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University of Idaho Extension
programs that are making a
difference in idaho.

Inspiring health: Role models enhance
physical activity and nutrition outcomes

In year three, Soccer for Success reveals how role
models elevate youth engagement and healthy
behavior change.

The Situation

Community-based strategies that support health and
wellness in accessible, everyday settings are needed in
Idaho. Currently, 12.2% of Idaho children are over-
weight or obese, placing them at increased risk for
chronic illnesses such as diabetes and heart disease.
This concern is heightened by the 12.4% of youth who
do not engage in daily physical activity. Childhood
obesity remains a significant health disparity, dispro-
portionately affecting children and families with lim-
ited financial resources.

To address these challenges, the Extension educator
identified an opportunity to reach youth through soc-
cer, a sport that naturally encourages movement,
teamwork and resilience. Soccer for Success, a nation-
ally recognized youth development program created by
the U.S. Soccer Foundation, uses soccer as a vehicle to
teach physical activity, nutrition and life skills. The
program’s evidence-based approach integrates fitness,
mentorship and education to prevent childhood obe-
sity and empower youth to make healthier choices.

Our Response

In 2025, University of Idaho Extension in Kootenai
County — through support from Eat Smart Idaho and
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Soccer for Succes youth at Northwest Expedition Academy
along with their University of Idaho coach/mentors.

UI Extension Innovative Project Funds — launched its
third year of the Soccer for Success program, expand-
ing it to reach even more youth across multiple school
sites. This year’s program was operated at Northwest
Expedition Academy (NEXA), Winton Elementary and
Ponderosa Elementary in the Coeur d’Alene and Post
Falls school districts. Three lead coach/mentors and
two support mentors delivered high-energy soccer ses-
sions featuring multiple skill-development stations de-
signed to build player confidence, coordination and
enthusiasm for physical activity. Every youth partici-
pant received take-home equipment — including a soc-
cer ball, shin guards, jersey and water bottle — to en-
courage continued skill development and active play
outside of structured program time.
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impact

A unique feature was the intentional integration of role
model storytelling and mentorship. Each week, college
interns prepared youth-centered stories featuring pro-
fessional athletes known for their positive character,
discipline and perseverance. Themes such as team-
work, resilience, work ethic, healthy habits, positive at-
titude and leadership were highlighted. One of the five
coach mentors read the stories aloud to participants,
weaving in their own experiences to reinforce the mes-
sage. This intentional storytelling helped children con-
nect real-life examples of success with values they
could apply both on and off the field.

Youth at the NEXA site also benefited from visits by lo-
cal role models, including college athletes from the
Coeur d’Alene area who shared their personal journeys
of grit, determination and academic-athletic balance.
The goal of these community visitors was to offer pow-
erful, relatable messages that reinforce positive behav-
ior change and goal setting.

Program Outcomes

The addition of role models in 2025 appears to have
amplified youth motivation, confidence and positive
behavior change. Alignment with federal nutrition
guidelines increased, as did safe food handling prac-
tices and physical activity gains jumped.

Youth comments confirmed that role models made a
meaningful difference: participants described feeling
more capable, more supported and more inspired to
make healthy choices at home. Many noted that their
coaches and visiting athletes influenced them “as
much as my parents and teachers,” demonstrating that
relatable mentors strengthened both program engage-
ment and long-term habits.

Together, the data and youth feedback suggest that in-
tegrating role models not only deepened the program’s
educational impact but also strengthened youths’

belief in their own ability to set goals, make healthy de-
cisions and apply lessons beyond the soccer field.

Summer 2025, n=137 youth. Summer 2024, n=140

2025 2024

Evaluation Statement
% change

% change

Choose food that align with
the Federal Dietary 87% 84%
Recommedations

Practiced safe food handling

. 57% 42%
practices more often

Improved their physical
. . 64% 53%
activity habits

Youth also shared in 2025:
o The coaches made me feel like I can do anything.

o The coaches taught us all the healthy food I should
be eating and I am choosing to eat more fruits and
vegetables now.

¢ I have been going home and running more in the
driveway and riding my bike because I know how
important it is.

o The role models and coaches at Soccer for Success
influences me as much as my parents and my
teachers.

¢ I have talked to my parents about what we do here
in nutrition class and at soccer and I told my mom
we need to eat healthier food, not so much pizza.
She listened to me and now we are eating more
chicken.

o At my house, we put a lot of healthy fruit and vege-
tables names in a jar and when I have a snack I
choose what I am going to eat from the jar.
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