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As an Open University lecturer, Hilda Glickman has taught the BA degree module Childhood for those wanting to work with children. She has also privately tutored children aged four to eighteen in Maths, English and Science. She became very interested in the power of nutrition to build children’s health and development progress and became aware that the modern diet is not giving children what they need. As a result she went on to qualify as a nutritionist and ran a nutritional therapy practice where she helped many people, of all ages, improve their health through better nutrition. Having also raised three children, she is very aware of the practical challenges that parents face in getting their children to eat well.
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Chapter 1



FOOD AND YOUR CHILD


We all want the best for our children. Giving them the most nutritious diet is one of the most important ways that we can influence their health, their intelligence and their behaviour. Food builds our bodies and our minds, and affects all aspects of our health and wellbeing. However, we need to eat the right food – the food that we have eaten for thousands of years, the food that we were meant to eat.


The problem is that much of what we eat today is dramatically different from what we ate in the past. It both lacks nutrients and is full of artificial additives and ingredients that were never heard of just a century ago. Much of it does very little for us or our families. But you can change this for your children. As they are still growing and have small stomachs, everything they eat should be the most nutritious you can give them. This book will show how to give them the very best start in life, not just for their bodies but also for their brains.



Food and your child’s brain



Can your children concentrate well at school? Are they calm and focused or do they have temper tantrums? Some parents think that intelligence is genetic and that there is not much you can do to influence it after a child is born. Others believe that the environment plays a large part in how intelligent a child becomes and therefore try to influence it through stimulation with educational toys, games and books. The truth is that both genetics and the environment have an influence on a child’s intelligence and wellbeing, and it is very difficult to separate them. But what our children eat is also tremendously important. The best nutrition can also affect how genes are expressed. It influences a child’s environment in the womb and later: what a mother eats when pregnant, and even before conception, will affect the health of the child. The father’s diet is also important up until conception.


What we eat affects our brains as much as our bodies. It is vital for brain health because, like the rest of our bodies, the brain is made from food – as are the chemical messengers that transmit signals throughout the brain. Although the idea that what we eat affects our brains is relatively new, the very latest research shows that this really is the case for children (as well as adults). The best food will help children do better at school, sleep well, concentrate better and think more clearly. Every aspect of thinking, from concentration to memory to intelligence, is affected by the food we eat.


In fact, the brain is as much as 60 per cent fat, and this nutrient is vital for all manner of cognitive ability. However, not any old fat will do; it has to be the right fat, the fat that we ate before food processing began. A study carried out by Dr Alex Richardson of the University of Oxford found that children who were given supplements of omega-3 and omega-6 essential fatty acids showed improvement in reading, spelling and behaviour within three months.1 Omega-3 also has a positive effect on the oils in our skin, inflammation and our ability to heal. And these are just two nutrients out of the sixty or so that we need. Given on their own as supplements they are proven to help mental ability, but feeding your child the best diet that naturally supplies all the important nutrients is even better. This is what I recommend in this book.


Brains are constantly changing


Brain development and cognitive ability are not static. Our brain changes throughout childhood and does not stop developing until we reach our twenties. Even after that, the brain can change and regenerate to a degree. However, in order to develop properly it needs both the right stimulation and the right nutrients. Your child will not be as bright and capable as they could be if their diet is not good enough to feed the brain.



Building better brains and bodies



Every part of our bodies – hair, nails, bones, blood, hormones, even our genes – is made from nutrients, and these nutrients come from food. If our nutrition is not right, we will not be able to have the strongest bones, the healthiest blood, the smartest brain or the best immunity. All parts of the body need the full spectrum of nutrients. If some are lacking, this will affect the whole system, because nutrients act in synergy with each other. For example, most people know that bones need calcium, but it actually takes very many different vitamins and minerals to make bone, including calcium, magnesium, boron, phosphorus, strontium, vitamin K and vitamin D, and all of these nutrients need to be in balance. If we eat lots of dairy food but no leafy green vegetables we might take too much calcium, which would cause a deficiency of magnesium. This is why just taking high doses of one nutrient in a supplement is not a good idea.


Our diet is only as good as the weakest link in the chain. However, the typical diet that children are eating today is not conducive to healthy brain or physical development. However, if we change our children’s diets we can go a long way towards helping them grow the best brains and the best and healthiest bodies possible. This book will show you how to choose the best foods for your children and how to incorporate them into your family’s life in a pleasant and simple way.



Different interests



The main aim of food manufacturers is to sell food. They try to produce food that is tasty and tempting for the consumer, but unfortunately the health aspect often takes a back seat. Legally food does not have to be healthy – it has to be safe, but this is a different thing. Being safe means that it cannot make you ill in the short term by containing dangerous bacteria or being rotten or downright poisonous. But, even if food is not unsafe in the short term, that doesn’t mean it is particularly healthy; and if it is low in nutrients and high in artificial chemicals, sugar and the wrong type of fat, it may make you ill in the long term.


One reason for misinformation is that leaflets on healthy eating are often produced by the food companies themselves, which means that processed cereals and sweetened drinks may be advertised as ‘healthy’.


Journalists seem to be forever writing about ‘healthy eating’, but they do not always get it right – they are not trained nutritionists, so may just rely on simple ideas that they have read somewhere else. Also, research into nutrition is being carried out all the time, but we usually only get to hear about a small number of all the studies that are published – and these are often the strange or unusual. Newspapers or magazines need the different and the dramatic in order to sell more copies. There is no official body that aims to tell the public the truth about food.



How to use this book



This book will tell you the truth about what to eat and what to feed your children. I do not have any vested interests. My aim is to report the most recent and best information about healthy eating in the clearest and most practical way.


The next few chapters are all about what your child should be eating and why. Chapters 5 and 6 give lots of quick and easy examples of foods and meals they can eat every day. Chapters 8 to 10 look in more detail at the problems with many of the foods that we are encouraged to give our children, from children’s menus to low-fat diets. The last few chapters give advice on different problems and issues, from how to handle children’s parties to managing as your children get older, and the chemicals in our homes.


Not just for children


This book is about the best food for your child’s growth and development. However, the advice given is not just for children. The good news is that if you as parents adopt the same way of eating, you should also be healthier. It is a diet that will help your brain remain healthy as you age. Not surprisingly, it is also the diet that will help your children in turn produce healthy children themselves. We need the right nutrients in the correct amount for all aspects of our health – to build our brain and bodies, to help them function properly and to prevent future illness.




In a nutshell







•    Feeding children the best food is essential for their healthy growth and development.


•    As children are still growing and have small stomachs, everything they eat should be the best that you can give them.


•    Children’s brains, like the rest of their bodies, are made from nutrients that come from food. The best food will help them do better at school, sleep well, concentrate better and think more clearly.


•    Very many of the foods sold in the shops are highly processed, lacking in nutrients and not doing our children any good.


•    There is a great deal of confusion about food, because much food information is produced and distributed by those with vested interests.


•    Adults also need the best food, and the advice given in this book should help parents to reduce the likelihood of succumbing to many diseases.








Chapter 2



GENERAL AIMS FOR FEEDING YOUR CHILD


What should we feed our children? The answer is really quite simple. We should eat the food that we have survived on for thousands of years. This means food that is fresh, natural and as close to its original state as possible. Ideally, it should not have been processed in any way and should retain the nutrients that nature gave it. This means that an apple is better than apple juice or apple pie, a piece of fresh fish is better than fish paste or highly battered fish fingers, and fresh organic grass-fed meat is infinitely better than sausages, ham, bacon or other processed meats. The food we eat should also retain its natural colours and flavours and not be coloured or flavoured with artificial chemical additives.


With all the different foods on offer, how do you decide whether something is good for you or your children? A simple way is to think about where it came from. Was it made by nature or manufactured in a factory? When I give talks on healthy eating, I often ask my audience what they would eat if stranded on a deserted island. They usually say ‘coconuts’ because that is what immediately springs to mind. However, I would hope our island would be rather more fertile than that. After giving it a bit more thought they usually say things like fruit, vegetables, fish, meat, nuts and seeds, all grown organically, picked ripe and not stored for long periods of time. They are the things that we used to eat in their natural state and this is how we should all be eating today. There would be no pot noodles, pasta, sugary foods (except for natural sugars found in fruit), crisps or breakfast cereals. These are made in factories and are very different from the natural food on which our species developed, and which we still need today.


We can try our best


Nowadays we can’t, of course, eat completely natural food, as we have little choice but to buy what is in the shops. However, buying natural food fresh and cooking it ourselves should be our ideal aim. The bulk of our diet should be made up of healthy, unadulterated, unprocessed foods cooked in a simple way or left raw, as in the case of fruit or vegetables like avocados or watercress. These are the foods that we survived on for most of our history. They contain the highest concentration of nutrients that will help your children grow and develop at their best.


Some foods may seem natural and healthy because we are so used to eating them: bread, breakfast cereals, pasta and ‘healthy whole grains’. However, these foods are very new additions to our diet. Grains only came into our lives in the last 10,000 years or so. In addition to this, the last fifty years or so has seen such huge changes in the way that food is produced that many items would be unrecognisable to our great-grandparents.


Not everything in food has been identified


Natural foods are not simple. They contain literally thousands of chemicals and nutrients, and more are being discovered all the time. Although we know about quite a few of them, we still do not know all of nature’s secrets. For example, around four hundred different chemicals have been identified in garlic, but there are probably more. Thousands of new chemicals have been found in fruits and vegetables in the last few decades. In the recent past, it was thought that foods contained just protein, fats, carbohydrates, vitamins and minerals. It is now known that there is a staggering amount of protective chemicals in natural unprocessed foods. They are found mainly in the colour pigments and the odours and flavours of fruit and vegetables, so if we eat plenty of these we stand a good chance of ingesting both known nutrients and those not yet discovered. For example, the red pigment in carrots contains beta-carotene, an antioxidant that neutralises dangerous free radicals which cause all sorts of health issues; the yellow pigment in corn contains lutein and zeaxanthin, which can help prevent us getting eye problems such as cataracts and macular degeneration.


Processed foods, or foods which have been changed dramatically from their original state, will give us few if any of these important chemicals. White bread and pasta are very poor foods, devoid of many nutrients and containing no phytochemicals, but today we eat so much more bread and cereal-based foods than fruit and vegetables.


Eat a rainbow diet


We should eat natural foods to get the benefits of all the antioxidants and phytochemicals contained in them. Many of these come from the thousands of coloured pigments found in fruit and vegetables – the red and orange colours in strawberries, oranges, raspberries and cherries and the blue/black pigments in prunes, blueberries and blackberries – so it is very important that we eat a colourful diet in order to get all the phytochemicals that we need. Natural flavours, too, contain powerful plant chemicals that positively affect our health.


However, we have been too clever. We have managed to make these flavours and colours artificially, and then put them into all sorts of food, including sweets, yogurts, cakes, desserts and confectionary. Therefore, instead of getting the amazingly valuable properties of the plant chemicals in natural food, we get the synthetic flavours and colours made in a laboratory that have none of these. For example, the flavour and colour in a strawberry yoghurt is often artificial. They do not give us the wonderful properties of the real colour pigment – and might even be harmful.
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