Teens get pizza with education on the side
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Andre Thomas' face looked horrified as he made homemade pizzas with a group of teenagers last week.

"Ewwh! What are these?" he says, looking at the bag of cut-up mushrooms. "I'm a meat-a-tarian. I got no pepperoni."

"I asked her what kind of toppings we had and she said 'vegetables,'" the sophomore from Lemoore High School adds. "I want pepperoni and sausage."

The woman who insisted on veggie pizzas was Claudia Sersland, coordinator of the Fresno Farms Leadership Program. The program, which is operated by the nonprofit Center for Land-Based Learning in Winters (west of Sacramento), introduces high-school students to agriculture and environmental sciences with field trips. One of the program's goals is to help teenagers appreciate where food comes from.

Sersland was at California State University, Fresno. The students were making whole-wheat crust pizzas topped with the vegetables of their choice — some of which were from Sersland's farm in Rolinda.

"Every kid likes pizza," she says. "But they like it laden with pepperoni."

Still, there are perhaps cultural differences, she says. When she did this experiment last year, she noticed that Southeast Asian teenagers liked vegetables more than other kids.

The pizza event seemed like a great way to see what teenagers like to eat.

There also was a lot more going on besides pizza. As one group of students kneaded crust, another group attended a class led by two graduate students in Fresno State's Food Science and Nutrition Department.

After learning how to read the nutrition label of a box of macaroni and cheese, they split into two teams to play a "Jeopardy!"-like game based on nutrition questions.

The class had a lot of information many adults don't know. Ever wonder how they put together calorie counts on nutrition labels? Each gram of carbohydrates has four calories. Ditto for each gram of protein. And fat contains nine calories in each gram. 

Even more interesting was Mason Leonard's blind guess during the game.

The question: two ways the body uses calcium.

One reply — building bones — is obvious, but the other one stumped the rest of the students.

"What is pumping blood?" says Leonard, a sophomore from Lemoore High.

He was right. Calcium helps muscle contraction, which pumps blood through the body.

After the game, as they finished their pizzas, the teenagers still were thinking about serving sizes.

"You don't realize how much servings are in a box," says Austin Hubbell, a sophomore from Central High West campus in Fresno.

When it came to their pizzas, however, the teenagers weren't worried about serving sizes. Choosing the right toppings was their greatest concern. Leonard piled his part of the pizza with olives, peppers and fresh tomatoes. Mai Der Vang, a junior at Duncan Polytechnical High School in Fresno, reached for zucchini, onions, tomatoes, bell peppers and artichokes. But not everyone chose vegetables. One group made an all-cheese pizza.

In the end, what pleased many of the students turned out to be the whole-wheat crust.

"It gives it more flavor," Leonard says.

Kyra Winter, a sophomore at Lemoore High who helped cook the all-cheese pizza, also wasn't appalled.

"It's just different," she says. "It's not as bad as we thought it would be."

And when it comes to teenage diets, just trying something new is about all we can ask for. 
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