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Note to readers

Although this book contains science-based information from Sally Child, she would like to clarify that some information and suggestions in this book are a step in the right direction and should not be considered an optimum diet. It is a compromise between an ideal diet and the demands of real life in a busy household.

If your child has any health conditions or you are concerned in any way, you should seek advice from your doctor and consider seeing a children’s nutritional therapist for individual dietary assessment and advice.

All preparation and cooking times are approximate.

The number of portions given is provided as a rough estimate for each recipe. Obviously, some children eat more than others (like us adults), so this is based on medium-sized child portions (and medium adult portions when a family is mentioned).



Introduction


A balanced diet with at least five portions of fruit or vegetables every day – we all know the theory and it sounds so easy, but putting it into practice is another story …

Many of us struggle to get just one or two portions into our fussy little darlings; this is, after all, the ‘fast food generation’. The closest some kids get to greens is the football field and they wouldn’t know a cabbage if it passed them on a bicycle.

There can hardly be a parent in the western world who hasn’t at least once (if not once a day) felt guilty about their child’s diet. Working parents without time to cook are especially guilt prone. We may feel that every other parent in the world is carefully selecting organic veg, preparing home cooked meals and serving them to their healthy, fresh faced children, who clean their plates, say thank you and offer to clear the table. Maybe families like this do exist, but this book is for real parents of real children living on planet Earth in the 21st century – hard working parents who struggle daily to get their children to eat anything remotely healthy, let alone the five whole portions children should eat a day.

We will make your life much easier.

This book is not about having super-healthy kids who eat tofu and sprouts every day; it is a realistic guide for busy parents of normal children – a step in the right direction towards healthier eating. Neither is this book intended to scare, lecture or bully parents into guilt and unnecessary hard work – most of us feel guilty enough and work hard all the time anyway.

Guilt isn’t hard to understand when articles about the state of our children’s health appear in the press almost daily, usually with dramatic headlines such as:



• One in five UK kids overweight

• The return of rickets: Vitamin deficiency disease figures up

• Additives cause behavioural problems in our young

• Diabetes: Kids are getting it too

• Packed lunches fail the nutrition test

• Is low fibre a problem for your child?

• One toddler in eight has anaemia

• Parents may outlive unhealthy kids

• Meet the children who NEVER eat vegetables

According to recent government figures, a whopping 96% of children in the UK don’t get enough fruit and vegetables. Whilst articles and statistics like this do scare many parents (and of course make them feel guilty), what is often missing is practical advice on how to improve the situation. In this book we focus on how to get more fruit and veg into your child’s diet … without them batting an eyelid.

It isn’t easy being a parent today with convenience food, kiddies’ menus, a multitude of sweets and snacks, takeaways and soft drinks wherever you go. Almost every child wants to have the same as their friends and to eat things that look and taste familiar.

However, just a few little changes to shopping and cooking will bring about significant changes to the health of your children in the long run. We are not talking about a radical overhaul of your family diet in the ‘makeover/change your life’ mould, just a little easy tweaking that can be introduced as gradually as you like. The best news of all is that your children will hardly notice the subtle changes that will increase their intake of nutritious fruit and vegetables. If you manage to make just one or two small changes it’s a start, so give yourself a pat on the back and remember that we are with you every step of the way.



Part one


Healthier eating for busy families



1


Why are fruit and vegetables so important?

Healthy eating: a short introduction

Eating a balanced diet is something we are all encouraged to do, and children are no exception – they also need a balanced diet for health and well-being in the short and long term. Although it’s not easy in the 21st century to give children adequate nutrition, by doing so we can give them a good start in life and increase their chances of reaching old age in good health.

But what is a balanced diet and how can parents help children to achieve this? A healthy diet should include some of each of the main food groups, and be varied enough to provide a wide range of nutrients. As far as is possible, some of this should be ‘wholefoods’ – basic foods that have not been processed, preserved or refined. Many children consume high levels of sugar and salt in their food and these should ideally be reduced to within at least the government guidelines (see Appendix, here).


tip

Above all, a healthy diet should be interesting, varied, attractive and fun.



The food groups and what they do

Although this book is mostly about fruit and vegetables, their benefits and how to increase intake, they must of course form part of a diet that includes other essential nutrients. These are:

Protein

Most protein that children consume comes from sources such as meat, fish, soya products, dairy products, eggs, beans and pulses, wholegrains, nuts and Quorn. Some protein should be consumed with every meal. Many children find meat difficult to chew, refuse to eat wholegrains or become vegetarian (this quite often happens with teenagers but they do not then replace animal proteins with other sources). Canned fish and pulses (including baked beans) are good alternative sources of protein.

Fats

Children need fats for energy and growth but the word ‘fat’ sounds negative and things that are low fat are often promoted as healthier. Low fat diets are not suitable for children. Good sources of fat for children include butter, full fat milk (children under five should always have this rather than skimmed or semi-skimmed milk), lean meat, olive oil, avocados and fish. This food group includes essential fatty acids – ‘good fats’ including the omegas that are mostly found in foods that children often don’t eat: nuts, seeds, leafy green vegetables and oily fish. Add oils that contain essential fatty acids – avocado, evening primrose or walnut oils – to cooked rice, pasta, salads or vegetables.

Carbohydrates

There are two types of carbohydrates – simple and complex. Simple carbohydrates are generally found in processed, refined foods such as white bread and sugar. Complex carbohydrates come from food containing wholegrains – breakfast cereals, wholemeal bread, and oats – which contain fibre, minerals and vitamins.


tip

Low carb diets should not be considered for children – almost 50% of their diet (3 – 5 servings daily) should consist of carbohydrates.



Fibre

This is found in fruit, vegetables and wholegrains. Fibre is needed for good digestion but it is best to offer soluble fibre from fruit, veg, salads and wholegrains. Too much insoluble fibre (such as wheat bran) can inhibit absorption of vitamins and minerals.

Water

Children need to consume water to keep hydrated – the amount depends on their age, weight, activity levels and the air temperature. A one-year-old child needs around one litre of fluid a day and older children (school age upwards) need at least two litres. You can give water in the form of diluted fruit juice or high-juice squash (low sugar varieties contain artificial sweeteners, thought to have health risks, so are best to avoid).

Fruit and vegetables

Fruit and veg are the last essential food group and we’ll focus on this area throughout the book. It can be the most problematic food group for parents to get their child to eat.


tip

It is important to remember that the overall aim is a balanced diet. No one food or group of foods can contain everything that children need – they cannot thrive on just fruit and vegetables. A combination of foods from the different groups can provide the nutrients that children need.



The benefits of fruit and vegetables

Fruit and vegetables are natural wholefoods that are beneficial in a number of ways:

They contain fibre, both soluble and insoluble, which helps to regulate blood sugar and is good for the digestive system.

Fruit and vegetables also have a wide variety of vitamins and minerals, including those with anti-oxidant qualities. This means that in addition to providing the body with vital nutrients, they can reduce cell damage, aid detoxification and boost immunity. Fruits with the highest anti-oxidant qualities are berries (strawberry, blackberry, raspberry), plus dried fruit such as raisins, prunes and apricots. Vegetables high in antioxidants include the leafy green varieties (spinach, broccoli, sprouts) and also beetroot and carrots. Tomato products such as purée and ketchup also contain beneficial antioxidants in higher levels than raw tomatoes.


tip

An adequate intake of fruit and vegetables can help to prevent obesity as not only are they mostly high in nutrients and low in calories but they will also help children to feel full for longer.



Fruit and vegetables contain something unique called phyto-nutrients. These are natural plant chemicals that cannot be replicated in any supplement or artificial substance. Phyto-nutrients also come from soya, nuts and pulses but are mainly found in fruit and vegetables. Different types of fruit and vegetables contain different phyto-nutrients, which is why it is important for children to consume a wide variety of colours and types to gain the most benefit. Try to think in terms of colours when deciding on your weekly menu and if possible buy a different selection of fruit and vegetables rather than the same ones each week. The Rainbow Food Activity Chart can help children to achieve the right level and variety of fruit and vegetables. It is a colourful wall chart that comes with reusable stickers to help children identify the different colour groups of fruit and vegetables that they are eating (available from www.lemonburst.co.uk). You can also download a simple wall chart from the government’s 5-A-DAY website (www.5aday.nhs.uk).


Why do kids hate veg so much?


There are two main reasons why children generally don’t like vegetables:

The first is about conditioning and familiarity – the food that children are weaned on and fed as infants usually determines what they are going to like later in life. One study showed that food preferences are fixed by the age of two and then don’t change much until the child is at least eight years old. Sticking with the familiar isn’t confined to food, as what children are used to, and consider safe, is what they will prefer. Therefore it is important to introduce the flavours of as many different vegetables as possible before the age of two. Don’t worry if it’s too late; we’ll show you ways to ‘wean’ your growing child onto vegetables!

The second reason children tend to favour fruit over vegetables may be more to do with their genes than their habits. Studies have shown that kids are genetically programmed to like sweet things, and lots of vegetables are not sweet! In fact, some vegetables have a bitter-tasting chemical that small children naturally dislike – this developed as a defence mechanism to stop them eating food that would be harmful to them. Genetics are also to blame for the fact that most people, adults and children alike, prefer high calorie food, which includes sugar. In times gone by when starvation was a real possibility, putting on weight in times of plenty was a good idea. As there is little chance of real famine now this is no longer appropriate in the developing world, but our genes have not had time to catch up and amend the programme.


Making sense of ‘5-a-day’


The number ‘five’ rings in our heads when it comes to fruit and veg – but what does that actually mean? What counts as a portion will depend on the age or size of your child – small children obviously require smaller portions of fruit and vegetables than adults.


tip

• As a general rule, a portion is an amount that will fit into your child’s hand. See the table here for portion sizes of different fruits and vegetables.

• The fruit or vegetable content should account for around 25%–30% of a main meal.

• A portion for teenagers and adults is roughly 80 grams (approx 3 ounces).



There are some foods that many people think of as vegetables but should not actually count towards the five a day:



• Potatoes, for example – although they do contain some fibre and vitamins, they are mostly starch and do not count as a vegetable.

• Some things count as a portion at a push, but only once a day. For example, fruit juice does count as one, but it lacks fibre and is high in natural sugars so two cups of fruit juice still only count as one portion. See Drinks, here, for some refreshing ideas that will count towards one 5-a-day portion.

• Similarly, beans and pulses only count once a day, so five portions of baked beans do not equal five portions (unfortunately).

A variety that includes both fruit and vegetables; raw, cooked, frozen or fresh; of all colours and types (root vegetables, leafy greens, berries, stone fruits etc.) makes up the best combination.

Tinned fruit and vegetables also count but try to limit these to a maximum of one portion a day as they have been heat treated during processing, which can result in loss of nutrients.


tip

Boiling vegetables in water for too long can result in losing most of the nutrients so steam, microwave, stir-fry or cook them for a short time in a little water so that the vegetables your child does eat give them the maximum amount of goodness.



Smoothies are a brilliant way of getting one or two portions of fruit easily into your child. They’re easy to make, and packed with vitamins and antioxidants. However, there’s been some debate over whether smoothies are as great as they seem, with their high sugar content and loss of roughage. But they’re full of natural sugar, which you’d find in raw fruit anyway, and as long as you don’t just use smoothies to get to 5-a-day, your child can get the fibre they need from elsewhere.

Although five portions a day is the recommended amount of fruit and vegetables, this is the minimum, so it is perfectly acceptable to give more if you can manage it. Also, the intake does not necessarily need to consist of five individual portions of the same size. Portions can also be smaller in quantity but larger in number. Ten half-portions, for example, may be easier to get down over the course of a day than five whole ones. However, any increase, even from one portion to two, is a step in the right direction. Equally, one large helping of a favourite food can be more than a single portion (although if you do this too often it can be hard to give your child enough variety).

These suggestions for portions that count in different age groups may help you to choose:





	Portion sizes



	Age

	1–4 years

	5–7 years

	8–11 years

	12 years +



	Vegetables



	Cooked vegetables eg beans, etc

	1–2 tbsp

	2 tbsps

	2–3 tbsps

	3–4 tbsps




	Cooked leafy green vegetables

	½–1 tbsp

	1–2 tbsps

	2–3 tbsps

	3 tbsps




	Baby sweetcorn cobs

	3 tbsps

	4 tbsps

	4 tbsps

	5–6 tbsps




	Sweetcorn kernels

	1 tbsp

	2 tbsps

	2 tbsps

	3 tbsps




	Cherry tomatoes

	2

	3

	4

	5 or 1 large




	Cucumber

	2–3 slices

	3–4 slices

	4–6 slices

	6 slices




	Peas

	1 level tbsp

	2 tbsps

	2 tbsps

	3 tbsps




	Broccoli / cauliflower

	1 floret

	2 florets

	3 florets

	4 florets




	Grated carrot

	1 tbsp

	1 tbsp

	2 tbsps

	3 tbsps




	Cooked pulses

	¼ cup

	½ cup

	¾ cup

	1 cup




	Mixed fresh fruit salad

	½ small bowl

	1 small bowl

	1 small bowl

	1 large bowl




	Mixed salad

	½ small bowl

	1 small bowl

	½ large bowl

	1 large bowl




	Coleslaw

	1 tbsp

	2 tbsps

	3 tbsps

	3–4 tbsps




	Baby beetroot

	N/A

	2

	3

	4




	Sliced mushrooms

	N/A

	1 tbsp

	2 tbsps

	3 tbsps




	Cooked sliced carrots

	½ tbsp

	1 tbsp

	2 tbsps

	3 tbsps




	Celery

	N/A

	½ stick

	1 stick

	2–3 sticks



	Fruit



	Peaches

	½

	1

	1

	1




	Plum

	1

	1

	2

	2–3




	Grapes / cherries

	8

	10

	12

	15




	Raspberries, blackberries or blackcurrants

	1–2

	2

	3

	4




	Satsuma

	1

	1

	1–2

	2




	Kiwi fruit

	1

	2

	2

	2




	Dried apricots

	3

	4

	6

	6–8




	Large fruits eg orange, apple, pear

	½

	1 medium

	1 medium

	1 large




	Tinned or frozen fruit

	½ tbsp

	1 tbsp

	2 tbsps

	3 tbsps




	Grapefruit

	N/A

	½

	½

	½




	Melon / watermelon

	25g slice

	50g

	50g

	100g




	Banana

	½ small

	½ small

	1 small

	1 large




	Fruit juice

	50ml

	50ml

	75ml

	100ml




	Raisins

	1 tbsp

	2 tbsps

	2 tbsps

	2 tbsps



	N/A = Food not suitable for this age group


	Portion sizes are approximate – size and weight of your child should also be taken into consideration.
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