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FOOD PROCESSING 
LESSON PLAN 

Overview 
Estimated lesson time: 115 minutes 

Before this module, we recommend students become familiar with the vocabulary definitions for this 
module. Refer to vocabulary builders for suggested activities. 

15 min    Degrees of food processing 
Activity and lecture 

Students will place foods on a continuum from less to more processed. The lecture 
covers the differences between minimally processed foods, processed food 
ingredients and highly processed foods. 

20 min    How are foods processed? 
Group activity 

In groups, students will determine the steps involved in manufacturing several 
common processed foods. 

10 min   Reflection 
Journal and discussion 

Students will reflect on the essential questions raised in this lesson. 

10 min   Introduction 
Brainstorm and discussion 

Students will share their existing knowledge about food processing and discuss 
some of the essential questions (see below). A definition of food processing is 
provided. 

30 min    Why are foods processed? 
Brainstorm, lecture and discussion 

Students will brainstorm reasons why foods are processed, identify examples of 
techniques that apply to each reason and identify those who benefit from those 
techniques. The lecture that follows covers these topics in detail. 

30 min    Concerns over food processing 
Lecture and discussion 

The lecture will cover dietary and food safety concerns, worker justice impacts, 
changes in the processing industry (concentration and consolidation) and the 
environmental and health concerns related to food packaging. 
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Essential questions 
Essential questions1 point to the big ideas of a module. They can be discussed, written on the board 
and posed on essays and exams. 

 How do foods differ by their degree of processing? 

 Why and how are foods processed? Who benefits from food processing? 

 How do practices in the food processing industry affect food, people and the environment? 

 

Learning objectives 
Students will be able to: 

 Evaluate and rank foods with regard to their degree of processing; 

 Describe how foods differ by their degree of processing, and provide examples of products and 
processing techniques that apply to each category; 

 Describe the reasons why foods are processed, provide examples of processing techniques that 
apply to each reason and reflect on who (e.g., consumers or manufacturers) benefits most from 
each technique; 

 Depict the steps involved in processing a common food item; 

 Explain the health, social and economic concerns associated with the food processing industry. 

 

Materials 
Materials that educators must provide: 

 Foods and food ingredients that represent a range of levels of processing, such as fresh produce, 
frozen produce, milk (unprocessed or minimally processed foods), flour, sugar, oil (processed 
food ingredients), breakfast cereal, cookies and soda (highly processed foods). It’s fine to bring 
some foods that do not fit easily into these categories—this will prompt discussion. 

 

Materials available on the Teaching the Food System website: 

 Background reading, intended to brief educators on the concepts covered in this module but also 
suitable as a reading assignment for students 

 Vocabulary definitions 

 Slides 

 Student handouts (print copies before the lesson begins) 

o Why are foods processed? 

o How are foods processed?  Frozen orange juice concentrate 

o How are foods processed?  Packaged chicken meat 

o How are foods processed?  Chicken nuggets 
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 What have you heard about processed food? Think about what you may have read on the 
internet, in magazines or in newspapers. 

 A search for “processed food” on Google brings up results with words and phrases like “danger,” 
“harmful” and “should be avoided.”7 Why do you think processed food has garnered such media 
criticism? 

 What do you think are the actual concerns associated with food processing? How do practices in 
the food processing industry affect food, people and the environment? 

 While food processing can offer many benefits to businesses and consumers, certain aspects of 
the industry raise concerns over nutrition, food safety, worker justice, local economies and the 
environment. 
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30 min Why are foods processed? 
Brainstorm, lecture and discussion 
Students will brainstorm reasons why foods are processed, identify examples of 
techniques that apply to each reason and identify those who benefit from those 
techniques. The lecture that follows covers these topics in detail. 

 

Brainstorm 
 Provide each student with a copy of the handout Why are foods processed? 

 Create a 3-column table on the board, with the headers “Reasons foods processed” “Examples” and 
“People and groups who benefit.” Work together as a class to generate some initial responses. 

 Have students work in groups of 3-5 to generate additional responses on their handouts. Float 
between groups, providing clues as needed. 

 Have students share their responses aloud. Write them on the board beneath the corresponding 
headers. Provide guidance, as needed, so that the table on the board is roughly consistent with the 
example below. Refer to the background reading for more details. 

 

Reasons foods are 
processed: 

Examples of techniques 
and foods: 

People and groups who benefit 
from these techniques: 

To make them last longer 
before spoiling 
(preservation) 

Pasteurizing milk or juice 

Fermenting dairy into cheese 
or yogurt 

Pickling or canning produce 

Salting meats 

Distributors can ship products 
over greater distances 

Retailers can stock products longer 

Consumers can keep foods longer 

To remove, destroy or 
inhibit pathogens and 
toxins (food safety) 

Washing, pasteurizing, 
cooking, salting, drying, 
refrigerating, freezing 

Consumers are at a lower risk of 
foodborne illness 

To change flavor, texture, 
aroma, color or form 
(variety) 

Milling grains 

Mixing ingredients 

Adding flavors, colors and 
fortifications 

Molding foods and 
ingredients into shapes 

Manufacturers may gain higher 
profits and a foothold in a 
competitive market 

Consumers have access to a wider 
variety of products. 

To reduce preparation 
times and make food more 
portable (convenience) 

Fast foods:  Burgers, fries, etc. 

Convenience foods: Bottled 
drinks, meat jerky, cakes, 
cookies, breakfast cereal bars, 
frozen pizzas, baby food 

Manufacturers may gain higher 
sales by responding to consumer 
demand for convenience food 

Consumers can eat virtually 
anywhere, at any time, with 
minimal effort (Is there a downside 
to this benefit? Discuss.) 

To restore and/or raise 
nutrient levels in food 
(nutrition) 

Fortifying milk with vitamin 
D, salt with iodine, and grains 
with B vitamins, iron and folic 
acid 

Manufacturers can use fortification 
as a selling point, potentially 
generating greater sales 

Consumers are at lower risks for 
certain nutrient deficiencies 
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10 min Reflection 
Journal and discussion 
Students will reflect on the essential questions raised in this lesson. 

 

 Most of our food has been processed to some degree, sometimes using techniques that have 
been practiced for centuries. 

 Processing food offers many benefits—it can enhance preservation, reduce food safety risks and 
create greater variety in the food supply. 

 The practices and ingredients used in some highly processed foods raise dietary concerns, while 
the nature of the current food processing industry can have a negative impact on food safety, 
worker justice, the economy and the environment. 

 In their journals, students will revisit one of the following essential questions: 

o How do foods differ by their degree of processing? 

o Why and how are foods processed? Who benefits from food processing? 

o How do practices in the food processing industry affect food, people and the environment? 

 Invite volunteers to share responses. 
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