
20    TODAY’S CHIROPRACTIC LIFESTYLE  |  June/July 2009

Since 1995, Nancy Irven, D.C., has offered 
in-depth nutritional counseling to adult 
patients at her practice, Irven Chiropractic 

Health Center in Crystal River, Fla. Little did she 
know, however, that she’d be taking her healthy-
eating message to a new audience: 14-year-olds 
at the local high school. 

In 2000, Irven became a board member for 
Crystal River High School Health Academy, 
designed for students interested in pursuing a 
health care career. At one meeting, Irven and 
her fellow board members were discussing their 
concern over how poorly kids were eating and 
brainstormed how they could help. Their first 
idea: Replace the high-sugar beverages and 
snacks from the school’s vending machines with 

more nutritious alternatives. But the group hit 
a dead end. “We realized that wasn’t going to 
happen because of the power of the companies 
placing vending machines,” recalls Irven.

The school’s director—a friend of Irven’s 
who had encouraged her to join the board—
then asked if Irven would be willing to come 
to her English class to explain nutrition to the 
students. Before talking to the freshmen, Irven 
asked each of them to keep a diet diary of ev-
erything they ate and drank for three days. She 
highlighted the students’ positive food choices 
and returned the journals to them. “Many of 
them were shocked that there were so few high-
lighted [meals],” Irven says. 

Irven used the diaries as the launching pad 

for her first class. She brought in some of the 
unhealthy foods that populated many of the 
journals and passed them around to show ex-
actly what they were eating. Specifically, she 
taught the students about the dangers of re-
fined grains and sugars, trans fats and high-
fructose corn syrup, which compose thousands 
of pre-packaged foods. As part of the process, 
the students learned how to read ingredient la-
bels. Irven continued her interactive approach 
by asking the teens to name vegetables, fruits, 
legumes, meats and so on, and then write down 
the ones they liked. 

And this was all just part of her first 90-min-
ute talk with the students. For her second ses-
sion, Irven decided to feed the students. She 
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brought in items for sandwich making, such as 
sprouted grain bread, roast beef, tomato slices, 
lettuce and cheese. Other foods available for the 
taking included peanut butter, bananas, pecans 
and almonds. “Some of these kids had never 
even tasted raw nuts,” Irven recalls. The chiro-
practor also showed the teenagers how to cut up 
raw fruits and vegetables and even made them 
fruit smoothies. Students reported feeling better 
after having a nutritious meal; the high school 
football coach noticed improved focus among 
his players who ate food in Irven’s class. Her 
third lecture served as a follow-up to the first 
two talks, where the kids could ask additional 
questions about nutrition.

Irven’s classes opened the teenagers’ eyes. “By 
the end of the first lesson, the students had an 
idea of the predominant ingredients in the foods 
they were eating,” Irven says. “They were com-
pletely unaware of any of this information, and 
they started asking questions like, ‘If this stuff is 
so bad for us, why don’t our parents know?’” 

Some of the students took this question into 
their own hands, sharing what they learned 
from Irven with their families. “Parents were 
getting involved and would take their kids gro-
cery shopping,” Irven says. “The reactions I got 
from them were always very positive because 
they were excited that their kids were coming 
home asking for things that parents had long ago 
stopped trying to get them to eat.”

Anthony Bower was one such student who 
took the information he learned directly to his 
father, Tony, and stepmother, Rose. Anthony, 
now a 17-year-old junior, participated in Irven’s 
classes his freshman and sophomore years. “An-

thony came home and 
started telling me that 
everything I was eat-
ing was actually bad for 
me,” Tony recalls. “He 
pointed out the trans fats 
and all the things I didn’t 
want to know about the 
foods I ate.” But Tony 
and Rose quickly got the 
message. “All of a sud-
den the student became 
the teacher,” Tony says. 
“So we started to purge 
the cupboards.”

“It was painful for 
my dad,” Anthony adds 
with a laugh. The Ital-
ian family switched 
out its beloved semo-
lina pastas and white 
breads for whole-wheat 
alternatives. Fish and ground turkey substituted 
for ground beef and sirloin steak. Gone were 
the frozen and prepackaged meals, replaced by 
fresh, whole foods. 

The nutritional shift paid off in dividends. 
The whole family lost weight, and Tony’s choles-
terol levels improved dramatically. They report 
having more energy, getting up earlier and being 
more active. Anthony’s parents never once ques-
tioned his commitment to the cause. “Anthony 
came home showing a lot of compassion,” Tony 
says. “He wanted to see us live long, healthy lives, 
to be there for him and someday his future fam-
ily. How could you not buy into it?”

Expanding  
Her Reach
To further enlighten 
parents on what their 
children were learn-
ing, Irven wrote a 
book called “Please 
Don’t Eat the Wall-
paper.” The book—
named after Irven’s 
realization that her 
mot her used t he 
same f lour in bak-
ing and cooking as 
a base for wallpaper 
glue—outlines the 
message she deliv-
ers in the classroom. 
“Please Don’t Eat the 

Wallpaper” now serves 
as required background 
reading for the nutrition 
classes Irven continues to 
teach at the Health Acad-
emy and another school, 
the Crystal River Envi-
ronmental Academy.

I r ve n’s  g r a s s ro ot s 
approach has reached 
beyond the borders of 
Crystal River. Adminis-
trators at the Salk School 
of Science in Manhattan 
ordered 120 copies of the 
book for their students. 
HealthCorps, founded 
by Dr. Mehmet Oz, has 
asked Irven to give a pre-
sentation to the group, 
which aims to stem the 
childhood-obesity crisis 

through school-based health education and 
mentoring. 

Seven years after teaching her first nutri-
tional class, Irven remains motivated because 
she sees “so many people who are just a slight 
shift away from feeling really bad to feeling 
really good. There are 14-year-olds who have 
terrible digestive problems. They have learning 
disabilities. Their quality of life makes me want 
to cry. I get to know them individually, and I 
know that it can be so simple to just make a few 
changes in their diet.”

These days, Irven finds that although stu-
dents are more familiar with terms such as trans 
fat and high-fructose corn syrup, they still lack 
basic information on how to be healthy eaters. 
“Food is being taught to them as carbohydrates, 
fats, proteins, calories,” Irven notes. “It’s being 
taught as, ‘This little Oreo cookie package here 
only has 100 calories, so this is better for you.’ 
But there is absolutely no connection to quality 
calories.” 

Furthermore, much of the nutritional edu-
cation that teens receive focuses on the can-
nots versus the cans. “These students are over-
whelmed with people telling them, ‘You can’t 
have MSG and you can’t have red food coloring 
and you can’t have yellow dye,’ but what can 
you have?” Irvin asks. “So I brought it down to 
where they could touch the food, feel it and ex-
perience it. And many of the students have made 
substantial changes in their diets. We need to 
continue to help kids understand the incredible 
nutritional quality of real food.”

Dr. Nancy Irven in the classroom.


