Raising Healthy Kids - LUNCHES

Kids have access to so many less than nutritious foods during the school day: Whether it's pizza, French fries, soda or cookies, your children face temptations galore. So how can you ensure they eat well during the day? Here are some strategies for encouraging healthy lunch habits. 

Pack a lunch your kid will like. Eliminate the guesswork by involving your children in the decision-making process. Ask them what foods they would like to have for lunch, and gently steer them toward healthy options. Include at least one "fun food" in their lunch bags so that other kids don't harass them. Good fun choices include fresh fruit with natural peanut butter for a dip, low-fat string cheese, 100% juice packs (4-ounce size), and sugar-free gelatin or pudding cups. 

Set a good example. You can't expect your children to eat well if you don't do the same. Kids will copy what they see, so proper eating habits begin at home. Again, get them involved in the meal planning to educate them about making healthy choices. 

Check up on the school cafeteria. If you don't have time to pack a lunch and you send your children to school with lunch money, make it a point to find out what they may be eating. Ask your school what types of food they offer in the cafeteria. Talk to your school administrator about making changes if the majority of the options are less than desirable. 

Healthy Options for Lunches: (for school and home)

· Go for whole-grain breads. Keep your cupboards stocked with a variety of whole-grain breads. Whole-wheat sliced bread, whole-wheat pita, whole-grain pumpernickel, and whole-grain tortillas are some family-friendly varieties to choose from. 

· Serve salads. Make hearty, family-worthy Cobb or chef-style salads with dark, leafy greens, tomatoes, avocados, turkey bacon, and lean deli meats. 
 

· Consider bean-based soups. Lentil, split pea, and black bean are nutrient-dense, fiber-rich choices that will satisfy the entire family. 


· Enjoy lean deli meats. Choose lean deli meats like turkey breast, chicken breast, and ham. Make sure you select varieties without added sugars (for instance, avoid honey-baked ham) and serve deli meats with condiments like Dijon mustard and mayonnaise. 


Don't forget about Breakfast - get your family's day off to a good start! 

· Eat eggs! Eggs make a savory and satisfying meal. Whether you scramble them, poach them, or create delicious omelets and frittatas, eggs are an excellent choice for everyone. 
 

· Enjoy oats. Steel-cut oats and rolled or old-fashioned, slow-cooking oats are the healthier options to those sugary flavored instant oatmeal. Add pizzazz with a dash of cinnamon and a sprinkling of artificial sweetener.

· Select whole-grain cereals. Whole-grain, high-fiber, low-sugar cereals are the healthiest option. In general, cereals that contain 3 to 4.9 grams of fiber per serving are considered "good" fiber sources; those with 5 grams or more per serving are considered "high." Try to find a cereal on the upper end of the "good" fiber category, reaching toward "high." Sugar content is important, too. Opt for one with 8 grams or less of sugar per serving. Add fresh berries or other seasonal fruit instead of sugar. 

· Look for low-fat dairy products. If non-fat dairy products are too watery for your family, try low-fat dairy products, including milk, plain yogurt and cheese. 
 

· Have a glass of juice. When selecting juice for your family, opt for the healthiest choices, including pomegranate juice, and fresh orange and grapefruit juice. No matter which variety you choose, be certain to select only 100 % juice without any added sugars. 
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HEALTHY EATING FOR KIDS - DINNER

Teaching children the principles of healthy eating at an early age will go a long way toward helping them live a healthier life. "Children who learn to make the right food choices — selecting colorful fruits and vegetables, good fats, and good carbs, while avoiding trans fats in packaged foods and fast foods — are more likely to maintain a healthy weight and enjoy lifelong health," says Dr. Arthur Agatston, preventive cardiologist and author of The South Beach Diet®. 

The first step is to set a good example yourself. They'll pick up on the fact that you enjoy eating fresh produce, lean sources of protein, whole grains, and low-fat dairy. It's equally important to have a steady supply of these foods in the house. Stock the fridge with fruit and precut veggies so your kids can easily reach for a healthy snack. Begin to abandon refined grains and sugary cereals, and replace them with whole-grain crackers, sliced breads, and high-fiber, low-sugar cereals. 

It's also helpful — and fun — to include your children in selecting recipes, shopping for ingredients, and preparing the dishes you eat together. As active participants in the process, they'll be more interested in tasting their creations. Let young kids pour and mix, and allow older children to measure ingredients and slice vegetables. At the grocery store, encourage your kids to choose an exotic fruit or a grain they've never tasted. 

Finally, don't deem certain foods "forbidden." It's OK for your kids (and you) to indulge in an occasional dessert, for example.

Suggestions for healthy dinners 

· Skip refined carbs. Even small children benefit from — and can become accustomed to — nutrient-dense whole grains. Start transitioning your family to whole-wheat pasta and sliced bread, brown rice, and less common grains like quinoa and bulgur. 

· Serve more veggies. Build your main-course meal around fresh vegetables. Consider serving sautéed vegetables and a salad, instead of opting for one or the other. Add extra veggies to whole-wheat pasta, soups, stews, and the like. Sauté vegetables in extra-virgin olive oil or canola oil. 

· Stick with lean proteins. Select lean cuts of beef and skinless poultry, and braise, bake, broil, or grill your meat. Vegetarians can enjoy soy-based meat alternatives that have 6 grams of fat or less per 2- to 3-ounce serving. Choose lean cuts of beef like eye of round, ground beef (labeled "sirloin," "lean," and "extra lean"), tenderloin, top loin, and top round. 

· Opt for the poultry breast (skinless, of course) instead of the darker wings and thighs, which are higher in saturated fats. 

· Go fish. Choose oily fish, like salmon, for their beneficial omega-3s. Be cautious when it comes to farmed salmon, which may have high levels of an environmental toxin (PCBs), as well as with long-lived, deep-sea species like swordfish and tilefish, which may accumulate mercury in their flesh. Mercury consumption can damage your nervous system and may be especially harmful for young children, pregnant women, and nursing moms. When it comes to healthy omega-3s, Spanish mackerel, light tuna, and sardines are some good choices. 
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