
levels. Programs should adjust expectations based on development, ability, experience, youth and 
family context, and interest.
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PUTTING IT INTO PRACTICE CONT.:

Practicing - Youth apply movement skills in varied settings, personalize goals and participation, 
help shape activity choices, and reflect on enjoyment, confidence, participation, and growth.

•	 Invite youth to create a weekly movement plan that considers program length, spaces, 
weather, equipment, and peer interests.

•	 Use small-sided games, stations, circuits, and rotating roles so more youth remain active and 
engaged.

•	 Build progressions from individual practice to pairs, small groups, games, performances, or 
real-world applications.

•	 Use private reflection tools focused on confidence, enjoyment, participation, skills, or energy 
rather than calories, weight, or body size.

•	 Have youth redesign a familiar activity with multiple challenge levels, noncompetitive roles, 
and adaptations for different needs.

Leading Together - Youth co-design adaptable movement experiences, facilitate activities, 
analyze participation patterns, mentor peers, and help strengthen active living across the 
program and community.

•	 Establish a youth movement advisory group that reviews participation, identifies barriers, and 
recommends realistic changes.

•	 Support youth in leading warm-ups, dance sessions, adaptable games, walking clubs, skill 
stations, active breaks, or outdoor recreation.

•	 Challenge youth to create and test modifications, gather peer feedback, and revise activities 
for safety, meaningful participation, and enjoyment.

•	 Partner with recreation, parks, dance, outdoor education, adaptive sports, or community 
health organizations to expand options.

•	 Have youth plan an activity event with multiple entry points, varied roles, safety plans, quiet 
spaces, and options beyond competition.
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Food and movement experiences are shaped by the social environment. Youth are more likely to 
participate, build confidence, and develop lasting habits when programs avoid shame, coercion, 
comparison, and moral judgment.

High-quality programs use respectful language, balance active and restorative experiences, protect 
privacy, and share meaningful decisions with youth. These practices support energy, self-regulation, 
positive connection, body respect, and meaningful participation while remaining within the appropriate 
role of OST.

SUPPORTING STANDARDS:

DOMAIN 3: POSITIVE HEPA CULTURE & YOUTH WELL-BEING

3.1 Positive & Shame-Free Wellness Culture - Programs use respectful language and practices 
that avoid food, fitness, ability, weight, or body-based judgment and stigma.
3.2 Balanced HEPA Routines & Regulation Supports - Programs balance food, hydration, 
movement, seated activities, transitions, sensory demands, and restorative opportunities in ways 
that support youth participation, energy, and regulation.
3.3 Shared HEPA Decision-Making & Youth Leadership - Programs share appropriate decision-
making authority with youth across food experiences, movement opportunities, routines, spaces, 
communication, and HEPA improvement efforts.

Maturity 
Level Youth Indicators Staff Indicators Program Indicators

Emerging •	 Youth experience 
respectful, 
nonjudgmental 
language about food, 
bodies, abilities, skills, 
and participation and 
can identify a trusted 
adult or process for 
concerns.

•	 Youth become familiar 
with predictable food, 
movement, hydration, 
transition, sensory, 
and restorative options 
and may request a 
break, modification, or 
different role without 
penalty.

•	 Staff use food-neutral, 
body-respectful 
language that respects 
varied abilities, 
redirect teasing or 
comparison, and 
present alternatives 
in ways that preserve 
dignity and positive 
connection.

•	 Staff use planned 
movement, active 
transitions, hydration, 
and restorative choices 
without forcing one 
strategy, requiring 
disclosure, or turning 
breaks into isolation.

•	 The program 
establishes clear 
norms for respectful 
HEPA language, 
privacy, voluntary 
participation, 
reasonable 
modifications, and 
confidential follow-up.

•	 Schedules limit 
unnecessarily long 
sedentary periods 
and balance food, 
hydration, movement, 
learning, transitions, 
social interaction, 
and restorative 
opportunities.

INDICATORS:
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Maturity 
Level Youth Indicators Staff Indicators Program Indicators

Emerging 
(Cont.)

•	 Youth share 
preferences and take 
simple, voluntary roles 
in food, movement, 
routine, or feedback 
activities within clear 
program boundaries.

•	 Staff offer meaningful 
choices, invite input 
through multiple 
formats or private 
options, and retain 
adult responsibility 
for health, privacy, 
supervision, discipline, 
and safety.

•	 The program regularly 
gathers youth input 
and provides voluntary, 
supported leadership 
opportunities that are 
not limited to the most 
confident or already-
visible youth.

Building •	 Youth help create 
norms for body 
respect, food-neutral 
language, meaningful 
participation, privacy, 
and dignity and 
examine how family 
and community 
traditions, media, 
available resources, 
disability, and peer 
messages shape 
wellness ideas.

•	 Youth select and 
reflect on strategies 
that support energy, 
focus, comfort, 
connection, or calm 
and give feedback 
about pace, noise, 
screens, hydration, 
sensory demands, and 
breaks.

•	 Youth co-plan HEPA 
activities, routines, 
spaces, and messages 
and rotate through 
planning, facilitation, 
mentoring, and review 
roles.

•	 Staff emphasize 
enjoyment, energy, 
function, meaningful 
participation, learning, 
and well-being rather 
than body change or 
performance ranking 
and review activities 
and communication 
for stigma or barriers.

•	 Staff use predictable 
but flexible routines, 
co-regulation, visual 
supports, active 
transitions, and 
voluntary restorative 
choices based on age, 
needs, conditions, 
and feedback.

•	 Staff clarify which 
decisions youth 
can influence, 
teach planning and 
facilitation skills, 
and adjust tools, 
timing, language, 
groupings, and roles 
to engage less-heard 
perspectives.

•	 Staff receive 
practical learning on 
weight stigma, body 
respect, food-neutral 
language, respectful 
participation for youth 
with disabilities, 
privacy, co-regulation, 
and balanced HEPA 
routines.

•	 The program 
reviews schedules, 
screen use, spaces, 
rewards, materials, 
feedback, and 
participation patterns 
to strengthen dignity, 
balance, meaningful 
participation, and 
positive connection.

•	 Youth input is 
embedded in 
recurring planning 
and review, and 
leaders allocate time, 
materials, space, and 
appropriate decision-
making authority for 
youth-designed work.
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Maturity 
Level Youth Indicators Staff Indicators Program Indicators

Innovating •	 Youth co-lead 
norms, peer learning, 
campaigns, schedules, 
spaces, and activities 
that celebrate many 
ways to eat, move, 
regulate, participate, 
and contribute.

•	 Youth analyze 
participation, 
positive connection, 
and feedback and 
recommend changes 
to timing, noise, 
screens, spaces, 
routines, messages, or 
available options.

•	 Youth lead and 
evaluate adaptable 
HEPA initiatives and 
may represent the 
program with families, 
partners, or other 
sites.

•	 Staff coach youth to 
challenge harmful 
messages safely, 
facilitate optional 
strategies with 
multiple ways 
to participate, 
and navigate 
disagreement, 
resource tradeoffs, 
varied participation 
needs, and evaluation.

•	 Staff use observation 
and feedback 
to personalize 
routines, redesign 
environments, 
address recurring 
barriers, and 
coordinate authorized 
modifications while 
protecting privacy.

•	 Staff share authority 
as youth capacity 
grows while retaining 
responsibility for 
health, dignity, 
supervision, and 
safety and responding 
transparently to 
recommendations.

•	 Shame-free practice, 
balanced routines, 
and shared HEPA 
leadership are 
embedded in policy, 
onboarding, staffing, 
schedules, spaces, 
communication, 
purchasing, and 
partnerships.

•	 The program reviews 
participation, 
feedback, incidents, 
and opportunities 
across relevant 
groups or sites and 
tests changes to 
strengthen positive 
connection without 
weight- or body-
based measures.

•	 Sustained pathways 
such as youth 
councils, peer roles, 
clubs, advisory 
groups, improvement 
teams, and partner 
projects support 
shared authority 
and continuous 
improvement.
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PUTTING IT INTO PRACTICE:

Exploring - Youth learn respectful HEPA language, predictable routines, practical regulation 
choices, and simple ways to influence food, movement, and program decisions.

•	 Co-create a brief agreement rejecting teasing about bodies, food, ability, skill, or 
participation.

•	 Post a visual rhythm showing food, movement, learning, hydration, transitions, and quiet or 
lower-stimulation options.

•	 Offer choices such as walking, stretching, music, breathing, water, sensory tools, or quiet 
time without requiring one strategy.

•	 Use food-neutral language and allow youth to taste, decline, or choose an available 
alternative without shame.

•	 Gather feedback through cards, drawings, anonymous notes, voting, or conversation.

Practicing - Youth personalize strategies, examine wellness messages, help plan experiences, 
and strengthen dignity, meaningful participation, and positive connection.

•	 Audit posters, challenges, rewards, games, and language for comparison, stereotypes, 
pressure, or unintended barriers.

•	 Redesign one program schedule to balance movement, food, screens, transitions, social 
time, and restoration.

•	 Use private reflection focused on energy, enjoyment, comfort, connection, participation, and 
strategy effectiveness.

•	 Create choice boards for food exploration, movement roles, intensity, groupings, and 
regulation supports.

•	 Gather feedback from youth who participate less often or whose perspectives are heard less 
frequently and implement one visible change.

Leading Together - Youth share authority, analyze participation and connection, lead adaptable 
experiences, and strengthen HEPA culture.

•	 Create a youth HEPA advisory group that reviews routines, spaces, participation, 
communication, and program messages.

•	 Develop a campaign celebrating many ways to move, nourish, regulate, participate, and 
contribute.

•	 Review anonymous participation and feedback patterns and test changes with staff support.

•	 Lead optional movement, food exploration, transition, or restorative activities with several 
ways for peers to take part.

•	 Document recommendations, decisions, actions, and results for families, partners, or other 
sites.

The following groupings reflect increasing depth and youth independence rather than fixed grade 
levels. Programs should adjust expectations based on development, ability, experience, youth and 
family context, and interest.
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Sustained healthy eating and physical activity practices depend on more than a strong activity or a 
single event. Programs need prepared staff, trusted relationships with families and community partners, 
and practical systems that turn HEPA priorities into reliable daily experiences for youth.

High-quality programs orient and support staff, invite families and community partners to contribute, 
align available resources with clear priorities, and use simple evidence to strengthen participation and 
address barriers. Quality reflects responsible action within the program’s influence, not the size of its 
budget, staff, facilities, or partner list.

SUPPORTING STANDARDS:

DOMAIN 4: HEPA CAPACITY, PARTNERSHIPS & 
CONTINUOUS IMPROVEMENT

4.1 Staff Knowledge & Facilitation - Programs prepare and support staff to facilitate positive 
food experiences, adaptable physical activity, youth choice, and respectful wellness practices.
4.2 Family & Community Partnerships - Programs collaborate with families and community 
partners to strengthen the availability, relevance, and continuity of resources across program, 
home, and community settings.
4.3 Policies, Resources & Continuous Improvement - Programs establish realistic HEPA 
expectations, allocate available resources, gather feedback, examine participation patterns and 
barriers, and use evidence to strengthen practices over time.

Maturity 
Level Youth Indicators Staff Indicators Program Indicators

Emerging •	 Youth receive clear, 
respectful guidance 
about food, movement, 
hydration, safety, 
participation, and 
available choices and 
know which adults can 
help with concerns.

•	 Youth see family 
traditions, languages, 
preferences, abilities, 
and community 
experiences reflected 
in programming and 
can use available 
materials, spaces, 
water, and participation 
options.

•	 Youth have a simple, 
usable way to share 
feedback about staff 
guidance, HEPA 
experiences, and 
barriers.

•	 Staff complete 
basic orientation on 
HEPA expectations, 
safeguards, positive 
guidance, adaptable 
participation, privacy, 
and role boundaries.

•	 Staff use respectful 
language, offer 
reasonable choices 
or modifications, 
identify barriers, and 
seek qualified help 
when needs exceed 
their preparation or 
authority.

•	 Staff use two-way 
communication 
with youth and 
families, contribute 
observations to 
reflection or planning, 
and implement agreed 
changes within their 
role.

•	 The program provides 
clear, usable written 
HEPA expectations, 
assigns responsibility 
within an existing 
or designated role, 
and maintains 
reliable resources 
for questions and 
referrals.

•	 The program identifies 
family contacts and 
community resources 
and provides at least 
one regular, usable 
process for youth and 
family feedback.

•	 The program 
completes a baseline 
review, inventories 
available resources 
and constraints, 
and selects a small, 
realistic improvement 
priority.

INDICATORS:
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Maturity 
Level Youth Indicators Staff Indicators Program Indicators

Building •	 Youth experience 
consistent HEPA 
messages, choices, 
and adaptable 
facilitation across 
staff, program days, 
groups, and settings.

•	 Youth help identify 
relevant family 
traditions, community 
strengths, activities, 
and partners and use 
program connections 
to connect 
with additional 
opportunities.

•	 Youth participate 
in reflection or goal 
setting, see changes 
made through 
feedback, and 
understand which 
decisions they can 
influence and which 
are shaped by safety, 
budgets, facilities, or 
external providers.

•	 Staff participate in 
evidence-informed 
HEPA learning at least 
annually through 
practical formats such 
as training, coaching, 
online learning, peer 
practice, observation, 
or partner support.

•	 Staff co-plan with 
youth, families, and 
partners, adapt 
experiences to 
context and need, 
and review partner 
content for evidence 
quality, clarity and 
usability, respect 
for youth and 
family traditions, 
experiences, and 
needs, unsupported 
claims, and 
commercial conflicts.

•	 Staff use schedules, 
observations, 
participation 
information, and 
feedback to test 
changes, document 
results, and review 
action plans through 
supervision, coaching, 
or team meetings.

•	 The program 
maintains an annual 
learning plan that 
combines orientation, 
ongoing coaching or 
feedback, and usable 
resources despite 
turnover or schedule 
changes.

•	 The program 
maintains reciprocal 
formal or informal 
partnerships, adapts 
communication and 
engagement options, 
and reviews follow-
through, participation 
barriers, and 
relevance.

•	 The program uses a 
recurring assess, plan, 
improve, and reflect 
cycle and aligns 
budgets, purchasing, 
schedules, staffing, 
facilities, and partner 
expectations with 
selected HEPA 
priorities when within 
its control.

Innovating •	 Youth partner with 
prepared staff to 
co-design, facilitate, 
and evaluate HEPA 
experiences, family or 
community projects, 
and improvement 
strategies.

•	 Staff use peer 
observation, inquiry 
cycles, mentoring, and 
advanced learning to 
strengthen facilitation 
and spread effective 
practices.

•	 HEPA competencies 
are embedded in 
hiring, onboarding, 
supervision, 
coaching, leadership 
development, and 
program evaluation.
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Maturity 
Level Youth Indicators Staff Indicators Program Indicators

Innovating 
(Cont.)

•	 Youth analyze 
appropriate feedback, 
participation patterns, 
barriers, and resource 
information, identify 
gaps, and recommend 
realistic responses.

•	 Youth advocate 
for resources 
directed toward 
identified needs 
and communicate 
progress, tradeoffs, 
and learning to peers, 
families, or partners 
while protecting 
private information.

•	 Staff coordinate 
shared planning, 
resources, schedules, 
spaces, expertise, 
communication, 
consent, and 
confidentiality across 
families and partners.

•	 Staff compare 
experiences 
across groups or 
sites, investigate 
differences without 
blaming youth 
or families, and 
document lessons and 
conditions needed 
to sustain or adapt 
improvements.

•	 The program sustains 
a coordinated family 
and partner network 
that expands the 
availability and reach 
of HEPA opportunities 
and maintains 
continuity through 
staffing, funding, 
or organizational 
changes.

•	 HEPA priorities 
are embedded in 
policy, budgeting, 
purchasing, risk 
management, facility 
use, partnerships, and 
multiyear planning, 
with progress 
reviewed and useful 
learning shared while 
protecting privacy.

PUTTING IT INTO PRACTICE:

Exploring - Youth, staff, families, and leaders become familiar with HEPA expectations, identify 
available supports, and begin using simple feedback and planning processes.

•	 Add foundational HEPA safeguards and one practical food or movement strategy to staff 
onboarding and brief team huddles.

•	 Assign HEPA follow-through within an existing role and create a clear path for staff 
questions, safety concerns, accommodations, and referrals.

•	 Ask youth and families about food preferences, movement interests, family traditions, 
participation needs, and communication preferences.

•	 Create a simple map of nearby parks, recreation programs, food resources, extension 
services, and other trusted community supports.

•	 Complete a baseline HEPA self-assessment, inventory available resources and constraints, 
and choose one realistic goal with clear responsibility.

The following groupings reflect increasing depth and youth independence rather than fixed grade 
levels. Programs should adjust expectations based on development, ability, experience, youth and 
family context, and interest.
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PUTTING IT INTO PRACTICE CONT.:

Practicing - Staff use regular learning and coaching, families and partners influence plans, and 
the program tests changes using practical evidence and available resources.

•	 Create an annual HEPA learning plan that combines orientation, brief training, coaching, 
online learning, observation and feedback, peer practice, or partner-provided learning.

•	 Co-plan a welcoming and adaptable food or movement experience with youth, families, and a 
community partner around an identified priority.

•	 Use a partner review checklist covering evidence quality, clarity and usability, respect for 
youth and family traditions, experiences, and needs, developmental fit, unsupported claims, 
commercial conflicts, safety, privacy, and program alignment.

•	 Review participation patterns, feedback, schedules, and barriers at regular intervals and 
make one visible adjustment to reduce a barrier.

•	 Align available budget, purchasing, facility use, staffing, or partner support with an action 
plan that identifies responsibilities, timelines, evidence, and next steps.

Leading Together - Youth, staff, families, and partners share meaningful roles in sustained HEPA 
improvement, resource decisions, and learning across the program and community.

•	 Create a youth and family HEPA advisory process that reviews experiences, resources, 
participation, barriers, and improvement priorities.

•	 Develop staff peer-learning or mentoring roles so effective facilitation continues through 
turnover, growth, leadership changes, or multiple sites.

•	 Coordinate a shared goal with community partners and clarify responsibilities, resources, 
communication, confidentiality, consent, and progress review.

•	 Compare participation and opportunities to benefit across groups or sites, investigate 
differences, and direct resources toward the barriers identified.

•	 Build a multiyear sustainability plan and share what changed, why it mattered, and what 
supported success while protecting youth and family privacy.



CLOSING: TAKING THE NEXT STEP
Implementing these standards doesn’t require a complete program 
overhaul. Small, consistent changes can have lasting impact.

As you reflect on how these standards live in your program:

•	 Start with one domain and try a few ideas from the notes or 
examples.

•	 Use the standards to guide a team huddle, training, or activity 
brainstorm.

•	 Celebrate small wins.
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IAN HEALTHY EATING & PHYSICAL ACTIVITY (HEPA) 
STANDARDS SELF-EVALUATION FORM
Program or site:                                                                                                       Date:                                    

 
Completed By:                                                                                               

 
Review each Supporting Standard using the descriptions and guidance in this document. Record the 
selected maturity level and a rating from 1 to 4 within that level. Record evidence supporting your 
selection and one practical next step.

For each Supporting Standard, select the maturity level most consistently supported by current 
practice and evidence. When evidence is substantially split between levels, select the lower level. 
Use the 1–4 rating to describe implementation within the selected level, and identify the next practice 
needed to advance.

Building assumes Emerging practices are reasonably established. Innovating assumes Emerging and 
Building practices are embedded and sustained. A rating of 4 does not automatically advance the 
selected maturity level.

SELF-RATING SCALE

RATING DESCRIPTION

4 - Exceeds The program demonstrates the selected maturity level consistently and with 
particular strength, depth, reach, or evidence of impact.

3 - Meets The program consistently demonstrates the selected maturity-level 
indicators with observable practices and reasonable evidence in place.

2 - Approaching The program demonstrates several indicators at the selected level, but 
implementation remains incomplete, inconsistent, or dependent on particular 
staff or activities.

1 - Not Yet The program does not yet meaningfully demonstrate the practices at the 
selected maturity level.

If you are unsure how a standard applies or do not have enough information to rate it, leave the rating 
blank temporarily, record your question, and seek clarification before finalizing the assessment. A 
temporary blank is not a rating of 1.

A rating of 4 does not automatically advance the selected maturity level.
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DOMAIN 1: HEALTHY EATING & FOOD ENVIRONMENTS

What evidence do we have of this?

What is one step we can take to strengthen this area?

Record a maturity level and a rating within that level for each Supporting Standard. Use the instructions 
and scale on the preceding form instruction page.

1.1 Nutritious Food & Beverage Availability

Selected Maturity Level:  Emerging / Building / Innovating     Rating (1–4):              

1.2 Food Literacy & Positive Eating Experiences

Selected Maturity Level:  Emerging / Building / Innovating     Rating (1–4):              

What evidence do we have of this?

What is one step we can take to strengthen this area?
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1.3 Food Traditions, Choice & Individual Needs

Selected Maturity Level:  Emerging / Building / Innovating     Rating (1–4):              

DOMAIN 2: PHYSICAL ACTIVITY & ACTIVE LIVING
Record a maturity level and a rating within that level for each Supporting Standard. Use the instructions 
and scale on the preceding form instruction page.

2.1 Regular Movement Opportunities

Selected Maturity Level:  Emerging / Building / Innovating     Rating (1–4):              

What evidence do we have of this?

What is one step we can take to strengthen this area?

What evidence do we have of this?

What is one step we can take to strengthen this area?
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2.2 Adaptable & Developmentally Appropriate Activity

Selected Maturity Level:  Emerging / Building / Innovating     Rating (1–4):              

2.3 Physical Literacy, Choice & Leadership

Selected Maturity Level:  Emerging / Building / Innovating     Rating (1–4):              

What evidence do we have of this?

What is one step we can take to strengthen this area?

What evidence do we have of this?

What is one step we can take to strengthen this area?
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DOMAIN 3: POSITIVE HEPA CULTURE & YOUTH WELL-BEING
Record a maturity level and a rating within that level for each Supporting Standard. Use the instructions 
and scale on the preceding form instruction page.

3.1 Positive & Shame-Free Wellness Culture

Selected Maturity Level:  Emerging / Building / Innovating     Rating (1–4):              

3.2 Balanced HEPA Routines & Regulation Supports

Selected Maturity Level:  Emerging / Building / Innovating     Rating (1–4):              

What evidence do we have of this?

What is one step we can take to strengthen this area?

What evidence do we have of this?

What is one step we can take to strengthen this area?
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3.3 Shared HEPA Decision-Making & Youth Leadership

Selected Maturity Level:  Emerging / Building / Innovating     Rating (1–4):              

DOMAIN 4: HEPA CAPACITY, PARTNERSHIPS & CONTINUOUS IMPROVEMENT
Record a maturity level and a rating within that level for each Supporting Standard. Use the instructions 
and scale on the preceding form instruction page.

4.1 Staff Knowledge & Facilitation

Selected Maturity Level:  Emerging / Building / Innovating     Rating (1–4):              

What evidence do we have of this?

What is one step we can take to strengthen this area?

What evidence do we have of this?

What is one step we can take to strengthen this area?
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4.2 Family & Community Partnerships

Selected Maturity Level:  Emerging / Building / Innovating     Rating (1–4):              

4.3 Policies, Resources & Continuous Improvement

Selected Maturity Level:  Emerging / Building / Innovating     Rating (1–4):              

What evidence do we have of this?

What is one step we can take to strengthen this area?

What evidence do we have of this?

What is one step we can take to strengthen this area?
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