
Rainbow of Nutrition Among Food Families 

Students will research culturally significant dishes made from plant families, identify family members 
and common nutrients found in those dishes. 

Focus/Overview

60-90 minutesDuration (estimated time)

Learning Objective
Students will
• Sort images of fruits and vegetables into plant families.
• Select several choices from botanical groups of fruits and vegetables.
• Identify foods made from that fruit or vegetable.
• Determine how the item is classified based upon USDA MyPlate Guideline.

Advance Preparation
Be sure to preview the background information below prior to engaging in this lesson with students. 
The background information provides a review of food families whose members are commonly grown 
for consumption.

Prior to starting the lesson, be sure to have the lesson PowerPoint downloaded and a way to display it. 
You will also need to print, cut out, and shuffle a set of family food cards for each group participating 
in the lesson. Group sets could be stored in an envelope or Ziplock bag or clipped together ahead of 
the lesson. 

This lesson requires that students have internet access to conduct research related to different food 
families. It is important to take this into consideration when planning to do this lesson. If students 
have not previously discussed credible and non-credible sources, you will need to identify what are 
acceptable sources for today’s activity prior to students researching the food families. 

While an answer key for the Food Families Nutrition Student Page is included, student answers may 
vary when it comes to the “Food Examples” and “Nutrients, Health Benefits, Other” sections.

Student Standards/ Supported Learning
This lesson directly supports students in
• Engaging in basic scientific process skills.
• Classifying plants into categories based upon observable characteristics and prior knowledge.
• Researching and obtaining information from credible sources.



Plants, like people, have families, and some of the members of those families may seem like an odd or 
challenging fit. Yet, they have much in common because their genetics are similar, and they provide 
similar nutrients. It is fairly common knowledge that tomatoes are high in vitamin C. It is less well-known 
that this is also true for the rest of their family - the Nightshade family, scientifically known as the 
Solanaceae (pronounced Sō-lə-’nā-see -e) family. This includes eggplant, sweet peppers, hot peppers, 
potatoes, and tomatillos, along with tomatoes. Most adults know that citrus fruits all provide high 
amounts of vitamin C, but it would be a challenge for most to identify the foods that give us zinc or B6. 
Why? We teach nutrition using food groups rather than nutrients. 

This lesson begins to help students learn about nutrients from specific foods while appreciating the 
beauty and flavor of foods and develop an interest in exploring food preparation beyond a box, bag or a 
frozen package ready to microwave. It also helps students learn that while these plants may be members 
of the same extended family, each individual species has a wide variety of members within that family. 
Some examples include:

• The Allium Family - Onions, garlic, shallots, scallions, chives and leeks.
• The Solanaceae (or Nightshade) Family 

◦ Tomatoes - Tiny grape tomatoes, round cherry tomatoes, pear shaped cherry tomatoes, oval 
plum tomatoes, medium sized slicing tomatoes, or giant one-to-two-pound sandwich 
tomatoes. They can be red, yellow, pinkish, purplish, green or striped. 

◦ Peppers - (in the same Nightshade Family) have an even greater assortment.
▪ Bell peppers are sweet and are green, red, yellow, orange, or purple.
▪ Jalapenos are two to three inches long, an inch in diameter, light green and are spicy 

with a slight heat.
▪ Pepperoncini are about the same size with the same level of heat but a different flavor 

than jalapenos and are yellow in color. 
▪ Hungarian peppers are six to seven inches long, one and a half inches in diameter are 

slightly hotter and yellow in color. 
▪ Ancho chili peppers are four and a half to six and a half inches long and turn bright red 

when ripe and hot. 
▪ Habanero peppers are even hotter, are short lived, and vary in colors of yellow-orange, 

pink-orange or orange-red. 
▪ Other types of peppers include cayenne, fireball, serrano, Anaheim, banana, paprika, 

and bhut jolokia peppers. They range in size, shape, color and taste and are much hotter 
than a jalapeno.

• The Cucurbits (or Gourd) Family - Pumpkins, winter squash, cucumbers, zucchini, cantaloupe, 
watermelon 

• The Asteraceae (or Lettuce) Family - Different types of lettuce that include romaine, Bibb, 
butter head, or leaf lettuce. Leaf lettuce comes in different varieties such as oak leaf, curly leaf, 
red leaf or green leaf. 

• The Brassica (or Cabbage) Family - Cabbage, broccoli, cauliflower, bok choy, Brussels sprouts, 
kale.

• The Grass (or Cereal Grains) Family - Wheat, oats, rye, rice, corn, barley

As you examine each family group, particularly their seeds, flowers, and seedlings, the similarities will be 
apparent. Yet, as with human families, fruit and vegetable families can be very different from one 
another.

Background Information:



1. Using the Rainbow of Nutrition PowerPoint, project slide 2 and ask students to brainstorm fruits and
vegetables that represent the various colors of the rainbow.

2. Once students have had a chance to share-out, show the class slide 4 and ask, “what science process
skills could we use to find out more information about our food items?” Review the six basic science
processes listed on slide 5. Then, ask students which of these skills they will be using today to make
observations.

3. Explain that like people, plants have families. Sometimes, the members of a family may seem like they
don’t fit together, but once you examine them you will see that they are connected by many of the
same traits (slide 6).

4. Provide each group of students with a set of the Family Food Cards.  Explain to students that the
cards represent fruits and vegetables that belong to six of the major plant families (slide 7). Using one
card as a model, point out the key features shown in the picture that students may use to group plants
together. Give student groups 5 minutes to sort the cards into their respective family groups.

5. While students are sorting the cards into categories based upon shared characteristics, provide each
student with their own copy of the Food Families Nutrition student page.

6. Once all the food cards are sorted correctly, allow students to record the members of each food family
in their organizer. Explain that members of the same food families provide many of the same
nutrients. This lesson will explore which nutrients they provide and where they may be found in some
of our favorite dishes.

7. Students may research independently or with a partner. Depending on time and students’ abilities,
you could have students research all six food families or assign different families to different student
groups. For each family, students should identify food examples that utilize that family, explain the
nutritional benefits offered by this food family, and list the USDA MyPlate classification and
subclassification of the food family members. The USDA MyPlate Food Group Gallery can be used to
determine classifications and subclassifications. You can estimate about 10-15 minutes of minutes of
research per family.

8. After completing their research, students share their findings for different food families. Be sure to use
the answer key provided to ensure students are providing accurate information related to nutrients
and USDA Classifications. As students share their findings, create a whole-class graphical organizer.
If you are using PowerPoint, you could type the details directly into slides 8 and 9 so students can see
clearly what you are including.

Procedure

• Rainbow of Nutrition PowerPoint (Scan the QR Code)
• Family Food Cards (1 set per group)
• Food Families Nutrition Student Page
• Food Families Nutrition Answer Key
• Internet Access

Materials

After students have completed and presented their findings, have students research a 
culturally significant dish to them. Have them identify which food families are present in 
the dish, the serving size of the dish, and where the finished food item would fit best on 
the MyPlate graphic organizer (Scan the QR Code). 

Extension (optional)

This lesson was originally produced as A Rainbow of Nutrition lesson by Florida Ag in the Classroom (www.faitc.org) 



Cabbage Family (Brassicaceae)

Lettuce Family (Asteraceae)

Grass Family (Poaceae)

Allium Family (Alliaceae)

Nightshade Family (Solanaceae)

Gourd Family (Cucurbitaceae)



Cabbage Family Food Cards

Cabbage Broccoli Cauliflower

Bok Choy Brussel Sprouts Kale



Lettuce Family Food Cards

Bibb Lettuce Iceberg Lettuce Romaine Lettuce

Red Leaf Lettuce Butter Lettuce Looseleaf Lettuce



Grass Family Food Cards

Rice Sweet Corn Oats

Barley Wheat Rye



Allium Family Food Cards

Shallot Scallion Garlic

Onion Chive Leek



Nightshade Family Food Cards

Eggplant Irish Potato Tomato

Tomatillo Bell Pepper Hot Pepper



Gourd Family Food Cards

Cantaloupe Zucchini Pumpkin

Watermelon Winter Squash Cucumber



Food Families Nutrition Name ______________________________________

Family of Foods Members Food Example
Nutrients, Health 
Benefits, Other

USDA Food Group 
and Subgroup

Cabbage Family 
(Brassicaceae)

Lettuce Family 
(Asteraceae)

Grass Family
(Cereal Grains, 

Poaceae)



Family of Foods Choices Food Example
Nutrients, Health 

Benefits
USDA Food Group 

and Subgroup

Allium Family
(Alliaceae)

Nightshade Family 
(Solanaceae)

Gourd Family
(Cucurbitaceae)



Food Families Nutrition Name ______________________________________

Family of Foods Members Food Example
Nutrients, Health 
Benefits, Other

USDA Food Group 
and Subgroup

Cabbage Family 
(Brassicaceae)

Cabbage
Broccoli

Cauliflower
Brussel sprouts

Bok choy
Kale

All steamed or in a stir fry; 
fermented or pickled

Vitamin C
B vitamins
Vitamin K

Magnesium
Calcium 
Copper

Potassium
Iron

Manganese
Phosphorus

Broccoli, Bok choy, Kale
- Dark Green Vegetable

Cabbage, Cauliflower, Brussel 
sprouts- Vegetables (other)

Lettuce Family 
(Asteraceae)

Iceberg lettuce
Bibb lettuce

Romaine lettuce
Red Leaf lettuce

 Green leaf lettuce
Oak leaf lettuce

Salads, wraps

Fiber 
Vitamin A
vitamin K 
B vitamins
vitamin C

Iron
Calcium

Magnesium
potassium

Iceberg lettuce- Vegetables 
(other)

Bibb lettuce, Romaine 
lettuce, Red Leaf lettuce, 

Green leaf lettuce, Oak leaf 
lettuce- Dark Green 

Vegetable

Grass Family
(Cereal Grains, 

Poaceae)

Wheat
Rye
Rice
Corn

Barley
 Oats

Breads, pastas, cakes, 
cookies, cereals, crackers, 
Chinese food, Spanish rice, 

rice cakes, baby food, soups, 
chips, oatmeal, granola.

Carbohydrates
Protein

high in B vitamins
fiber in whole grains
oils in whole grains

Wheat, Rye, Rice, Barley, 
Oats- Whole Grains

Corn- Starchy Vegetable



Family of Foods Choices Food Example
Nutrients, Health 

Benefits
Subgroup

Allium Family
(Alliaceae)

Onions
Garlic
Chives
Leeks

Shallots
Scallions

Soups, salads, Chinese food, 
ketchup, sauces, Italian 

food, vegetable trays

High in vitamin C
Antibacterial
Antioxidants

Lowers bad cholesterol
Carbohydrates

Fiber

Onions, Garlic, Chives, 
Leeks, Shallots, Scallions- 

Vegetables (other)

Nightshade Family 
(Solanaceae)

Tomatoes
Chili Peppers

Sweet Peppers
Potatoes 
Eggplant
Tomatillo

Soups, spaghetti sauce, 
pizza sauce, salads, chili, 

sandwiches, ketchup, Tex 
mex food, Chinese food, hot 

sauce, pepper flakes, 
pickles, French fries, 

ratatouille, Baba ghanoush, 
salsa verde, enchilada 

suizas, eggplant parmesan

Carbohydrates
Vitamin C

Antioxidants
Minerals

Fiber

Tomatoes/Chili 
Peppers/Sweet Peppers- 
Red/Orange Vegetable

Potatoes – Starchy 
Vegetable

Eggplant/Tomatillo- 
Vegetables (other)

Gourd Family
(Cucurbitaceae)

Pumpkins 
Winter squash 

Cucumbers
Zucchini

Cantaloupe
Watermelon

Pumpkin pie, muffins, 
salads, salad dressings, 

tzatziki, soups, fruit salad

Vitamin A
Carbohydrates

Fiber
Antioxidants

Pumpkins, Winter Squash– 
Red/Orange Vegetable

Cucumbers/Zucchini- 
Vegetables (other)

Cantaloupe/Watermelon-- 
Fruit




