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INTRODUCTION:
THE PATH TO A
REWARDING
CAREER IN
NUTRITION

The journey of learning
how  to  become  a
registered  dietitian
is both challenging and
deeply  fulfilling.  In  a
world  increasingly
focused  on  health,
wellness,  and  disease
prevention,  registered
dietitians  (RDs)  stand
as trusted experts who
translate  complex
nutritional science into
practical,  life-changing
advice.  Whether  you
dream of working in a

hospital,  a  community
c l i n i c ,  a  p r i v a t e
p r a c t i c e ,  o r  a
professional  sports
organ izat ion ,  the
career  opportunities
are vast. However, the
path is structured and
demanding, requiring a
specific  combination  of
a c a d e m i c  s t u d y ,
supervised  practice,
and  p ro fess i ona l
examinat ion.  This
comprehensive  guide
will  walk  you  through
eve ry  s tep  o f  t he
process,  ensuring  you
have a clear  roadmap
to achieving your goal
o f  b e c o m i n g  a
credentialed  nutrition
professional.
It is important to note
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t h a t  t h e  t e r m
"registered  dietitian"
refers to a professional
who has  met  rigorous
national  standards  set
by the Commission on
Dietetic  Registration
(CDR).  Many  people
u s e  t h e  t e r m s
" d i e t i t i a n "  a n d
" n u t r i t i o n i s t "
interchangeably,  but
the  d i s t inc t ion  i s
significant.  While  all
registered  dietitians
are nutritionists, not all
nu t r i t i on i s t s  a re
registered  dietitians.
The  title  "registered
dietitian"  is  legally
p r o t e c t e d  a n d
indicates  a  high  level
o f  t r a i n i n g  a n d
a c c o u n t a b i l i t y .
T h e r e f o r e ,
understanding how to
become a registered
dietitian  is  not  just
about  taking  a  few
courses;  it  is  about
c o m m i t t i n g  t o  a
defined  professional

accreditation  process
that  validates  your
expertise.

STEP ONE:
UNDERSTAND THE
CORE ROLE OF A
REGISTERED
DIETITIAN

Before  embarking  on
the  educational  and
professional journey, it
is  essential  to  fully
understand  what  a
registered  dietitian
does on a daily basis.
R D s  a r e  f o o d  a n d
nutrition  experts  who
apply  scientific
knowledge  to  help
individuals and groups
improve  their  health.
Their  work  spans  a
wide variety of settings
and responsibilities.

Clinical
Nutrition: In
hospitals and
long-term care
facilities, RDs
assess patients,
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develop medical
nutrition therapy
(MNT) plans, and
manage complex
dietary needs for
conditions such
as diabetes,
heart disease,
kidney failure,
and
gastrointestinal
disorders.
Community and
Public Health:
RDs work with
government
agencies and
non-profit
organizations to
design and
implement
nutrition
programs for
populations, such
as the Special
Supplemental
Nutrition
Program for
Women, Infants,
and Children
(WIC) or school
lunch programs.

Food Service
Management:
In schools,
universities, and
corporate
cafeterias, RDs
oversee large-
scale food
production,
ensuring meals
are safe,
nutritious, and
cost-effective.
Private
Practice and
Counseling:
Many RDs
operate their
own businesses,
providing
individualized
dietary
counseling, meal
planning, and
wellness
coaching to
clients seeking
weight
management,
sports nutrition,
or general health
improvement.
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Research and
Education: RDs
contribute to
scientific
research on
nutrition and
health, teach at
universities, or
write content for
publications and
the media.

Understanding  these
diverse  roles  will  help
you  dec ide  wh ich
speciality  aligns  with
your  interests  as  you
progress  through your
training. Keep this big
picture in mind as we
b r e a k  d o w n  t h e
specific  steps  involved
in how to become a
registered dietitian.

STEP TWO:
COMPLETE A
BACHELOR'S
DEGREE FROM AN
ACCREDITED
PROGRAM

The  foundat iona l

r e q u i r e m e n t  f o r
becoming  an  RD  is
earning  a  bachelor's
d e g r e e  f r o m  a
regionally  accredited
university.  However,  it
is not just any degree;
the  program  must  be
accred i ted  by  the
Accreditation  Council
f o r  E d u c a t i o n  i n
Nutrition and Dietetics
(ACEND).  This  is  a
c r u c i a l  p o i n t  i n
understanding how to
become a registered
dietitian  because the
d e g r e e  p r o g r a m
prov ides  the  core
knowledge required for
the profession.
Most aspiring dietitians
major  in  Dietetics,
Food and Nutrition,  or
a  closely  related  field
such  as  Nutritional
S c i e n c e s .  T h e
coursework is  rigorous
and  science-heavy.
Typical classes include:

Anatomy and
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Physiology
Organic and
Biochemistry
Microbiology
Nutritional
Science
(macronutrients,
micronutrients,
lifecycle
nutrition)
Medical Nutrition
Therapy
Food Science and
Food Systems
Management
Community
Nutrition
Counseling and
Communication
Skills

D u r i n g  y o u r
undergraduate studies,
you  wil l  also  l ikely
complete  a  Didactic
Program  in  Dietetics
(DPD). This is a specific
curriculum within your
degree that meets the
academic  standards
set  by  ACEND.  Upon
completing  the  DPD,
your  program  director

will  issue  a  verification
statement,  which  is
required  before  you
can  move  on  to  the
next step. It is wise to
confirm  with  your
chosen  university  that
they  offer  an  ACEND-
a c c r e d i t e d  D P D
p r o g r a m  b e f o r e
enroll ing.

Important
Considera
tion:
Graduate
Degree
Requirem
ents
As of January 1, 2024,
the  Commission  on
Dietetic  Registration
( C D R )  h a s
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implemented  a  new
requirement for  future
dietit ians.  While  a
bachelor 's  degree
remains  the  minimum
f o r  e n t r y  i n t o  a
supervised  practice
program,  candidates
w h o  b e g i n  t h e i r
supervised  practice
program  on  or  after
January 1, 2024, must
have a minimum of  a
master's degree to be
eligible  to  take  the
national  registration
examinat ion.  This
means  that  for  nearly
all  new  applicants,  a
graduate  degree  is
n o w  n e c e s s a r y .
T h e r e f o r e ,  w h e n
p l a n n i n g  how  to
become a registered
dietitian,  you  must
budget  fo r  bo th  a
b a c h e l o r ' s  a n d  a
master's degree. Many
universities  now  offer
c o m b i n e d  o r
accelerated  programs
to  streaml ine  th is

process.

STEP THREE:
COMPLETE A
SUPERVISED
PRACTICE
PROGRAM
(DIETETIC
INTERNSHIP)

After  earning  your
verification  statement
from the DPD, the next
c r i t i ca l  s tep  i s  to
complete  an  ACEND-
accredited  supervised
pract ice  program,
commonly known as a
dietetic internship. This
is where you translate
classroom  theory  into
real-world  practice.
The  internship  is  an
intensive,  hands-on
e x p e r i e n c e  t h a t
typically lasts 6 to 12
months and requires a
minimum  of  1,200
hours  of  supervised
practice  under  the
g u i d a n c e  o f
e x p e r i e n c e d
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preceptors.
Internships  are  highly
competitive,  and  the
application  process  is
centralized through the
Dietetic  Internship
Centralized Application
Services  (DICAS)  and
the computer matching
system.  You will  need
l e t t e r s  o f
recommendation,  a
s t r o n g  a c a d e m i c
record,  a  personal
s t a t e m e n t ,  a n d
sometimes  interviews.
The  internship  rotates
t h r o u g h  v a r i o u s
p r a c t i c e  a r e a s ,
ensur ing  you  gain
competence  in:

Clinical nutrition
(hospitals,
outpatient
clinics)
Community
nutrition (public
health agencies,
non-profits)
Food service
management

(schools,
hospitals, long-
term care)
Elective rotations
(sports nutrition,
private practice,
research)

Some programs offer a
m a s t e r ' s  d e g r e e
combined  wi th  an
internship, often called
a  " c o o r d i n a t e d
program." This can be
an  efficient  way  to
meet  all  requirements
simultaneously.  For
those learning how to
become a registered
d i e t i t i a n ,  t h e
internship is  often the
most  demanding  but
a l s o  t h e  m o s t
rewarding  part  of  the
j ou rney .  You  w i l l
d e v e l o p  c l i n i c a l
reasoning, professional
communication,  and
t ime  management
skills that are vital for
your career.
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STEP FOUR: PASS
THE NATIONAL
REGISTRATION

EXAMINATION

O n c e  y o u  h a v e
successfully completed
y o u r  s u p e r v i s e d
practice  program  and
earned  your  master's
degree  (with  proper
verification
s ta tements ) ,  you
become eligible  to  sit
for  the  Registration
E x a m i n a t i o n  f o r
Dietitians.  This  is  the
final  academic  hurdle
in how to become a
registered  dietitian.
T h e  e x a m  i s
administered  by  the
Commission on Dietetic
Registration (CDR) and
is  designed  to  assess
your  knowledge  and
competence in four key
domains:

Principles of1.
Dietetics: Food
science, nutrition
care, and

education.
Nutrition Care2.
for Individuals
and Groups:
Assessment,
diagnosis,
intervention, and
monitoring.
Management of3.
Food and
Nutrition
Services: Food
safety, human
resources,
financial
management.
Food and4.
Nutrition
Systems: Menu
planning,
procurement,
production, and
distribution.

T h e  e x a m  i s
computer ized  and
c o n s i s t s  o f  1 4 5
m u l t i p l e - c h o i c e
questions.  You have a
limited  time  (typically
2 .5  to  3  hours )  to
c o m p l e t e  i t .
Preparation  is  key.
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Many  candidates  use
review  courses,  study
guides,  and  practice
t e s t s  t o  b u i l d
confidence.  A  passing
score  demonstrates
that you are competent
to  practice  safely  and
effectively  as  a
registered  dietitian.

STEP FIVE: OBTAIN
STATE LICENSURE

Passing  the  national
exam  makes  you  a
Registered  Dietitian
(RD)  or  Registered
Dietitian  Nutritionist
(RDN)  through  the
CDR.  However,  most
states in the U.S. also
require you to obtain a
s t a t e  l i c e n s e ,
certification,  or  permit
to  pract ice .  State
licensure  laws  vary,
but  they  general ly
require you to hold the
RD credential and pay
a  licensing  fee.  Some
s t a t e s  m a y  h a v e
a d d i t i o n a l

requirements,  such  as
continuing  education
specifically  for  state
renewal.
It is essential to check
the  regulations  in  the
state where you intend
to  work.  You  can  find
t h i s  i n f o r m a t i o n
through  the  state's
board  of  dietetics  or
t h e  A c a d e m y  o f
Nutrition and Dietetics
state  affiliate.
Maintaining  both  your
national  RD credential
and your state license
is a mandatory part of
being  a  pract ic ing
dietitian.  This  dual-
l a y e r  r e g u l a t i o n
ensures  public  safety
and  p ro fess i ona l
accountability, which is
a  c o r n e r s t o n e  o f
understanding how to
become a registered
dietitian.

SPECIALIZATION
AND ADVANCED



10

10 How To Become A Registered
Dietition

2023-10-21

CREDENTIALS

O n c e  y o u  a r e  a
registered dietitian, the
journey does not  end.
Many  RDs  choose  to
s p e c i a l i z e  i n  a
part icu lar  area  of
practice  to  enhance
t h e i r  s k i l l s  a n d
marketability. The CDR
offers  several  Board
Certified  Specialist
credentials,  which
require  addit ional
e x p e r i e n c e  a n d
passing  a  certification
exam.  Some  popular
specialities  include:

Certified
Specialist in
Sports
Dietetics
(CSSD): For
those working
with athletes and
active
individuals.
Certified
Specialist in
Pediatric
Nutrition

(CSP): Focusing
on infants,
children, and
adolescents.
Certified
Specialist in
Gerontological
Nutrition
(CSG):
Specializing in
the nutritional
needs of older
adults.
Certified
Specialist in
Oncology
Nutrition
(CSO): Working
with cancer
patients.
Certified
Specialist in
Renal Nutrition
(CSR): For those
focusing on
kidney disease
and dialysis.

Pursuing  a  speciality
can  open  doors  to
higher-paying positions
a n d  i n c r e a s e d
p r o f e s s i o n a l
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recognition.  It  also
demonstrates  a  deep
commitment to lifelong
learning,  which  is
highly  valued  in  the
healthcare field.

CAREER OUTLOOK
AND SALARY
EXPECTATIONS

The career outlook for
registered  dietitians  is
s t r o n g .  T h e  U . S .
B u r e a u  o f  L a b o r
Statistics  projects  that
e m p l o y m e n t  o f
d i e t i t i a n s  a n d
nutritionists  will  grow
faster than the average
for all occupations over
the coming years. This
growth is driven by an
increasing emphasis on
preventive  healthcare,
an  aging  population,
and  a  greater  public
awareness  of  the  role
of  diet  in  managing
chronic diseases.
According  to  recent
da ta ,  the  med ian

a n n u a l  w a g e  f o r
registered  dietitians  is
compet i t ive,  wi th
e x p e r i e n c e d
p r o f e s s i o n a l s  i n
specialities like clinical
n u t r i t i o n ,
management,  and
private  practice  often
earning  significantly
more. Salary can vary
w i d e l y  b a s e d  o n
geographic  location,
work  setting  (hospital,
government,  private
practice),  and level  of
e x p e r i e n c e .  F o r
example,  dietitians
working  in  outpatient
care  centers  or  home
health  services  often
have  higher  earning
potential than those in
s t a t e  o r  l o c a l
government  positions.
Understanding how to
become a registered
dietitian  involves
understanding  the
financial  investment,
but  the  long-term
return is promising.
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TIPS FOR SUCCESS
ON YOUR JOURNEY

As  you  move  through
the  steps  of  how  to
become a registered
dietitian,  consider
t h e s e  p r a c t i c a l
strategies  to  enhance
y o u r  c h a n c e s  o f
success:

Build Strong1.
Relationships
with Faculty
and
Preceptors:
These individuals
will be your
references for
internship
applications and
future jobs.
Engage actively
in class, ask
questions, and
seek mentorship.
Gain Volunteer2.
or Work
Experience:
Volunteering at a
hospital, food
bank, or wellness

center
demonstrates
your
commitment and
provides
valuable insight
into the field.
Prepare for the3.
Internship
Matching
Process: Start
working on your
application
materials early.
Craft a
compelling
personal
statement that
reflects your
passion and
experiences.
Apply to multiple
programs to
increase your
chances of
matching.
Develop Strong4.
Time
Management
Skills: Balancing
graduate
coursework with
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a demanding
internship
requires
excellent
organizational
abilities. Start
cultivating these
habits early in
your academic
career.
Network with5.
Professionals:
Join your state
dietetic
association and
the Academy of
Nutrition and
Dietetics. Attend
conferences,
webinars, and
local events.
Networking can
lead to job
opportunities and
valuable
mentorship.

Stay Resilient6.
and Flexible:
The path is long
and competitive.
There may be
setbacks, such as
not matching to
an internship on
your first attempt
or struggling with
a difficult exam.
Persistence is
key. Consider
alternative
routes, such as
coordinated
programs or
graduate
programs that
include an
internship
component.

CONCLUSION

Learning


