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Dedication


For our daughters,
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The mission of Storey Publishing is to serve our customers by publishing practical information that encourages personal independence in harmony with the environment.
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In a way, this book began with a box of chicken nuggets.


Ali can still remember the box; it was bright red, accented with yellow and blue, its brand name displayed in a rippling banner across the top. The name made it sound like the food inside—frozen, breaded hunks of processed meat—was a feast fit for royalty.


Ali’s older daughter was a toddler at the time, still relatively new to eating but already demonstrating a remarkable resistance to any food that didn’t come out of a box. Although Ali had mastered a handful of recipes in college—carrot-ginger soup from her Moosewood cookbook, a spinach pie from the Greek mother of a roommate, one-bowl brownies from the back of the Baker’s chocolate box—her daughter was willing to eat just one of these options: the brownies, of course.


On that afternoon, Ali popped the nuggets into the toaster oven, and then looked at the fine print on the packaging. That’s when she noticed that the brand was owned by a huge agribusiness corporation notorious for food recalls and unethical practices. Just months before, this company had been implicated in what was at the time the second largest meat recall in history. She looked at her daughter, watching curiously from her high chair just steps away, and sighed. I have to do better than this, she thought.


In another way, this book started on a Missouri farm in the 1970s. That’s where Beth grew up. In Beth’s childhood, eggs came from under the neighbor’s ill-tempered chickens (probably explaining Beth’s lifelong fear of chickens). Beef came from a great-uncle’s pasture. She picked strawberries in June and dragged five-gallon buckets of tomatoes up the hill from the garden in July. August and September brought trips to the local orchard for peaches and apples. Her parents worked long hours, and Beth was helping to cook family dinners by the age of ten. Fast food? It took longer to drive to a fast-food restaurant than to cook a four-course meal.


As an adult, Beth became passionate about—okay, obsessed with—food. She signed up for culinary classes, working by day, cooking by night. She began reading nonstop about food politics, production systems, and the environmental and social issues of industrial-scale agriculture. Beth saw the small-scale family agriculture of her youth under constant siege from agribusiness. When her own daughter was born, all these issues became galvanized around her child’s health and wellness.


A few years later, the two of us met online. We met over a kale recipe—the recipe that eventually became the Salt and Vinegar Kale Chips on page 241. Since that fateful encounter with the red-boxed nuggets in her kitchen, Ali had begun cooking more, learning about industrial food production, meeting her nearby growers, working with fresh-from-the-farm ingredients, and constantly striving to find new ways of preparing vegetables that her family—her older daughter was now school-age, and a second daughter was in the mix—would enjoy. She wasn’t always successful—in the beginning she had tried at least nine green bean recipes before making something edible from them (hint: When picking beans yourself, choose ones that are thin and tender, not fat and stringy). We recognized right away all that we had in common: a commitment to sustainability, a desire to opt out of our hyperprocessed food system, a hope of passing on a healthier world to our kids, a love of a good glass of wine while cooking, and an exasperation with “airplane games” and other shenanigans to encourage kids to eat dinner.
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We also recognized that we had much to learn from one another. From Beth, Ali learned things that made her a better cook: that garlic turns bitter when burnt, the value of a really good roux, and that “sweating” onions does not mean placing them in your sports bra while jogging. At the same time, Ali was able to share what it’s like to shift a child’s diet midstream from nuggets to nutritious, her perspective on the help that a new cook really needs, and a sneak preview of life with a school-age kid’s newfound food independence and on-the-go schedule.


Eventually, we realized that we had the makings of a really good book, one that could help real families eat well without the battle and within the budget.
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Cooking real food isn’t difficult—the truth is, when you’re working with quality ingredients, simpler is usually better. But it does take a little know-how. That knowledge goes beyond a book full of recipes. Particularly if you’re eating locally, you don’t necessarily know in advance what you’ll be bringing home. You might go to the farmers’ market armed with an asparagus recipe only to find that the asparagus harvest has ended, and you’re now staring down a heap of baby spinach. Or you discover a delicious recipe for string beans and find yourself wondering, “Can I make the same thing with zucchini?”


There are other challenges, too. If you’re accustomed to meals that can be microwaved in three minutes, you’ll need to make some adjustments—a little more prep time, a little more planning ahead. Most of all, you must get used to working with food that doesn’t come with its own directions.


That is why we provide more than just recipes in this book. In the following pages, you’ll find templates that will allow you to cook delicious meals from whatever you have and whatever’s in season. You’ll also discover ways to substitute ingredients for each other, and you’ll learn building blocks for sauces, soups, and sides that can be used with any vegetable combination. Our philosophy is simple: use what’s in season, and get the most from whatever you have.


Along the way, we’ll show you how to eliminate food waste, get the most out of the time you spend cooking, plan for the efficient use of leftovers, stretch your food dollar, present food in ways that are appealing to kids, and quit fighting with your children—at last—about food.


Consider this book the directions that don’t come with real food.
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This is more than a cookbook, however. We begin, in chapter 1, by examining why children eat what they do—how their food preferences are created through a complex alchemy of genetics, culture, modeling, and exposure. We also look at the state of children’s health and offer tips for encouraging kids to try new flavors and textures.


In chapter 2 we explore shopping strategies—the best way to navigate a supermarket with kids, how to find alternative shopping venues like farmers’ markets and Community Supported Agriculture organizations (CSAs), and ways to bring home healthful foods without going into debt.


In chapter 3 we present in-depth profiles of dozens of our favorite vegetables, each with nutrition information and tips about selection, storage, and preparation. For each vegetable, we present at least one kid-tested recipe… a total of 50 great recipes.


Chapter 4 examines meals—breakfast, lunch, and dinner, with 45 main-course recipes. These include meat dishes, fish dishes, and “meatless mains.” Many can be prepared within minutes; others allow you to cook once and reuse ingredients throughout the week. Some convert easily from a side dish to a main course with just the addition of an ingredient or two.


In chapter 5 we take a fresh look at the foods that might otherwise launch battles between you and your kids: snacks and sweets. We present healthful snacks, terrific whole-food desserts, and tips for eating well between meals.


Throughout these chapters, we present research, advice from experts, and an array of innovative ideas about feeding children well. Feeding a family doesn’t have to be a mystery; there are literally hundreds of experts who study what kids need and which strategies work best. We’ve highlighted the studies that we found most helpful to arm you with practical information.


Finally, in the epilogue, we point you toward resources where you can learn more and get more involved with healthy food systems at the community, state, and national level.


For the purpose of this book, we define “healthful” broadly. We don’t count calories, we don’t fear fat, and we’re not spooked by carbohydrates. Our recipes are based on whole foods—foods that contain just a single ingredient rather than a dubious cocktail of mass-produced items like preservatives and additives. Whole foods offer a diverse range of nutrients and micronutrients. Most recipes, including the snacks and sweets, have fresh produce at their base. Because we try to eat seasonally, these fruits and vegetables tend to be ones that you can find at farmers’ markets, often for less money than you’d spend at the grocery store. Many of them can easily be grown in a backyard garden or in rooftop pots. If you’re interested in eating locally, we even provide a seasonal index of recipes (see page 288).


This approach is healthy not just from a family perspective but also from an environmental and social perspective. Working with real food—whole ingredients, grown locally where possible, and heavy on the vegetables—brings an array of external benefits: robust local economies, healthier soil, lower carbon emissions, and reduced agricultural runoff. As Barbara Kingsolver wisely wrote in her book Animal, Vegetable, Miracle, “Food is the rare moral arena in which the ethical choice is generally the one more likely to make you groan with pleasure. Why resist that?”


This is a family guide to real food, but we didn’t dumb down any recipes. After all, we don’t want to eat 100 different variations of macaroni and cheese; we figure you don’t either. This is food you’ll be glad to eat—and to share with others. And yet every recipe in this book has been a hit with at least one child, and most recipes have been happily gobbled by a number of children.


Make no mistake: our children are not alien beings who reject French fries for foie gras. Our offspring are regular kids who will dive happily into a ketchup-saturated platter of chicken strips when given the opportunity. But they’ve learned the same lessons that we have: that even children enjoy real food when it’s prepared well.


We also know that every child is different, with different tastes. That’s why we’ve presented a range of options, from curries to coleslaw, from soups to scallopine, and from ratatouille to risotto. Many of the recipes include a hint of sweetness; studies show that children are more likely to try new foods if they are presented with a sweet edge. Others, though, are good choices for kids who prefer foods to be sweet or savory, not both. We present a couple of options for stealth nutrition—for example, the incredible beet brownies on page 259—but mostly we present fruits and vegetables front and center, in colorful ways that appeal to young taste buds.


We didn’t give our recipes cute names, although we encourage you to do so if you think it will help… and if your children are young, it just might. Research shows that when young children are presented with “X-ray vision carrots,” they eat twice as many as when they’re presented with regular ol’ carrots, even if the carrots themselves are the same. We’ve been known to turn an Asian slaw into “happy confetti salad” or a tomato-bread soup into “pizza soup.” Whatever works.


We’re real moms, both working in other fields, who simply do our best to put good food on the table, meal after meal. Most of the recipes were created by Beth, the lifelong cook, so you know they’re good. They have all been tested and approved by Ali, the more recent kitchen convert, so you know they’re simple and easy to follow. We made them in our real kitchens, in the middle of real life—as phones rang and dogs barked and small children clung to our legs. We wrote this book between work deadlines, soccer games, dance classes, trips to the library, fevers and ear infections, swimming lessons, PTA meetings, birthday parties, heaps of laundry, far too many bills, piano lessons, car inspections, and all the other tiny details that fill up real lives, sometimes to exhaustion.


If we can do it, you can, too.


Even if you adopt only some of the strategies recommended in this book, you’ll probably notice some important things happening. You might stop thinking about food as the enemy or as a constant source of conflict in your family. You might begin to reject what we call the “mega meal–diet pill dance” in favor of something more positive and health-affirming. You might start to enjoy food again, to sit down as a family a little more often. One day, you might look around and notice vegetable-packed soup bubbling away on your stove top, filling your kitchen with mouthwatering aromas. Maybe you and the kids will even have picked some of the ingredients yourselves. In that moment, you might realize that this soup—and the life changes that came with it—are just so much more satisfying, so much more life-enriching, than peeling back the plastic film on a microwaveable frozen dinner ever could be.


From a box of frozen chicken nuggets to a tastier, healthier way of life: If you ask us, it’s a journey worth taking.


Change your own eating habits for the better and your kids’ habits will likely change, too.


Did You Know?


An increase of one fruit or vegetable serving per day in a parent is associated with an increase of half a fruit or vegetable serving per day in his or her child.


Source: D. Haire-Joshu, M. B. Elliott, N. M. Caito, et al. “High 5 for Kids: The impact of a home visiting program on fruit and vegetable intake of parents and their preschool children.” Preventive Medicine 47(1):77–82.







Chapter One




Getting Started


Bringing a family together with food




What did children eat before boxes of macaroni & cheese came along?


Take a look at any children’s menu at virtually any restaurant and you might get the idea that kids’ stomachs are gastronomically programmed to digest only a small handful of items: processed meats, pasta, fried potatoes, and melted cheese. Yet considering the human species was kicking around some 200,000 years before the invention of dehydrated cheese powder, it’s a reasonable assumption that somewhere along the line, children were willing to eat something else. If you’ve picked up this book, chances are good that you’re interested in that something else, and that you’d like to give your family something other than deep-fried potatoes and processed grains.


Here’s the good news: It’s possible. It is possible to feed your family well, to encourage your kids to enjoy kale, or tomatoes, or squash, or beans, and to instill in them lifelong healthy habits. It is possible to teach them that chickens don’t have fingers and that the very best foods don’t come emblazoned with cartoon characters. It is possible to serve food that brings your family together, helps children thrive, and gives your kids the roots they need to someday have healthy families of their own.


It’s even possible to do all this without a fight.


But if you’re reading this, you probably know something else: eating well in a fast-food world can be a struggle. The struggle follows us everywhere we go. Take the kids to the community center for swimming lessons or gymnastics classes and there’s a good chance that on the way in you’ll pass vending machines filled with junk food and soda. Lollipops are passed to children through car windows at the gas station and through teller windows at the bank. Candy is offered as a reward for good behavior at school. A simple trip to the grocery store can be like a minefield, with 17,000 new processed foods introduced yearly, many of which are positioned right at children’s eye level, with their favorite TV characters on the packaging.


Most parents agree that in moderation these treats are fine. Yet these same parents often feel besieged by the very foods that they don’t mind in moderation. And therein lies the problem: not with any one food item, but with the accumulation of them, all of those junk food encounters, one on top of another, moment after moment, day after day after day. Add to these encounters the food on children’s menus at restaurants (94 percent of which is extremely high in calories and devoid of essential vitamins and minerals), unhealthy cafeteria lunches, well-meaning relatives, an endless stream of birthday parties, and those evenings when you need to throw dinner on the table fast. Soon, you might find that your child’s diet is more high-fructose corn syrup than high nutrition. Somewhere in there, moderation skipped town.


At what moment, exactly, does moderation become excess? Where does a harried parent draw the line in the sand? When do “some” treats become too many? What should kids be eating, anyway?


When you cut through all the noise—all the marketing messages, the packaging, the whining, the crying, and the cajoling—the answer to the last question is pretty simple. It’s the same advice you’ll hear from any experts worth their salt, the same advice you’ve heard since you were a child. Children need lots of fruits and vegetables. They need whole grains, healthy proteins, and a certain amount of healthy fats. They need vitamins and minerals and micronutrients. The best place to get these things, of course—in fact, the only place to get many of them—is through good food.





food preferences




So what makes children prefer one food over another? How are children’s food preferences formed, anyway?


We wish we could tell you that there was a simple formula, that if you just do these things, then your child will embrace the right foods, all of them, forever. Yet food preferences are like every other aspect of your child: they don’t lend themselves easily to any kind of formula. Like one child’s penchant for wearing a cowboy hat with a ballerina tutu, or another’s inexplicable need to wear T-shirts and shorts in February, food preferences result from a strange and sometimes mysterious interplay of many factors.


To be sure, genetics plays some role. Most children are born with a few basic taste preferences: an aversion to bitterness, which translates into a low tolerance for vegetables like broccoli, and an affinity for sweet and fatty foods. Children can also inherit a tendency to avoid new foods, known as neophobia (a.k.a. “vegephobia” by some).


Then there’s plain old personal taste. In food, as in anything else—clothing, art, books, hobbies, hairstyles—people are individuals, predisposed to enjoy some things more than others. Parents of multiple children often marvel at how siblings can have wholly different experiences of the exact same foods. Surely you’ve seen this: Same parents, same home environment, yet one child loves a particular food—say, strawberries—while her sibling scowls and clamps her lips at the mere sight. Some preferences you just can’t explain at all. Your kid licks the trash can at the grocery store but then refuses the carrots you just bought in the produce section. It’s no wonder we parents are confused.


There’s no question: Innate tendencies toward different tastes, textures, and flavors play an important role in shaping food preferences. Still, genetic factors are hardly the only factors at work. Ever heard of a child in India who refuses curries? Or an Inuit child who can’t stand fish? Not likely. That’s because in addition to innate food preferences, children’s tastes are influenced by external factors: exposure, culture, and modeling.




Exposure


Children enjoy things that are familiar. That’s why the single most valuable way to encourage a child to eat well is through repeated exposure to good food. When we say “repeated,” we mean it. Research shows that it can take as many as 15 tries before a child accepts a new food. Sure, it sounds like a hassle, but consider how many times you must repeat everything else with your kids. Yep, that much.


Exposure doesn’t have to mean a fight. In fact, research shows that forcing children to eat a given food has the opposite effect: too much cajoling, and children end up liking the food less than they did before. Exposure means simply that: learning several different ways of making a food taste good, then offering that food repeatedly, simply, and without a fight.


The key, of course, is making the food taste good. There is a world of difference between waterlogged, army-fatigue green beans out of a can and a pan of freshly roasted green beans, drizzled with a touch of balsamic vinegar or fresh lemon juice. Compare a mealy pale tomato, in the dead of winter, with a garden-fresh, juicy summer variety and you can begin to understand why so many people swear they don’t care for tomatoes: because they’ve never had one that tastes good.


Ideally, you can start exposing your children to new foods and flavors in early childhood. These are foundation years for food preferences and food-related behaviors. By age two, kids already have formed strong preferences and resist new foods. But if your kids are past the early childhood years, don’t worry: familiarity is still the name of the game.







Sidebar



Abnormal Norms


No, you’re not crazy. That’s the good news.


If you think it’s harder than ever to raise a kid with a healthy attitude toward food and wellness, you are definitely not crazy. After all, if your child’s friends and classmates eat like most kids in the United States, they are getting too much of the wrong stuff and too little of the right stuff.


Chances are good that your child’s peers are eating too many fats, too many of the wrong kinds of fats, and too many added sugars. In fact, by the time they’re teens, they will probably be consuming twice the recommended amount of sugar—much of it through sweetened beverages. Then there’s sodium. And empty carbohydrates. And calories.


Even while they’re getting too many calories, your child’s peers are not getting enough of the foods that they really need. If they are between six and eleven years old, a whopping 80 percent of them don’t meet the daily requirements for vegetable intake, and nearly 75 percent don’t get enough fruit. They’re probably not drinking enough milk, and they are surely not getting enough calcium.


It’s probably no surprise, then, that your child’s peers are fighting some pretty serious diseases. About 16 percent of children are now obese, with another 15 percent of children at risk for obesity; in total, the childhood obesity rate has more than tripled in the past four decades. If they’re typical, the girls in your child’s classroom now have a 40 percent lifetime risk of being diagnosed with type 2 diabetes; the boys’ risk is only slightly lower, at 30 percent. Should they develop that disease, they will be at increased risk for blindness, coronary artery disease, stroke, and kidney failure. Even when they look healthy on the outside, there’s a good chance that blood tests reveal early signs of heart disease.


So, no, you’re not crazy. It’s definitely hard to raise a healthy child in a world where these things are the norm. To give up, though—to shrug and say that the norms are probably good enough—now, that would be nuts.


So, take a deep breath, find some recipes you enjoy, and start serving up the good stuff.






Cultural Influences


Perhaps you live in one of those rarefied bubbles where children never see refined sugars, where a Whopper ain’t nothing but a really good story, and where your children wouldn’t recognize Ronald McDonald if he bit them on the leg.


Most of us don’t live there. Instead, we are raising children in a world where it’s simply expected that kids have their “own” foods, wholly distinct from the world of adult eaters. None of these items can be prepared at home, at least not without the aid of specially marked frozen dinners and boxes and cans with cartoon characters.


And, uh, sometimes these foods are neon blue.


Such is our food culture, the messages that society gives us about what foods are normal and acceptable. Here in twenty-first-century America, the message that kids should eat only “kid food” is reinforced in grocery store displays, in television advertisements, in the homes of friends and family members, in school cafeterias, at parties, and every time a child is handed a separate menu at a restaurant.


It wouldn’t be so troubling, of course, if the culture of kid food wasn’t taking such a toll on children’s health. But the vast majority of children’s foods are filled with things that are bad for them: trans fats, added sweeteners, and/or chemical additives. Vegetables, the very things kids need to be eating in abundance, are an afterthought, at best.


The culture of kid food is pervasive enough that parents who present their children with whole foods, real food, are often considered “fringe.” Tell the world your kid eats kale, and you’ll be dismissed as a hippie, or overprotective, or an elitist, or merely smug.


So right about now, you might be asking the question that’s been asked by millions of parents (including us): How do I live in the real world and still serve my kid real food? How, precisely, can we swim against the ever-rising tide of Pop-Tarts and froot snacks and 40-ounce Slurpees?


The key is shaping your environment so that your children are simply less exposed to junk foods and the characters that pimp them—by turning off the television, cooking at home more often, and getting food directly from farmers when possible. We’ve also found it helpful to keep kids active so that they work up a real appetite; good food invariably tastes better to hungry children. Having fun with food helps, too—allowing kids to see food as an adventure.


There’s also another, extremely important step: showing them day in, day out, what a healthy eater looks like.




Modeling


Sure, there are many influences on your child’s diet. But the most important influence is you. The strongest predictor of fruit and vegetable consumption by children ages two to six is the amount of these foods that their parents eat. The influence remains even as children get older: teens whose parents eat five servings of fruits and vegetables daily are significantly more likely to do the same than kids whose parents eat less produce. On the other hand, teens whose parents drink soda every day are 40 percent more likely to drink soda than teens whose parents don’t drink it.


By modeling, you teach your kids what real food is, that new foods can be fun, that it’s important to take care of your body, and that good foods are enjoyable.


Modeling shouldn’t be a chore, though. Good food tastes good. There are endless ways to prepare food, endless ways to enjoy the bounty. Good food offers flavor, texture, and variety. When you model good eating, you have the potential to enjoy two of life’s great pleasures: eating good food and sharing this food with loved ones.


Sure, you’ll hit stumbling blocks. Take comfort in this: Research shows that parents and their children share 76 to 87 percent of food likes. Yet only 19 percent of shared likes occur among adolescent friendships. Most of these preferences are for snacks.




Fact


Fact: The National Health and Nutrition Examination Survey (NHANES-III) showed that the diets of 78 percent of school-age children showed a need for improvement. Only 6 percent of children had a “good diet,” while 16 percent had a “poor diet.” These rates were similar across all income levels.


Source: U.S. Department of Agriculture and Food Marketing to Children and Youth: Threat or Opportunity? Institute of Medicine report (December 2005).






Quote


“Having a child who’s a picky eater is not and never will be your problem. If it’s a problem at all, it’s the child’s to deal with, when he or she decides she’s ready. Your job is putting the food down on the table. The child’s job is eating it.”


Ann Hodgman, One Bite Won’t Kill You: More Than 200 Recipes to Tempt Even the Pickiest Kids on Earth and the Rest of the Family Too, Houghton Mifflin Harcourt, 1999






Quote


“The basic principles of good diets are so simple that I can summarize them in just ten words: eat less, move more, eat lots of fruits and vegetables. For additional clarification, a five-word modifier helps: go easy on junk foods.”


Marion Nestle, What to Eat, North Point Press, 2007.






Quote


“How we handle picky eating is so simple that I call it the Second Rule of Baby Food…. The rule is, when I put the food down in front of [my daughter] my job is done. I don’t also hold myself responsible for making sure it gets into her mouth—no cajoling, no airplane game. I have been known to say things like, ‘Iris, this kale is awesome,’ but I say that to everyone.”


Matthew Amster-Burton, Hungry Monkey: A Food-Loving Father’s Quest to Raise an Adventurous Eater, Houghton Mifflin Co., 2009.






Did You Know?


Did you know? A bagel 20 years ago was 3 inches in diameter and had 140 calories. Today, the typical bagel weighs in at 350 calories—two and a half times more than it used to have.







stop fighting




One of the wisest pieces of parenting advice we ever heard was this: Don’t pick a fight with your child. When it comes to food, we take this to heart.






Neophobia—the unwillingness to eat unfamiliar foods—appears to reach a peak in early childhood (between the ages of two and three) and taper off in subsequent years.






There will be many issues over which you must battle with children, like safety and schoolwork. But food? Food can be something that sustains a family and brings its members together. If the family meal has become a family feud, then perhaps it’s time to shift gears and try a new approach.


Mind you, we know exactly how challenging it is to feed kids well in a world where you can’t take a step without bumping into a rack of Cheetos or a box of Krispy Kremes. We simply don’t think fighting helps very much.


It sure can backfire. Multiple studies show that when certain foods are restricted, children desire more of those foods (and eat more of them when given the chance) than their peers who were not restricted from eating those foods. The opposite is true, too; when children are cajoled into eating certain foods, they like those foods less than children who weren’t pressured.


Seen in one light, this body of research can leave a well-intentioned parent immensely frustrated. You’re damned if you do, damned if you don’t. We suspect, though, that there’s a more hopeful way to see the results: over the long haul.


The ultimate goal here, after all, is to raise a healthy child, one who will grow into a healthy adult. While we wish that this goal could be neatly achieved in a given meal, or a single snack, or a day, or even a year, it can’t. It is a long-term goal if ever there was one. In the end, the point isn’t this radish, or that green bean, or even that cookie or bag of chips. It’s about the big picture, of kids’ diets over time.




Fact


Overall, Americans are consuming more sweeteners, added fats, and oils each year. Milk consumption has decreased and soda consumption has increased. Americans are also eating 15 percent more meals outside home—over 40 percent of their meals.


Source: Usda Economic Research Service.
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Your children don’t have to enjoy every vegetable, they don’t have to eat everything with a smile, and they don’t have to detest sugary snacks. Your purpose, as their parent, isn’t to make them into models of eating perfection, and it’s not to ensure that no corn chip ever passes their lips. It’s to help them understand, over the long haul, that good food can taste good, that it will nourish a healthy body, and that it will make their lives—and their world—better.


Don’t get us wrong. By suggesting that you don’t pick a fight, we aren’t saying that you need to cave in to your child’s every desire. It means only what’s implied: not fighting. Your mission, should you choose to accept it, is to offer up good food. Find some recipes that you all enjoy, and make those. Try some new ones. If your kids don’t like a given recipe, find another. Or make it again and see if they like it better the second time, or the third. (They often do.) Take the kids berry picking once in a while, or bring them to a farm stand or farmers’ market. Invite them into the process: Plant some herbs together. Cook a meal with them. Bake from scratch. Tell them why you make the choices you make. Set boundaries, be consistent, keep serving the good stuff, and keep the faith.


But whatever you do, don’t make it into a fight. If you feel the urge to control something, try portions instead.





portion distortion




Portions are bigger than they used to be. You name the food, the average portion size has increased dramatically in a generation.


A typical serving of pasta with meatballs now weighs in at more than 1,000 calories—more than twice as much as a few decades ago. A typical serving of fries has tripled in size and calories during that time. From soda to spaghetti, from muffins to milk shakes, our portions have increased significantly. But portion distortion hasn’t just happened at restaurants; it’s also occurred in our own kitchens. Somehow, we’ve forgotten what an actual portion looks like.


The typical plate used to be a mere 10 inches in diameter. Today, in many homes, plates are 12 inches. In case you’ve forgotten your high-school geometry, that’s a whopping 44 percent more area to fill with food—a sure sign that we’re dishing up more food than ever before.


“So what?” you might say. “After all, just because portions are bigger doesn’t mean we have to eat more.” While that’s technically true, you should be forewarned that if your family doesn’t eat more as a result of bigger portion sizes, you’re pretty much the only humans for whom that’s true. Study after study confirms that when we’re served more, we eat more. It’s true for adults, and it’s true for kids. It’s true for men and women alike. It’s true for even the healthiest of individuals. We eat what we’re served, or a large percentage of it anyway.


According to a study published in the American Journal of Clinical Nutrition, by age five, serving size makes a critical difference to consumption. The researchers gave different serving sizes of macaroni and cheese to children aged three and aged five. The three-year-olds ate the same amount regardless of how much they were given. The five-year-olds ate 26 percent more when given the larger portion.







Sidebar



A Growing Plate…


Remember those 12-inch plates? Why not replace them in your own home with the 10-inch variety? Unless, that is, you’re serving a heaping amount of vegetables.
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Above: A 10-inch plate




Spaghetti and meatballs: 12 ounces


1 slice garlic bread: 4 ounces


Green beans: 1 cup


10″ plate: 564 calories
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Above: A 12-inch plate




Spaghetti and meatballs: 16.6 ounces


1 slice garlic bread: 5.6 ounces


Green beans: 1.4 cups


12″ plate: 790 calories





the nutritional gatekeeper: 72 percent ain’t bad




So, what happens when your friends or family members don’t share your food values?


What can you do when loved ones feed your children soda, sugary cereal, or candy in excess? What about play dates, or trips to a favorite aunt’s house?


As with everything, it depends. Sometimes you can speak with these loved ones and express your concerns. Grandparents, for example, often don’t have a clear sense of how dramatically the food landscape has changed since the days when they were raising children. Simply talking with them and explaining your struggle can sometimes be enough to rally their support for a more healthful lifestyle.


Sometimes, though, these individuals look at you like you have three heads. “Oh,” you can feel them thinking, “so you’re one of those parents.” When that happens—when you feel like your food concerns might create a wedge between you and other people who love your children—try to relax. It’s true that you can’t control everything your child eats in all of those different settings. But research shows clearly that it’s your influence that matters most.


Food experts have a term for the person who does most of the shopping and meal preparation in the home: the nutritional gatekeeper. By buying and preparing the household food, the nutritional gatekeeper determines what’s for breakfast, lunch, dinner, and snacks, day after day after day. According to Brian Wansink, a Cornell University researcher in the psychology of eating, surveys of nutrition experts and parents alike suggest that the nutritional gatekeeper—that’s you—is responsible for about 72 percent of a family’s diet. If you’re a good cook, that percentage is probably even higher.


No, 72 percent is not everything. But it’s not bad, either, especially when you consider that not all of the remaining 28 percent is likely to be junk food. So take heart, relax, and keep doing what you’re doing. As the nutritional gatekeeper, you’re the most important influence. As the nutritional gatekeeper, you’re the most important influence.
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Sidebar



Excercise, of Course…


Whenever we talk about children and food, we always stumble across someone who rolls his or her eyes and declares that food isn’t the problem.


The argument always goes something like this: “When we were kids, we ate candy/guzzled soda/bathed in milk shakes. So food’s not the problem. The problem is that kids today aren’t getting enough exercise.”


To which we say this: “Yeah, that too.”


We agree. Children are moving less today than they ever have before, and this is an enormous problem. Even with the most healthful diet, kids cannot achieve optimal health if they’re sitting in front of a television or computer screen every afternoon, or if their eyes never stray from video games or the computer screen.


Exercise is critical. Not only does exercise help kids use the calories they’ve taken in, but the more children exercise, the better they are able to absorb the nutrients in their foods. Not to mention that getting outside allows them to receive vitamin D right from the sun’s rays, helping them absorb the calcium they need for strong bones, a healthy heart, and transportation of nutrients across the cell membranes.


We’ll say it again. Exercise: yes, yes, yes.


But just because exercise is critical, that doesn’t make the quality of food less important. The fact is, today’s lack of exercise comes precisely at a time when children are eating more than ever before and when there are more of the wrong kinds of foods available than ever before. In a single generation, it seems, we’ve replaced milk with soda and home-cooked meals with fast food, and we’ve increased the portion size of absolutely everything, from cartons of French fries to bagels with cream cheese. None of these things help our kids get off the sofa, run fast, enjoy backyard baseball games, or even climb a tree. The words vicious cycle come to mind.


Exercise? Yes, of course. And good food? Yes, that too.







it’s not always about food




We parents have all heard it: the dreaded phrase “I do it!”


When children are young, this phrase can be the backdrop to a table-side power struggle that is sometimes more about control than food. Whether it’s the weeklong strike against anything but macaroni and cheese, the sudden refusal of a favorite fruit, or a newfound dislike of all things green, new food behaviors might simply be your child’s way of exerting control.


As children get older, their desire for control exerts itself in other ways. “I do it!” gives way to eye rolling or a disdainful, “I don’t like this,” before they even taste what you’ve prepared. Knowing the real source of the conflict—control—can help with your frustration level.




Don’t play the control game






	Have a couple of options, and allow your child to choose between them.


	Let children choose items from the produce section or the farmers’ market and help decide how that food will be prepared.


	Start a garden with your kids; children are more likely to enjoy a new item if they helped grow it.


	Limit foods available at home to healthy options.


	Have your child help prepare a meal with age-appropriate tasks.


	
Prepare foods in a way that makes them taste good, but don’t make a big deal out of it if your efforts are rebuffed. Try different preparations of the same foods, or try the same recipe on a different day.


	For young kids, think about nutrition over the course of a week rather than during a given meal or even an entire day. Many pediatricians note that young children fill their nutritional requirements over a weeklong period.


	Don’t bargain for bites. Pressuring kids to eat or negotiating for a few more bites makes them less likely to choose healthy foods.


	If children occasionally choose to skip a meal, let them. As long as they’re healthy and growing, skipping a meal is usually okay.


	Keep in mind that this, too, shall pass. Most kids go through phases during which they refuse certain foods.







And then there’s your health. It seems like having kids would make adults healthier. After all, once kids come along, there’s that much more reason to turn the house into a No-Fry zone. But many parents notice that something different happens. You get tired. There’s so much laundry. It’s harder than ever to make ends meet. Some days, food that’s fast and mindless and inexpensive is about all you can handle. Meanwhile, kids are hungry. They’re hungry all the time, to a bewildering degree. And when they eat, you eat. Just a little. Maybe just finish off their plates so that nothing gets wasted.


Sound familiar? If so, you’re not alone. It turns out parents eat less healthfully than other adults. According to a 2007 report published in the online Journal of the American Board of Family Medicine, adults with kids under the age of 17 eat the equivalent of a full pepperoni pizza’s worth of added saturated fat each week compared to those without kids.


So there’s another reason to get your kids eating healthfully: for your sake. Even if you’re not worried about their health—They’re young! They exercise! They have the metabolism of a hummingbird!—you deserve better, too.







Chapter Two




Shopping Strategies


Stocking up without breaking down




It sounds like a simple enough plan…


You’ll stop by the grocery store and pick up a few items, like a gallon of milk, a roll of paper towels, maybe some toothpaste or a quart of yogurt. You plan to dash in, grab things you need, use the express checkout, and then make a fast exit.


Somehow it all falls apart. Perhaps your child spies a box of cereal with her favorite cartoon character on the front. Or he notices the snack bars that his friend eats daily at school, and he begins to beg. You see some new products that pique your curiosity—packages that blare “Omega-3s!” or “Made with Real Fruit!” You round the corner and come face-to-face with a two-for-one special on crackers. These go in the cart. Passing the macaroni and cheese, you stock up on a couple of boxes. You know you should stop lingering, but… oh look, a favorite ice cream brand is on sale for almost half its regular price. By this point your child is wailing with hunger, so you hand her a quick snack from the bakery section—anything to quiet her down. But now it’s later than you expected, and you realize you won’t have time to make dinner; an eight-piece fried chicken special from the deli counter seems like a pretty good deal.


By the time you complete your shopping, your cart is filled to the brim with items you hadn’t planned to buy, you’re dragging an exhausted, chocolate-smeared child after you, and your plans for a healthful dinner have been replaced by a box of deep-fried chicken wings.


You also forgot the milk.


Sound familiar? It sure does to us. The problem here is not that you’re an inefficient shopper; it’s simply that someone else gave far more thought to your trip to the grocery store than you did. What for you is merely a necessary stop for groceries is to others the culmination of decades of research and billions of dollars’ worth of marketing efforts. Every one of those dollars and years was spent with one simple goal: to make sure you fill your cart with things you hadn’t planned on buying. This chapter presents the “counter intelligence” you need to resist the urge to splurge.




Did You Know?


Did you know? According to a recent study undertaken at the UCLA School of Public Health, 80 cents of each American food dollar pays not for the food itself but for processing, distribution, labor, packaging, marketing, and transportation. In 2008 U.S. consumers spent $1,165,251,000,000 for food, so that 80 cents really adds up. Minimally processed foods such as fresh fruits and vegetables provide lower profits, so they’re not heavily marketed or branded. With their high nutrition, limited marketing budget, and superior taste and quality, they just might be the best-kept secret in the grocery store.






Fact


Fact: An investigation into 1,474 possible kids’ menu choices at 13 top chain restaurants revealed that 93 percent were too high in calories, 45 percent were too high in saturated and trans fats, and 86 percent were too high in sodium.


Source: “Kids’ Meals: Obesity on the Menu,” August, 2008, Center for Science in the Public Interest, by Margo G. Wooten, D. Sc., Ameena Batada, Dr.P.H., and Elizabeth Marchlewicz, CSPI, and in cooperation with the California Center for Public Health Advocacy.







aisle by aisle: navigating the supermarket




First, understand that food marketers have a goal that is the opposite of your own.
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While you hope to get in and out of the supermarket quickly, with healthful food that didn’t cost very much, food marketers are trying to get you to stay as long as possible and to buy as much as possible, without much regard to whether the items are healthful or not. If you ever hope to get in and out of the supermarket without ruining all hopes for good health, you should understand some of the strategies at work as you shop.


Some of the tactics are sensory, like the bakery-fresh smell that is piped into the store to attract your attention to the doughnuts, or the slow music that encourages shoppers to unconsciously linger in the aisles. Some tactics are about exposure, which is why food companies often pay hefty “slotting fees” for prime real estate, like the towering displays at the end of each aisle and eye-level space on the shelves. Then there is the layout of the store itself, of course—the way staples like milk and eggs are placed in the far rear corner of the store, so that you pass as many products as possible on your way to them, invariably putting some into your cart.


But the marketing strategies also operate at a much deeper level. Long before you stepped into the store, food companies hired sociologists, anthropologists, psychologists, and child development specialists with the sole purpose of identifying the triggers that make you and your children unconsciously reach for certain foods. These triggers involve naming, packaging, image licensing, advertising, and stealth marketing. They are even intended to exploit weaknesses in the parent-child relationship (known within the industry as “pester power”).
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Above: Supermarket battle plan







“Oh, come on,” you might think, offering up a healthy dose of skepticism. “People are just not that gullible. These strategies can’t possibly work.” Amazingly, study upon study confirms that they do. That’s why 70 percent of shoppers bring lists into supermarkets, but a mere 10 percent stick to them. For every item on the list, shoppers pick up an average of two items they hadn’t planned to buy.


The research clearly indicates that just about everyone—including the “experts” who spend their lives studying these very food marketing strategies—are influenced by food marketing. What’s more remarkable is that nobody ever thinks it works.


Speaking personally, this is one of the reasons we prefer to visit farmers’ markets instead of supermarkets whenever possible. It’s a relief, we’ve found, not to have to steel ourselves to resist an environment that encourages us to buy, buy, buy. It’s nice not to have to fight like David against a billion-dollar marketing Goliath.


However, it’s hardly practical to give up supermarkets altogether. After all, even if you are fortunate enough to be able to buy most of your staples directly from the farmer year-round, chances are you’ll need to stop by a supermarket for laundry detergent or light bulbs, at least once in a while.




Strategies for shopping healthfully and frugally






	
Shop the pantry at home first. Planning meals around the ingredients you have on hand helps keep the list short, and it also keeps your grocery bill lower than your mortgage payment.


	
Plan ahead, then stick to your list. Plan your meals in advance. If you begin planning meals while you’re in the grocery store, you’ll probably get overwhelmed. Knowing what you need before you enter the store is critical. But sticking to a list is even more important. It can also help to set a budget before you go, and then to keep a running tally on a calculator as you add items to your cart.


	
Don’t go hungry. If you enter the supermarket on an empty stomach, you’ll make more impulse purchases.


	
Never bring children who are hungry or tired. Trust us on this one: It is always a mistake. Fill them up with good food before you arrive. When in doubt, stop by the deli area for some sliced cheese that you can feed to your child as you go.


	
Stick to the outer aisles. The healthiest items in the store are almost always on the periphery—the produce, dairy, fish, and frozen sections. With few exceptions—dried beans and rice, olive oil, and seasonings among them—the center aisles are filled with highly processed, nutrition-poor alternatives.


	
Beware of anything making health claims. A health claim emblazoned on a box is, ironically, usually the telltale sign of something you probably don’t want to eat. Fresh broccoli doesn’t brag about its high iron and fiber content, and you’ll never find apples boasting about their calcium levels.


	
Bulk up. If you’re lucky enough to shop at a store with a bulk aisle, you’ll find delicious, healthful whole-food options, without the extra packaging, at a great price. From quinoa—an amino acid–rich seed that can be cooked like rice—to whole-grain flours, dried beans, and nuts, most bulk products are good for your health, your wallet, and the planet. (See �A Dozen Must Try Bulk Items� for more information.)


	
Explore the produce aisle. If there’s one place to get adventurous or to make impulsive purchases, it’s the produce aisle. This section is a smorgasbord of health-boosting phytochemicals, vitamins, minerals, fiber, and great tastes. If your kids are young, bring along a copy of Louise Ehlert’s Eating the Alphabet and let the kids choose a new fruit or vegetable to try. Or play a game of I-spy to help a child learn the difference between an eggplant and a kiwifruit.


	
Know what you’re up against. While you’re shopping, remember that every step you take and every thing you see, hear, and smell has been carefully choreographed by some of the world’s savviest minds to make you buy more, and to do it unconsciously. Your best chance, then, is to be conscious about what you purchase. Before an item goes in your cart, ask yourself, “Do I really need this today?” If the answer is no, put it back on the shelf.
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