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INTRODUCTION



Parenthood is full of unexpected challenges. One challenge that affects most of us: our children’s obsession with sweets.


There’s no doubt about it, feeding kids healthfully in today’s world can be challenging. We live in a sugar-filled world: supersized candy at every checkout line, ice cream and Big Gulps at every sporting event, and cupcakes and sugar-filled goodie bags at birthday and holiday celebrations (which seem to come nearly every week). It can feel as if the world is conspiring against us.


If you feel like you’re the only own who struggles with your child’s sugar obsession, trust me, you’re not. In a reader response survey I conducted on my website, Smart Eating for Kids, 30 percent said that their child’s sugar obsession is their number one food-related challenge.


Truth be told, my own kids like sweets as much as the next kid. And, I like sweets a lot too. After all, we’re human, and humans are wired to like sweets.


But it’s not hopeless.


In this book, I share insights on why we crave sweets and offer several tried-and-true strategies to curb your family’s cravings and respond to your child’s relentless requests for the sweet stuff. I also provide guidance on sugar consumption so that you can set clear ground rules for your family. Once you’ve established the ground rules, it’s about consistency and time.


Remember, when it comes to parenting kids, you’re in it for the long haul. Change undeniably takes time. But small changes can add up and have a big impact. Have no doubt that the actions you take now will help guide your child toward a lifetime of healthier habits.


In addition to helpful strategies, this book contains 150 low-sugar recipes. My recipes are specifically designed for busy parents who don’t necessarily love spending time in the kitchen, but who still value the importance of good food and healthy habits. Many of the recipes require just 10 minutes or less of hands-on time.


You’ll notice that, collectively, the recipes emphasize a plant-based approach to eating. In other words, they feature a lot of fruits, vegetables, nuts, whole grains, and unsweetened dairy foods. This is not a vegan or vegetarian cookbook, by any means. However, fruits and vegetables, in particular, provide bundles of nutrients and antioxidants while also helping to satiate our sweet cravings.


In general, the desserts, snacks, and beverages in this book contain about 30–50 percent less sugar than you’ll find in their traditional counterparts, but sometimes more and sometimes less. The recipes also feature natural sweeteners such as honey and maple syrup when possible, although traditional granulated cane sugar is used in many of the baked goods.


You’ll see that each recipe includes basic nutrition facts, including the amount of added sugar. Think in terms of weekly proportions when choosing recipes. The sample meal plans in Appendix B provide inspiration on how you can balance out your family’s sugar intake on any given day.


By implementing the strategies and following the recipes laid out in this book, it’s my hope that your family will experience all the wonderful changes that can come from eating less sugar, from better moods and sleep to better heart health and body weight. So, let’s get started on our low-sugar journey!





Chapter 1



THE LOW-SUGAR SOLUTION


You’ve seen the news stories and read the studies and you already know that sugar is not great for your kids. But what parent hasn’t occasionally given in to the moaning or arguing over a sugary treat? As a society we’ve come to see sugar as a treat, a reward, and to cut that out can make you feel like you are denying yourself and your kids the “good stuff” in life.


While at times it may seem like you’ll never be able to break your children’s sugar habits, you should know that it is possible—and it is worth it. In this chapter, I’ll give you the scoop on how much sugar is okay for your kids to eat in a day (because they still can eat some sugar!) and we’ll look at some of the types of sugar and why some are worse for your children than others. We’ll also talk about why your kids crave sugar and you’ll learn how you can kick those cravings to the curb—realistically—without stressing out about how to get it done.


WHAT’S THE DEAL WITH SUGAR?


Today, it seems like sugar is everywhere you look and even the most careful shopper can still be fooled by food marketing and labels. You think you are buying a healthy, “natural” product, but that product may have more sugar than you’ve been led to believe. Not only is sugar in obvious foods, such as sugar-sweetened beverages and sweet treats, but food companies have also added it to a lot of unexpected foods, such as baby food, pasta sauces, and salad dressings. Sugars and syrups that are added to foods or beverages when they are processed or prepared are referred to as added sugars. Food manufacturers love putting added sugars—which are nothing more than empty calories—into processed foods because they are relatively cheap, they make food taste good, and those sugar cravings keep you coming back for more.


The large amount of products that are manufactured with added sugar can sometimes make you feel that you are fighting an uphill battle when you’re trying to reduce sugar. But it is possible to avoid the hidden sugar traps when you do buy processed foods (as we all do!), and with the recipes in this book you can make reduced-sugar versions of some of those sweet treats your kids can’t live without. Fortunately, you don’t have to quit sugar cold turkey and stare white-knuckled at your cabinets. The strategies in this chapter will help you reduce your kids’ sugar intake in ways that won’t cause a family rebellion or make your kids feel like they’re missing out on the yummy stuff.






When it comes to sugar in your diet, less is better. Most health authorities— including the 2015–2020 Dietary Guidelines for Americans and the American Heart Association— recommend that no more than 10 percent of our calories come from added sugars. This means no more than 25 grams (about 6 teaspoons) of added sugar for most children, no more than 37 grams (about 9 teaspoons) of added sugar for an adult who consumes 1,500 calories per day, and no more than 50 grams (about 12 teaspoons) of added sugar for an adult who consumes 2,000 calories per day. However, most people eat more added sugar than is recommended. On average, a person in the United States eats about 270 calories (68 grams) of added sugar a day. Children ages two to nineteen in the United States consume an average of about 310 calories (78 grams) of added sugar per day. That’s nearly a half-cup of added sugar a day.








Natural Sugars


It’s important to mention that when we talk about reducing sugars in our diets, we’re talking about added sugars, not the sugars naturally found in whole foods such as fruit and milk. Fruit is loaded with beneficial nutrients and antioxidants that offer a number of health benefits, outweighing any concerns about the sugar they naturally contain. It’s also difficult for most people to overeat foods that naturally contain sugar. In fact, nearly 80 percent of Americans fail to meet the recommendations for fruit consumption, so if anything, most of us need to eat more fruit. Likewise, unsweetened dairy foods, such as plain milk and plain yogurt, offer an assortment of beneficial nutrients, trivializing the natural sugar (lactose) they contain.


A Word about High-Fructose Corn Syrup


We’ve all heard of the infamous high-fructose corn syrup—in fact, it has become the topic of many debates about the food industry’s practices. The fact is that food manufacturers use dozens of different types of sugar to add sweet flavors to packaged foods. While all added sugars should be limited, there is an especially strong argument for eliminating high-fructose corn syrup from your family’s diet entirely. Not only is high-fructose corn syrup overused in our food supply (it’s sweeter and cheaper than products made with cane sugar), but it is so quickly metabolized by the body that it’s been shown to contribute to “fatty liver disease” and other metabolic issues.


The best ways to eliminate high- fructose corn syrup from your family’s diet is to avoid sweetened, packaged foods in favor of whole foods and home-cooked meals and snacks. And when you do buy packaged foods, read the ingredients labels and avoid products that contain high-fructose corn syrup.


WHY DO KIDS CRAVE SUGAR?


Sugar cravings are not unusual; in fact, they are literally innate. Back in the caveman days when humans were mostly hunters and gatherers, it made sense to seek out something sweet. If you were a hunter, eating a sugary food gave you the quick burst of energy you needed to chase down your next meal. If you were foraging for foods, “sweet” generally signaled safe, while “bitter” signaled a potential poison. In other words, to increase your chances of survival, sweet foods were you friend.






A child’s craving for sweets isn’t meant to be a cruel joke on parents. It actually serves an important evolutionary purpose. Beyond helping a baby accept her mother’s milk, a child’s fondness for sweets also helps ensure that she will go on to accept other nutrient-dense foods, such as fruit.








However, kids don’t just like sweet—they like sweet. In general, children prefer an intensity of sweetness that is almost twice the concentration of that which adults prefer. For example, while most adults would agree that a typical cola beverage tastes sweet, most kids would ideally prefer a sugar concentration that is twice as sweet as a cola. So, the next time your children eat or drink something sickly sweet—and you think they’re from another planet for liking it—just remember that their taste buds are different from yours. What tastes sweet to you is just mildly sweet to them. The good news is that a child’s strong preference for sweet flavors begins to decline during middle to late adolescence.






The fact is, the more sugar a child eats, the more a child craves. Research has shown that when children are repeatedly exposed to a sweetened beverage in a period of as little as 8 days, they give that beverage higher preference rankings and drink more of it at the end of the 8 days. This is a classic example of eat more sugar, crave more sugar.








THE LOW-SUGAR SOLUTION


First let’s just say that to reduce your family’s sugar intake you don’t have to turn yourself into a “sugar cop” who monitors your child’s every mouthful of food. That policy won’t work for you or your child and will most likely just lead to more unneeded stress when your child sneaks treats in rebellion. The recipes in this book, along with the following twelve strategies, are designed to help you decrease your family’s sugar intake in a balanced, practical, and family-friendly way. These recipes feature fruits, vegetables, nuts, whole grains, and unsweetened dairy foods that will fill your family’s bellies so that their nutrient needs are being met, which in turn will help cut back on sugar cravings.






You’ll find there are many benefits to a low-sugar diet including improvement in everyone’s sleep habits. Eating sugar triggers the release of the hormone cortisol, which can interfere with sleep. Once you and your family cut back on sugar, everyone should be more alert during the day and get a more restful sleep at night.








While the goal is to eat as little sugar as possible, the reality is, we still live in a sugar-laden world. Sweet treats are a part of our culture and our celebrations. There are times you’ll want to indulge and that’s okay. In these cases, portion size is key, as is balancing out the rest of your choices throughout the day. In Appendix B you’ll find several sample meal plans that show what you can make and serve on any given day. Each of the days includes a sweet treat and still comes in under 25 grams of added sugar, which is the recommended limit for most kids. There’s no need to deprive your family of celebratory sweets, but you can and should be smart about it.


Following are some simple strategies that can help you reduce your family’s overall sugar intake.


1. Find Balance


When it comes to monitoring your children’s sugar intake, there is a fine line between being overly restrictive and overly indulgent. When parents are too restrictive with sugar, their kids often become obsessed with the “forbidden fruit” and tend to binge on sugar. When parents are too indulgent, their kids never learn smart eating habits.


Find balance between overpolicing and spoiling by being firm but not rigid. Be clear on your family’s sugar rules, but be willing to make exceptions based on your good judgment. Use reasoning and structure to encourage your child to make healthy eating choices, while still respecting your child’s preferences. Remember, the ultimate goal is to empower your child to make healthy choices, even when you’re not supervising. The more you act as a “sugar consultant” versus a “sugar cop,” the better your child will learn to control his or her own sugar intake.


2. Make Small Changes


As you transition to a low-sugar diet, gradually decrease the sugar in your family’s diet over time rather than making a drastic cut all at once. Your family will be less likely to notice the change and, with time, will begin to appreciate the natural sweetness of whole foods rather than the shockingly strong sweet taste of added sugars.


Small changes can be made in all sorts of different ways throughout the day or week. For example, opt for natural peanut butter with no sugar added, replace a daily sugary treat with a piece of fresh fruit, or mix together your child’s regular high-sugar cereal with a low-sugar cereal until you can eventually wean the high-sugar cereal out of rotation.


3. Break the Sweet Cycle


In our culture nearly every emotion is rewarded with a sugary treat, creating a cycle of sweet-dependence. Develop a list of when you most often give your child sweets and brainstorm some alternatives.


For example, if your child is upset, work on deep-breathing exercises instead of giving him candy. If he’s bored, challenge him to a round of jumping jacks. If he’s done a good job at something, put a token in a reward jar. Teaching your child how to manage emotions in ways that don’t involve food is a skill that will benefit him for life.






While it’s normal to be cranky for a week or two while you ditch sweets, once you are past the hump, you’ll no longer have to deal with the dreaded sugar crash, which translates to more stable moods, less irritability, and fewer tantrums—for you and your children.








4. Set Clear Ground Rules


Decide how many sweets your children can eat in a day or week, then consistently stick with it. In general, one small treat a day is a good rule. Once they’ve eaten their treat, they’re done for the day. If they ask for a second treat during the day, simply remind them that they’ve already had their treat for the day and offer to put whatever’s tempting them “on hold” for tomorrow.


5. Be a Good Role Model


As a parent you know that it’s important to practice what you preach. And your own sugar habits are no exception. Research shows that moms who routinely add sugar to their own foods have kids who are significantly more likely to prefer drinks and food with added sugar as compared to children whose mothers report never adding sugar to foods at home. Do your best to make your low- sugar lifestyle something the whole family adopts, beginning with yourself.


6. Keep Sweets Out of the Home


While there are a plethora of tempting treats at every turn, a significant portion of the added sugar we eat is eaten at home. A simple way to cut back on added sugar is to keep it out of your house.


Plus, it’s easier to say no one time by refusing to buy candy or sweets at the grocery store than it is to have treats in the house and needing to say no repeatedly throughout the day. Make your life as easy as possible.


7. Stay Sugar Neutral


It’s tempting to talk about how treats are “bad” for you. However, this can send mixed messages to kids, especially young ones. While your intention is simply to describe a food’s nutritional attributes (or lack thereof), young children may internalize the description and hear, “If that food is bad and I like it, that must mean I’m bad too.”


Instead, stay neutral and focus on your ground rules. Sweets and treats aren’t good or bad; they are simply foods that should be enjoyed once in a while (e.g., once a day or three times a week) and in small portions.


8. Prioritize the Good Stuff


When you fill up on wholesome, nourishing foods, you naturally crowd out the junk. At each meal and snack, ask yourself, “Is there another fruit, vegetable, or whole grain that I could easily add?” The more you get into the habit of filling up on healthy stuff, the less room there is in your belly for the sugary stuff.


9.  Snack Wisely


Snacks shouldn’t be random handouts. A snack should have a planned time and place and represent food that you control. When putting together a snack, remember that the best snack options are always fresh, real, unprocessed foods. Aim to include at least two of the following food groups with each snack: fruits, vegetables, whole grains, protein, nuts/seeds, or dairy foods. For example, an apple with peanut butter, peaches with yogurt, carrots with hummus, or a half of a sandwich made on whole-grain bread and stuffed with veggies all make for simple, nourishing, flavorful snacks.


Once your family adjusts to eating less processed snacks, you’ll be surprised at just how often your kids will crave these fresh, whole foods.


10. Keep Hunger at Bay


When your body needs a boost of energy, sugar is the quickest way to get it—which often leads to sugar cravings. Eating small amounts of food on a regular schedule can help satiate your child before the sugar cravings strike. Young kids need to eat about every two hours. Older kids and adults can space out meals and snacks to about every three or four hours. Foods that contain protein, fiber, and/or healthy fats can help keep you satiated longer.


11. Emphasize Naturally Sweet Foods


Earlier in this chapter we talked about how humans evolved to prefer sweet foods as a way to ensure kids would accept naturally sweet and nourishing foods, such as fruit. As you and your family cut back on sugary processed foods, embrace evolution by replacing the fake stuff with the sweets that nature intended: apples, pears, bananas, peaches, plums, grapes, dates, figs, melons, berries, and more.


12. Start Now


The longer a habit is in place, the harder it is to break. While your child may resist the meaningful changes you’re attempting to make now, know that his or her life will be so much better and healthier because of it. There is no time like the present to make your family’s health a priority, so let’s get cooking!
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Chapter 2



BREAKFAST


It’s no surprise that a good breakfast can set the tone for a successful day. Kids who eat a healthy breakfast tend to have more energy, behave better, perform better in school, eat healthier throughout the day, and have better overall nutrient intake. These are qualities you undoubtedly want for your children.


Yet, in many homes, breakfast is often nothing more than disguised dessert. Case in point: some kid-favorite cereals can contain as much as 15 grams of sugar per serving while many pastries are loaded with 30 grams or more of sugar. Yikes!


The recipes in this chapter will help you start your family’s day with wholesome goodness. They collectively feature an assortment of whole grains, nuts, seeds, and fruit to power your child’s brain and body the natural way. Whether you’re looking for grab-and-go breakfasts, make-ahead breakfasts, or leisurely breakfasts for lazy mornings, these recipes offer a variety of ways to start the day off right.
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PEACHY CREAM PANCAKES






Fresh peaches are always one of the highlights of summer. When picking peaches from your farmers’ market or grocery store, be sure to smell them and give them a little squeeze. A perfectly ripe peach should smell the way you want it to taste, as well as give a little bit under the pressure of your fingertips. This recipe pairs sweet, juicy peaches with honeyed whole grains for a sunny start to your morning.






Serves 4 (serving size: 2 pancakes)


PREP: 10 minutes


COOK: 10 minutes








Calories: 300 | Fat: 13g | Protein: 7g | Sodium: 410mg | Fiber: 4g | Carbohydrates: 34g | Sugar: 18g | Added Sugar: 9g


1 large egg


1 cup sour cream


1/4 teaspoon pure vanilla extract


2 tablespoons honey


1/4 teaspoon salt


1/4 teaspoon ground cinnamon


1/2 cup white whole-wheat flour


1/4 cup all-purpose flour


1 teaspoon baking powder


1/2 teaspoon baking soda


2 teaspoons unsalted butter, divided


1 cup peeled, diced peaches


1 cup peeled, sliced peaches (for garnish)


1/2 cup fresh raspberries (for garnish)


1. Heat a large griddle or skillet on medium-low heat.


2. Whisk together egg, sour cream, vanilla, and honey in a large bowl.


3. In a medium bowl, mix together salt, cinnamon, flours, baking powder, and baking soda.


4. Fold flour mixture into egg mixture, mixing until just a few small lumps remain, about 1 minute.


5. Melt 1 teaspoon butter in the griddle or skillet, then ladle in 1/4 cup batter per pancake to make 4 pancakes. Sprinkle 1/8 cup diced peaches over the batter of each pancake.


6. Flip pancakes when they are dry around the edges and bubbling on top, about 3 minutes.


7. Cook until pancakes are golden brown on the underside, about 2 minutes.


8. Add remaining teaspoon butter to griddle. Repeat process with remaining batter and diced peaches. Garnish with fresh raspberries and sliced peaches and serve warm.


The Super Fruit of Summer


Peaches are a sweet super fruit, packing in more than twenty different nutrients, notably beta-carotene, an antioxidant needed for good vision, a strong immune system, and healthy skin. When fresh peaches aren’t in season, opt for frozen or canned that are packed in water with no sugar added.
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