
Descriptions of VENA Assessment Tools 
 

Technique Tool description How to use this tool Examples of opening 
questions 

When to use this technique

#1:  Doors  
Twenty full color, 
laminated 5X7 doors 
from around the 
world.  

 
Nutrition educator will 
arrange all door images 
on a table or wall.  Tell 
client that these doors 
are special doors 
because all the hopes 
and dreams they have 
for their families and 
children are hidden 
behind the doors.  Ask 
client to select a door.  
Once they have made 
their selection, ask them 
to “walk through the 
door” and share the 
hopes and dreams that 
lie behind the selected 
door.   

 
“Imagine that these are “hopes 
and dreams” doors.  Behind 
the doors are all the hopes and 
dreams you have for your 
family.  Pick a door that looks 
like your “hopes and dreams” 
door.  (Client selects door.)  
Now, walk through the door.  
What’s behind that door?”  
 

OR 
 
“Imagine that the answers to all 
your feeding (parenting) 
concerns lie behind one of 
these doors.  Pick a door that 
looks especially attractive.  
(Client selects door.)  Now, 
open the door.  What solutions 
are behind the door for you?”  
 
 

 
This technique is appropriate in 
most situations, especially: 
• First time WIC client 
• Pregnant women 
• Challenging clients 

Discouraged, frustrated or 
depressed clients  

 
This technique is not appropriate 
for: 
 
Parents whose children have 
serious medical issues such as 
failure to thrive, tube feedings, 
high-risk formula or diabetes.   



 
Technique Tool description How to use this tool Examples of opening 

questions 
When to use this technique

#1 cont… 
Take Home 
Door Card  

 
Twenty 4 x 6 full 
color take home 
“door” cards that 
match the images in 
Tool #1:  Doors.   
 
 
 

 
After client has selected 
a door and shared the 
hopes and dreams that 
lie behind that door, 
give a take-home 
version of that door.  
Suggest they record the 
actions they take–or 
plan to take–that will 
bring them closer to 
those hopes and 
dreams.   

 
(Complete discussion above.) 
 
“Mothers never stop believing 
in their hopes and dreams.  
Here’s a picture of the door 
you selected that represents 
the hopes and dreams you 
have for your child.  Other 
moms have told me that they 
put “their” door on the 
refrigerator to remind them to 
keep hope alive, even on 
challenging days.  What I love 
about the doors is that there is 
a place on the back to write 
down the promises you plan to 
keep so that your child’s hopes 
and dreams can come true.”    

 
Same as above. 
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#2:  Metaphor 
Images  

 
Nineteen 5X7 full 
color images that 
represent struggle and 
victory  

 
Nutrition educator will 
arrange the metaphor 
images on a table or 
wall.  Ask the client(s) 
to select a picture that 
best describes how 
they feel about their 
child’s eating or activity 
patterns.  After the 
client has selected an 
image, staff ask a 
variety of questions 
(dig) to understand 
how that image relates 
to the topic.  
 
The goal is to get 
clients talking about 
feelings and lead the 
discussion to topics that 
relate to those feelings.  
After image is selected, 
staff can ask a variety 
of questions to move to 
desired topics.    

 
“Pick a picture that says 
something about (Sam) and 
meal time.” 
 

OR 
 
“Pick a picture that says 
something about how you feel 
about feeding Sam.”   
 

OR 
 
“Pick a picture that says how 
you feel about mealtime at 
your home.” 
 
Example “dig” questions:   
 
• “What makes you feel 

that way?” 
• “What prevents you from 
      feeling like this?”  (Show   
      positive image.) 
•  “Looks like you’re feeling 
      great about (child’s name)  
      eating and activity.  
• What’s the secret to your 
      success?” 
 

 
This technique is appropriate in 
most situations, especially: 
• First time WIC client 
• Pregnant women 
• People who are hesitant to 

share their feelings or true 
challenges 

• People who have difficulty 
expressing their feelings in 
a language other than their 
native language 

• Challenging clients 
 
This technique may not 
appropriate for: 

 
Parents whose children have 
serious medical issues such as 
failure to thrive, tube feedings, 
high-risk formula or diabetes.   
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#3:  Written 
Questionnaires 

 
There are four written 
questionnaires, each 
color coded and 
labeled for these 
groups: 
 
• Prenatal 
• Postpartum  
      Re-certification 
• Postpartum 

Certification (not 
on WIC during 
pregnancy) 

• Children 1-5 
 
Questionnaires are 
available in English, 
Spanish and Brazilian 
Portuguese. 
 

 
Program Assistant asks 
clients to complete the 
Written Questionnaire 
when they arrive for 
their appointment.  
Nutrition Educator 
reviews the form prior 
to inviting the client in 
to the nutrition 
education room.   

 
Program Assistant: “We want 
to have all the information 
needed that will allow us to 
serve you and your baby.  
Would you please complete 
this questionnaire?”   
 
 

 
This technique is appropriate in 
most situations.   
 
This technique works best with 
individuals. 
 
This technique may not be 
appropriate for: 
 
Clients who are uncomfortable 
reading and/or writing in 
English, Spanish or Brazilian 
Portuguese.   
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#4:  Concern 
Lists  

 
Six full color lists of 
common concerns 
parents have at 
different stages.  
Checklists are color 
coded and labeled for 
these groups: 
 

Pregnancy 
• Breastfeeding 

mothers of infants 
0-6 months 

• Formula fed 
infants 0-6 
months 

• Infants 6-12 
months 
Toddlers 1-2 
Children 2-5 

 
Concern lists are 
available in English, 
Spanish and Brazilian 
Portuguese. 
 

 
Program Assistants ask 
parents if they want to 
review a list of 
common concerns 
mothers often have.  
Clients review the 
checklist and select 
concerns they have 
prior to meeting the 
Nutrition Educator.  
Nutrition Educators can 
quickly review selected 
parental concerns and 
focus on these topics.   

 
Program Assistant: “Thanks 
for coming in today.  We have 
gathered all the common 
concerns from moms who also 
are (pregnant, breastfeeding, 
introducing new foods to 
infants, etc).  Please take a few 
minutes and see if you share 
any of the same concerns.  If 
so, place a check mark by 
them so we can serve you 
better.”   

 
This technique is appropriate in 
most situations.  This technique 
works well when the clinic is 
busy and time is limited. 
 
This technique may not be 
appropriate for: 
 
Clients who are uncomfortable 
reading and/or writing in 
English, Spanish or Brazilian 
Portuguese.   
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#5:  Card Sort   
There are six card sets  
that contain common 
challenges and 
concerns of parents in 
these groups: 
 

Pregnancy 
Breastfeeding 
Postpartum 
Infants 6-12 
Toddlers 1-2 
Children 2-5  

 
 
Cards are in full color 
and thick stock.  They 
are available in English, 
Spanish and Brazilian 
Portuguese.   
 
The Card Sort 
contains the same 
challenges and 
concerns as technique 
#4: Concern List. 

 
Nutrition Educator 
selects the card 
package that best 
relates to the client and 
asks the client to sort 
the cards into three 
piles:  everyday 
problems, sometime 
problems and never a 
problem.  After the 
mother completes the 
sorting, educator picks 
up the “never a 
problem” pile and 
celebrates successes 
before reviewing the 
“everyday problem” 
pile.  Educator and 
client discuss successes, 
challenges and 
solutions.   

 
“Mothers are continually 
presented with new challenges 
daily.  We have assembled 
most of the challenges moms 
face by the age of their child.  
Please sort through these 
cards and put them into three 
piles:  Challenges I face often–
even daily, challenges I face 
sometimes, and challenges that 
I have conquered–or never 
faced.  (Allow clients time to 
quickly sort through the 
cards–but not too much 
time.) 
 
Thanks.  Let’s start with your 
victories.  Congratulations!   
These are tough challenges to 
most moms and it seems like 
you are doing great.  Now 
let’s look at your everyday 
challenges.  (Discuss solutions 
with mom to everyday 
challenges.)”   
   

 
This technique is appropriate in 
most situations.   
 
This technique may not be 
appropriate for: 
 
Clients who are uncomfortable 
reading and/or writing in 
English, Spanish or Brazilian 
Portuguese.   
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#6:  Baby Book  
Full color baby book 
featuring three-ring 
8X10 binder and 
heavy stock pages.  
Parents receive pages 
as they come to WIC 
for their appointments 
based on their 
pregnancy status, 
method of feeding and 
child’s age and are 
grouped as: 
 
• Pregnancy 
• Breastfeeding 0-3 
• Formula feeding  
      0-3 
• Infant 3-6 
• Infant 6-9 
• Infant 9-12 
• Children 1-5   
 
Pages are available in 
English, Spanish and 
Brazilian Portuguese 
  

 
Program Assistant 
offers the baby book 
binder, cover page and 
appropriate age and 
condition-specific page 
at the first visit and one 
additional age and 
condition-specific page 
at subsequent visits.  
Client is asked to 
complete the page 
before visiting with the 
Nutrition Educator.   
 
At some clinics, the 
Program Assistant will 
also take a digital 
picture of the baby (or 
pregnant mother), 
print the picture on 
Post-it Photo paper, 
and insert the photo in 
the baby book before 
the client leaves that 
WIC visit.   

 
Program Assistant: “Thanks 
for coming in today. All moms 
love baby books, and we 
would like to offer one to you 
today as a special way to keep 
track of all the exciting events 
surrounding your pregnancy 
(or baby).  Please take a 
minute now to fill out the 
pages.  You will receive a new 
page at each WIC visit.  It 
would be great if you could 
bring your binder with you, 
but I know how hectic life can 
be so no worries if you can’t.  
You can add the new page 
when you get home.”   
 
If you are offering photos for 
the baby book pages: 
“As you can see, there’s a 
place for a photo on each of 
the baby book pages.  Would 
you like me to take a digital 
picture of you (or your baby) 
now?  I can print it quickly and 
add it to the page before you 
leave.”   

 
This technique is appropriate in 
most situations.  It may not be 
useful as a dietary assessment 
tool for high-risk pregnancy or 
children with medical issues, but 
still may be treasured by 
mothers.   
 
This technique may not be 
appropriate for: 
 
Clients who are uncomfortable 
reading and/or writing in 
English, Spanish or Brazilian 
Portuguese.   
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#7:  Animals   
This technique uses 
plastic animals.   
 
Note:  Please keep the 
animals away from 
children under 3 and 
clean them as needed 
in warm soapy water.  

 
Nutrition Educator will 
place animals on table 
or floor and ask client 
to choose an animal 
that represents an 
eating challenge they 
face.  Because there is 
no “correct” answer 
for this question, clients 
will “project” truthful 
answers that will lead 
to an honest 
conversation.  The 
animals become 
analogies or symbols, 
making it easier and 
more fun to talk about 
eating challenges.   
 

 
“Thanks for coming in today.  
As you can see, we have a lot 
of animals visiting us today.  
Pick an animal that says 
something about an eating 
challenge you face.  Thanks.  
So, how does a cow represent 
your eating (or activity) 
challenge?” 

 
This technique is most 
appropriate for parents of 
children 1-5.  It is not 
appropriate for pregnancy or 
children with medical issues.   
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#8:  Eraser   
This technique 
features erasers 
printed with a happy 
face.   

 
Nutrition Educators 
offer a happy-face 
eraser to client.  The 
educator then asks the 
client to imagine that 
eating (or activity) 
challenges could be 
erased with the magic 
eraser.  The educator 
then asks what 
challenge they would 
erase first and proceeds 
to discuss solutions to 
that challenge.   

 
“Thanks for coming today.  I 
have a special gift for you, 
something every mother 
wants.  It’s a magic eraser that 
can “erase” eating (or activity) 
challenges.  What eating (or 
activity) challenge would you 
erase with this magic eraser? 
(Discussion)  Would you like 
to take this magic eraser home 
with you today?  Let me know 
how it works in erasing the 
challenges we just discussed.”  

 
This technique is most 
appropriate for parents of 
children 1-5.  It is not 
appropriate for pregnancy or 
children with medical issues.   
 
This technique works with 
individuals or groups.  If used it 
with groups, ask moms to share 
the challenge they would erase 
first with their magic eraser and 
ask other mothers to share 
solutions for the identified 
challenges.   
 
 

 


