HEALTHY NUTRITION
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Good nutrition is important at any age, but it can sometimes be hard to know what “good nutrition” is.  Asking your pediatrician about your child’s needs is always a good start.  In addition, the website MyPyramid has information, activities, and meal planners for preschoolers, school-age children, and adults at www.mypyramid.gov.

     Here are a few pointers to help you get started on the path to better nutrition:


Grains such as breads, cereal, pasta, and rice are an important energy source for the body.  To maximize their effect, be sure that at least half the grains your family eats are whole grains.  These contain more nutrients, help maintain a healthy weight and are good for the heart.  Make sure the food label says “100% whole grain” or that whole grains are one of the first listed ingredients.

 
Fruits provide vitamins, minerals and fiber while tasting great.  Brightly colored fruits contain valuable nutrients and may be more appealing to a fussy eater.  Fruit can be added to meals or eaten for a snack, with options including fresh, dried, canned (in juice or water), frozen fruit and 100% fruit juice.  It is best to limit fruit juice to 4-6 ounces per day for children.

 
Vegetables contain many nutrients the body needs, so you should encourage your child to try a variety of vegetables, especially ones that are dark green or orange.  Fresh vegetables in season cost less and are more flavorful.  Frozen, dried, or canned vegetables or vegetable juices are good alternatives during off seasons. Try letting your child help pick out and prepare the vegetables to increase their enjoyment at meal time.
 
Proteins such as meats and beans are the body’s building blocks and are an important part of the diet.  Proteins can be found in meat, dairy products, nuts and beans.  To limit extra calories from fat, try to choose lean or low fat meats and consider alternative protein sources such as eggs, fish, beans, nuts and soy products.
 
Dairy products such as milk, yogurt and cheese contain calcium, which is important for building strong bones and teeth.  Until age one, children should drink breast milk or iron-fortified formula. Whole cow’s milk can be introduced at age one, and should be continued until age two because children need the fat for brain development.  After age two, switch to low fat or nonfat milk.  Most children should not drink more than 24 ounces of milk each day, as too much milk can take the place of other nutrients and keep the child from getting enough iron.
 
Oils should be used in moderation, but not eliminated.  Unsaturated fat sources such as vegetable oils are healthier for the heart.  Use unsaturated fats instead of saturated fats such as butter or trans fats such as shortening.  Looking at the food label will tell you how much unsaturated, saturated, and trans fats are in a product.
 
Sweets typically don’t have good nutrients and often are loaded with sugar and fat.  This doesn’t mean that you need to cut them out of your child’s diet, but they should be limited.  Make sure that sweets and other “junk food” aren’t replacing healthy foods.
     Eating healthy foods is something the whole family can work on together.  Children learn by watching, so set a good example by making healthy food choices, trying new foods, and being active.  Even if it’s a small step, you can help your child get started on being a healthy eater for life.

 

Resources and references:

MyPyramid at http://www.mypyramid.com
The American Academy of Pediatrics at http://www.aap.org
(This article is not meant to be a substitute for medical advice or care.  Please seek medical care from your own health care provider.)
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