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the Overweight Child

      Dear Reader:

      Being over weight hurts, especially when you're a child. Aside from the physical dangers of long-term weight issues, such as heart disease and Type 2 diabetes, excess weight exposes kids to emotional pain that is hard to fathom unless you've been there. Maybe you have, which is why you've decided to pick up this book.

      Parents of overweight kids are often plagued by guilt and powerlessness, the same feelings your child is battling as she tries to cope with her weight issues. Those emotions can swiftly sabotage a fitness plan. Set aside the blame, and realize that both of you — working together — can make changes that will last a lifetime.

      As a consumer medical writer, I often hear from parents who are concerned about an overweight child in their life. Some worry about the potential, or the reality, of these children developing Type 2 diabetes or other chronic health conditions. Others are looking for ways to help their child take off excess weight, but they simply don't know how to start. The Everything® Parent's Guide to the Overweight Child was written to assist you in your efforts to define and reach fitness goals as a family. Good luck on your jour ney.

      
        
          
        
      

    

  
    
      

      
        
          For my dad — whose pride and love is always present.
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        overweight child:
      

      a child weighing above the historical 95th percentile of all other children of the same age, height, and gender.
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      Introduction

      Most parents today know very well that more children than ever are overweight or at risk of becoming overweight. Parents have gotten better at recognizing that their own children are overweight, moving away from the denial that a child is just “big boned” or “a little chubby.” They may hear about the problem from a pediatrician or a nurse at school. Many parents avoid talking about it in front of their children in order to keep from hurting the children's feelings.

      Increasingly, parents are beginning to understand the risks that being overweight poses to their child's health. Not only are these children likely to stay overweight into adulthood and to develop “adult” type illnesses, like high blood pressure and heart disease, they are also developing diabetes during their teen years at an increasing rate and are at risk of having low self-esteem.

      Unfortunately, there are no easy answers to the current obesity epidemic. There is no miracle pill or diet on the horizon that will help kids lose weight. In fact, it seems like today's kids are bombarded with things that actually discourage them from maintaining a healthy weight. This includes poor food choices at school, a lack of opportunities to be physically active at school and after school, oversized portions, drinking too much soda, and so on.

      
        [image: illustration]
      

      No matter who or what you want to blame for the obesity epidemic, whether it is the fast-food industry, the increased amount of time children spend watching television and playing video games, or parents who make unhealthy choices for their children, one fact remains: It is time to get back to basics and help our children be healthier. Parents probably already know what basic steps have to be taken, including encouraging a child to eat healthy and be physically active every day.

      Of course, when it comes to weight loss, things are never simple. Children struggle just as much, if not more, than adults who are trying to lose weight. Why? Part of the reason is a lack of motivation. It can be hard to go from eating whatever you want and spending all day in front of the television to developing healthier habits.

      The other big reason is that not all parents really understand how to make healthy food choices or how to provide their children with a nutritious and healthy diet. It is not as easy as counting calories, banning junk food, and getting kids to eat more vegetables. Since they are still growing, children have special nutritional needs. These may not be met if the child is put on a diet that puts too-strict limits on what he eats.

      Especially if they are also overweight, parents may have a hard time helping an overweight child. They may not know where to go for help. Although a trip to the pediatrician can be a good idea, parents are unlikely to get all of the help and advice they need in a quick visit. Unfortunately, few parents live near any kind of specialty center dealing with childhood obesity.

      Fortunately, that doesn't mean parents are on their own as they work to help an overweight child. The Everything ® Parent's Guide to the Overweight Child is a wonderful resource for parents interested in helping a child achieve a healthier weight. From identifying and understanding the problem of obesity, to learning to help a child eat right and figuring out how to motivate kids to be more physically active, this book provides parents with all they need to know to help their child lose weight and be healthier.

    

  
    
      1

      
      Generation O: The Obesity Epidemic

      Weight problems are nothing new in America. The trend that developed into today's obesity epidemic started well before your child or teen was even born; it's just in the past few years that community leaders, legislators, and educators are starting to sit up and take notice. Today, more than 9 million U.S. children between the ages of six and nineteen are overweight. How did things get so out of hand? What does being overweight mean for your child's long-term health? Most importantly, how do you as a parent effectively help your child control it?

      
Overweight in America

      Well over half of American adults are overweight — a startling 65.7 percent of those over the age of twenty. Of that number, 30.6 percent are considered obese. In 1980, only 47 percent of adults were considered too heavy. What has happened in the past quarter century to make people pack on the pounds?

      
        [image: illustration]
      

      The National Health and Nutrition Examination Survey (NHANES), conducted each year by the U.S. Centers for Disease Control, takes a look at the health and dietary habits of Americans. In 1971, the survey found that only 4 percent of children ages six to eleven and 6 percent of those age twelve to nineteen were considered overweight. That number has steadily risen. The most recent NHANES data (2001–2002) reports that 16.5 percent of kids between the ages of six and nineteen are overweight, with another 31.5 percent at risk of becoming overweight.
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        Weight is not just a U.S. problem. As documented in its May 2004 report to the World Health Organization, the International Obesity Task Force found that one in ten children around the world — over 155 million — are overweight or obese. The prevalence is rising in both developed and developing countries, and so is the risk of weight-related conditions like Type 2 diabetes and cardiovascular disease.

      

      More men (and boys) than women (and girls) are overweight, in part due to their physical build. (In 2000, 16 percent of boys were overweight versus 14.5 percent of girls.) As a general rule, after puberty, men carry more muscle mass, which is heavier and more metabolically active (that is, burns more calories) than fat tissue, than women do.

      Ethnicity can also impact weight. African-American and Hispanic children and teens have a higher rate of weight problems than do Caucasian children. Those trends don't necessarily carry into adulthood; fewer African-American men are overweight than Caucasian men. Yet both male and female Hispanic adults continue to have a higher incidence of weight problems than Caucasian men and women. So do African-American women, who are also at the highest risk for obesity.

      
Weighing In

      Exactly what is “overweight”? The scale can give you a number, but it can't tell you how much of your child's weight is attributable to muscle mass, how her height compares to her weight, or how fat distribution affects her health risks.

      There are many tests available for assessing body fat, including skin-fold measurements, bioelectrical impedance, dual energy X-ray absorptiometry (DEXA), and hydrostatic (or underwater) weighing. But the most widely used measurement for determining if your child has a weight problem is the body mass index, or BMI.

      Body Mass Index

      BMI is a simple calculation based on your child's height and weight (weight in kilograms divided by height in meters, squared). Sometimes additional measurements, such as abdominal circumference, are also taken to assess your child's risk for weight-related medical complications like high cholesterol and insulin resistance. BMI is used to assess overweight and obesity in adults and overweight or risk of becoming overweight in children and adolescents. A child with a BMI between the 85th and 95th percentiles for age and gender is considered to be at risk of becoming overweight, while a BMI at or above the 95th percentile is considered overweight.
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        The bathroom scale doesn't always give the whole picture when you're determining whether your child has a weight problem. Muscle mass is denser, and weighs more, than fatty tissue. If your child is tall and very athletic, it is possible that he could exceed the recommended weight range for his age but still have a healthy body mass index.

      

      The growth charts that your pediatrician uses (discussed in Chapter 3) are based on national data collected by the National Center for Health Statistics from 1963 through 1994. The data has been adjusted to account for an increase in American overweight children and adolescents that began in the 1980s. In actuality, therefore, the percentiles do not reflect exact population references — for instance, more than 5 percent of American children are considered overweight.

      Overweight Versus Obese

      In adults, the term “obese” applies to anyone with a BMI in the 97th percentile or higher. However, the U.S. Centers for Disease Control (CDC) recommends that health-care practitioners do not use the term “obese” in reference to children, due to the negative implications of the word. The American Academy of Pediatrics uses the terms “obese” and “overweight” interchangeably in reference to children with a BMI at or over the 95th percentile.

      
A Heavy Toll

      Exactly why is it dangerous for your child to carry too much weight? The most immediate and serious consequence is the possibility of weight-related health problems. Excess fat ultimately requires that your child's heart work harder. Being overweight can also prevent her from getting a good night's sleep, and it puts a strain on her musculoskeletal system. There are psychological consequences as well. Overweight children frequently experience significant emotional turmoil as they attempt to cope with teasing and bullying from insensitive peers. They must also battle doubts about their own self-image and abilities.

      Childhood Weight and Health Problems

      A host of health problems are associated with excess weight. These include the following:

      
        	
Type 2 diabetes and prediabetes. Extra weight comes with associated insulin resistance. Though diabetes was once an adult-only disease, prediabetes and Type 2 diabetes are now more common among children and adolescents. In 2004, the CDC predicted that one in three children born in 2000 would develop Type 2 diabetes.

        	
Acanthosis nigricans. This ailment, which involves darkening and thickening of the folds of the skin (for instance, at the neck and/or armpits), is also associated with insulin resistance.

        	
Fatty liver disease. Also called hepatic steatosis, this condition involves fat accumulation in the liver, and can result in inflammation and scarring (i.e., cirrhosis) of the liver.

        	
Hypertension. Overweight children are more likely to have hypertension, or high blood pressure. Hypertension in youth is a strong predictor of the same condition in adulthood.

        	
Hyperlipidemia. This condition is indicated by a poor cholesterol profile, characterized by elevated LDL (bad) cholesterol and/or triglycerides, and low HDL (good) cholesterol.

        	
Cholecystitis. This condition is indicated by inflammation of the gallbladder. According to the CDC, half of all cases of cholecystitis in adolescents are weight-related.

        	
Obstructive sleep apnea. Breathing is disrupted during sleep due to a blockage of the airway. (See Chapter 15 for more information.)

        	
Orthopedic problems. Overweight children may be placing undue stress on the musculoskeletal system, resulting in knee problems and other orthopedic conditions.

        	
Pseudotumor cerebri. Here, headache and nausea are caused by increased pressure on the brain.

        	
Early puberty. Although this is not always a serious medical problem, overweight girls are more likely to experience early puberty.

      

      Emotional Trauma

      It is heartbreaking to watch your child struggle with the self-image issues, depression, and anxiety that often accompany a weight problem. Overweight teens are more likely to be teased than their peers. They're also more likely to have suicidal thoughts. Weight-related teasing can be a major blow to any child's sense of self-esteem, particularly if the taunting is persistent. Kids who are teased about their size report being depressed more often than their thinner peers, and they also perceive themselves as having a poorer quality of life.
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        Help your child develop a strong sense of who she is, and support and nurture her interests, positive friendships, and social pursuits. These steps are the best defense against the confidence-eroding effects of a weight problem. Through both your words and actions, make sure you always reinforce that your child is more than her weight and that you love her at any size.

      

      
Why Our Kids Are Getting Fat

      A weight problem is usually a matter of losing balance. Weight gain is the result of a simple equation: more calories being eaten than are burned off, through exercise or other physical activity. Children are eating more and moving less. They spend more time sitting still and watching life onscreen than participating in it.

      In many cases, they're also following their parents' and peers' lead. When an afternoon with Mom and Dad regularly means sitting and watching a movie and sharing a bucket of buttered popcorn, and when going out with friends means spending the evening munching on fast food and playing video games, it becomes clear that there's a serious disconnect between what people place importance on and what their bodies require for good health.

      Learning by Example

      Teaching your child good manners, compassion, kindness, and social skills like sharing is probably an everyday priority in your home. It's something you spend as much time on as you do promoting good academic habits. Most parents model these behaviors as much as they can, particularly when a child is very young. But has it been a priority in your household to model regular physical activity and good nutrition?

      Kids learn by example, whether it's a good one or a bad one. Even if your child is already a teen, you are his primary role model. When he sees his parents hit the couch after dinner and stay there until bedtime, he assumes that's the norm. Why not spend Saturday afternoon with a bag of chips and a video game and Sunday with donuts and the newspaper if that's the way Dad spends his weekend?

      That's why you can't expect your child's fitness plan to be a solitary venture. Every member of the family — parents, siblings, and even the dog (if he'll acquiesce) — must educate themselves on healthy habits and work together towards nutrition and exercise goals. The good news is that it's never too late to get started. Chapter 4 has more information on getting your family with the program.

      Cybersloth

      Clearly, today's child spends a lot more time on sedentary pursuits like PlayStation and instant messaging than their parents did when they were children. Of all kids between the ages of two and seventeen, 92 percent play video games, and two out of three have some kind of home gaming system. Eighty-three percent of all American households with children have a home computer, and 78 percent of those are online. All told, kids spend an average of six and a half hours each day in front of a media screen of some sort (such as the television, movies, computer, or video game). Physical activity is at an all-time low among children and adolescents; over a third of high school students don't get any daily vigorous exercise — that is, exercise that causes perspiration, elevated heart rate, and hard breathing.

      Teens are high-volume consumers of media, and because of their growing autonomy and disposable income, they represent a particularly attractive demographic for advertisers to target. Today's teen spends about forty-five minutes a day online (more if he's between the ages of fifteen and seventeen), plays video games for fifty-five minutes daily, and watches television for just over three hours per day. And the trend isn't limited just to “tweens” and teens. A Kaiser Family Foundation study found that a third of all children aged six and younger had their own televisions in their bedrooms, and 27 percent have a VCR or DVD player. On any given day, two-thirds of American children aged six or younger spend an average of two hours watching “screen” media (television, video games, movies, or computer).
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        The 1980s was the decade that marked the beginning of the increase in childhood weight gain in America, a trend that would continue for the next quarter century. It is also the decade in which the personal computer and gaming revolution really started to take off, with more reliable, lower-priced systems and better game graphics. ( Pac-Man hit the arcades in 1980, and the Commodore 64 debuted in 1982.) Today's kids have a lot more bandwidth to play with than ColecoVision ever offered, which means more time spent on the couch.

      

      There's nothing wrong with your child engaging in age-appropriate television and movie viewing, gaming, and online activities, as long as it's for a reasonable amount of time and she is still getting the physical activity she requires. The growing number of media options and greater access to them can make this a parental challenge, but the goal is an achievable one. Chapter 10 has information on how much exercise your child should be getting.

      Genetics and Heredity

      Overweight parents are statistically more likely to have overweight children, though whether that's due to nature, nurture, or (most likely) a combination of the two remains to be seen.

      Your size and shape, along with that of your child's other parent, is hard-coded into his genetic blueprint. If you are shaped like an eggplant and your husband like a tomato, it's doubtful your child will turn out to be a celery stalk. While inheriting a certain body frame type may be inevitable, your child can influence how he pads it through proper nutrition and regular exercise.

      Researchers have theorized that an inherited genetic trait known as the “thrifty genotype” may be responsible for the growing problem of obesity worldwide. Your ancestors may have had specific genetic programming that slowed their metabolism to store body fat when food was plentiful (hence the term “thrifty”). In times of famine, that stored fat became available and allowed them to survive. Today, that same genotype can cause weight to balloon in people living a Westernized lifestyle characterized by high calories and low physical exertion.
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        Specific “thrifty” genetic tendencies are found in several tribes of native North Americans, including the Pima Indians of Arizona and the Ojibwa-Cree of Manitoba, Ontario. An estimated 70 percent of the Pima are considered clinically obese, and the tribe also has a high incidence of Type 2 diabetes.

      

      Medical Conditions

      There are several genetic disorders that can impact body weight, though most of them are rare. These include Bardet-Biedl syndrome and Prader-Willi syndrome, a condition that affects the appetite-regulating function of the hypothalamus, resulting in uncontrolled eating. Endocrine disorders (that is, conditions characterized by hormonal imbalances) and autoimmune diseases that often have weight gain as a symptom include Cushing's disease, polycystic ovary syndrome (PCOS), hypothyroidism, and Hashimoto's thyroiditis.

      This list is not all-inclusive. You should talk to your child's pediatrician if you suspect your child's weight may be related to a medical condition. A visit to a qualified health-care professional is an essential part of starting your child on a fitness program, regardless of the cause of her weight problem. Chapter 3 has more information on working with a health-care team.

      
Food in America

      From the time they are old enough to watch a television set or even to visit the grocery store with mom or dad, kids are inundated with advertising for character-shaped, marshmallow-fortified, frosting-crusted cereals and other fat- and sugar-filled junk foods. The food-processing industry spends billions each year on targeting its advertising toward children and teens. Few of those commercials are for fruits and vegetables.

      The World Health Organization (WHO) has cited the increased consumption of processed foods heavy in the three S's — saturated fat, sodium, and sugar — as one of the factors behind growing obesity and weight-related health conditions worldwide. In its draft guideline, “WHO Global Strategy on Diet, Physical Activity and Health,” the organization has encouraged both government and the food industry to take steps toward reducing salt, fat, and sugar in processed food.
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          Has packaged food really gotten that much more fattening in the past few years?
        

        A weight problem is almost always attributable to more than just a single factor. However, a study published in the American Journal of Clinical Nutrition found that the use of high-fructose corn syrup as a food ingredient and additive grew by 1000 percent between 1970 and 1990, an increase that researchers found paralleled the rising rates of overweight and obesity in the United States.

      

      Stretching the Food Chain Beyond Recognition

      “Creative” kid food concepts have become all the rage, like green ketchup and neon shades of yogurt. But when your child eats these products, he is also getting added chemicals and colorings with his meals. Preservatives, sugar, and fat added during processing can leave even wholesome-sounding foods like fruit juice or muffins barren of nutrients. As a general rule, the further food gets from its original and organic state, and the longer it takes to get from the source to you, the fewer nutrients you (and your child) will get out of it. The best idea is to make whole foods — like fresh veggies, fruits, and whole-grain breads — a primary part of your child's diet.

      Misleading Labels

      As you start planning a more nutritious lifestyle for your child and your family, you start down the road to being an informed consumer. Become a label reader, and be on the lookout for red-flag ingredients like hydrogenated and partially hydrogenated oils (which signal trans fats, as described in Chapter 6). Look past the advertising slogans that claim foods are low-fat, reduced-calorie, and “light” (or “lite”), and analyze the nutrition facts label. The U.S. Food and Drug Administration (FDA) regulates the way these and other food-related statements may be used, but the FDA's definition of “light,” for instance, may be different from yours. To meet FDA guidelines, the food is simply required to contain 50 percent or less of the specific nutrient (such as calories, fat, sodium, cholesterol), depending on the claim, as compared to a “reference food value.” While a light cheesecake may be light in comparison to the “real deal,” it can still contain substantial amounts of fat and calories.

      Bigger Is Better Mentality

      Americans are bargain-hunters at heart — hence the American love affair with all-you-can-eat buffets, huge restaurant portions, buy-one-get-one-free pizza deals, and the bottomless beverage. Although these “values” might help you save your pocket change, they cost you plenty more in terms of your good health. All that extra food means American adults and children alike are eating way too many calories. Since we're also less physically active, weight gain is the inevitable result. The added saturated fat in many of the most popular “value-added size” foods, like French fries and movie popcorn, is also clogging arteries and promoting heart disease.

      The food-service industry seems to be waking up to the health crisis, at least for now. In 2004, McDonald 's announced plans to drop super-sized fries from their menu after considerable bad press about the chain's possible role in America's obesity epidemic. Consumers are becoming more nutrition-savvy and are considering the fiber, fat, and carbohydrate content in many meals before buying. As a result, some chains have added heart-healthy and low-carb options to their menus. More importantly, some are offering their patrons nutritional analyses of menu items so parents can see exactly what their kids are eating.

      Of course, unhealthy practices of food manufacturers and restaurants are only one part of the problem. Kids and their parents need to recognize why they make the food choices they do. Kids also have to figure out what triggers overeating behaviors before they can institute long-lasting nutritional lifestyle changes.
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        In 1999, Americans consumed 22 million tons of sugar and other sweeteners (such as maple syrup, corn syrup, and honey), according to the U.S. Department of Agriculture. That's 158 pounds per person, or 227,520 calories from sweets a year. Along with all that sugar, U.S. consumers also ate an average of 68.5 pounds of fats and oils in food products.

      

      
Overweight Kids Become Overweight Adults

      Obesity is often a family disease. Overweight kids grow up to be overweight parents, who in turn have overweight kids themselves. Children of obese parents are more than twice as likely to become obese when they reach adulthood. For overweight kids whose parents are not overweight, the longer the weight stays on, the more likely it is to follow them into adulthood. Children under three who are overweight do not run any additional risk of becoming an overweight adult. But a child who is still overweight after the age of six is 50 percent more likely to become an obese adult than nonover-weight children of the same age.

      Clinical studies have demonstrated that the family approach works over the long haul. A ten-year follow-up study at the University of Pittsburgh found that when both parent and child were targeted for weight-loss interventions, the child was more likely to keep off the weight than children in a control group, where the child alone was targeted.

      You have the power to break the cycle. Make a commitment to institute new traditions in your family, including fun and challenging exercise, nutritious meals, and open and honest communication with your child. You'll not only help your child achieve her fitness goals and establish good habits that will follow her into adulthood, but you'll emerge with a stronger and healthier family.
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      Feeding Frenzy: Why Kids Eat Inappropriately

      Children are extremely impressionable. Their adult role models, peers, and the media messages they encounter all play a part in developing their nutrition and fitness behaviors. These cultural influences can program them to ignore the normal physiological cues that regulate food intake. The good news is that children are also highly adaptable. Once you identify and understand the forces that can work against healthy eating, you can teach them how to cope — and eat — appropriately.

      
Learned Behaviors

      Kids don't start out life gorging on junk food or ignoring hunger and satiety cues. Like every other behavior in life, kids' nutrition and eating patterns are shaped by their culture, role models, and environment. Learning about those influences and how they affect your child's perception of food is important in building new and healthier habits.
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      Parental Guidance

      Children who see Mom trying to lose weight on a steady diet of protein shakes or who witness Dad eating an entire pepperoni pizza as he watches a football game are getting the signal that eating healthy is not a priority for the family. You simply can't expect your children to eat nutritiously if you aren't setting a good example for them to follow. If you aren't doing so already, start to model the healthy eating behaviors you want your child to adapt. Play by the same rules as well. Parents who forbid eating in front of the television but then park themselves in front of their favorite primetime show with a snack tray are telling their kids that the rules they expect them to follow aren't important enough to be observed by all.

      Media Messages

      From television and movies to magazines and even food packaging, the media feeds children a steady diet of information on food, weight, and culture that is often contradictory. Commercials and advertising bombard children daily, pushing nutrient-barren snacks and implying that social status is somehow tied to the sugary beverage you drink. At the same time, the message is commonplace in films and television shows that fat kids are funny and lacking in willpower while thin equals beauty and popularity. Kids are set up for failure if they buy into the product push and also invest themselves in the media image of the overweight child.
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        In early 2004, an American Psychological Association (APA) task force (on advertising and children) issued a report calling for restrictions in commercials for children aged eight and younger. Children in this age group believe commercials are completely factual and don't understand the concept of persuasive intent. The APA task force cited the prominence of youth-targeted junk-food commercials as one reason that an eight-and-under ban should be put into place.

      

      According to the Kaiser Family Foundation, the average American child sees more than 40,000 television commercials a year, and the majority of those are marketing food. By acting as gatekeepers, parents can control some of a child's exposure to the more negative messages. But as your children grow older, you need to ensure they have been taught to view commercial and cultural media messages with a critical eye. That includes teaching them healthy eating habits, but it's also important to remind them frequently from an early age that the only purpose of a television commercial is to sell a product.

      It can also be helpful to point out commercials that are flat out wrong or that misrepresent a product. It is definitely a disappointing experience for a child to discover that a toy is nowhere near as large as the picture on the box, or that a doll breaks when you try to play with it the way the little girl did on television. However, these are also excellent learning opportunities to show children that advertising isn't always accurate or in their best interests.
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        Packaged foods marketed on the basis of their entertainment value, such as jellied fruit-like snacks in character shapes, color-changing beverages and condiments, and cereals with surprises inside, also drive home the message that food is for fun, not for fuel.

      

      
Food As Love

      Food has a rich and long history of being used as a symbol of love, a tradition that remains with our society today. We give chocolates for Valentine's Day, bring an apple to a favored teacher, and bake a favorite dessert for a visiting friend or family member. But when food starts to become a tangible substitute for healthier displays of affection, communication, and emotional comfort, the stage is set for lifelong eating problems.

      Using Food As a Reward or Band-Aid

      Your son gets straight A's on his report card. How do you react?

      
        	Tell him how proud you are of him and discuss an appropriate reward for his hard work.

        	Slap him on the back, and say “How about A-pluses next time?”

        	Take him out for a six-scoop hot fudge sundae with all the trimmings.

      

      If answer “c,” with its gift of food, is the first thing that pops into your head when your child reaches a goal or earns a major achievement, it's time to start reevaluating your reward system. Using food as a consistent way to express your pride teaches a child that offering food is your way of showing love. The message that sweets and treats are the most appropriate way of expressing your love is one that can stick with her into adulthood. It's a behavior that can create unhealthy eating patterns that span generations.
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          We always take the family out to dinner to celebrate great report cards and other achievements. Is that wrong?
        

        No, not at all. A family celebration is a great way to commemorate your child's accomplishment, and a visit to a restaurant can be a fun time for all. Just make sure that the celebration is focused on your child, that the menu offers plenty of healthy food choices, and that the meal is more about having a good time together as a family than gorging on the dessert tray.

      

      Another common and unhealthy use of food is as a comforting mechanism. The promise of an ice cream cone is a convenient and effective distraction for a child who has just fallen off her bike and banged up her knee, but it also reinforces the concept of food as a panacea for problems. Better would be a hug, kiss, and maybe some of Mom's extra-special bandages.

      Sending the Wrong Message

      Expressing and experiencing emotions is a healthy and natural process. Sometimes adults forget that, and they offer food to stop tears or get a child's mind off his troubles. While this strategy may be successful when it comes to making the hurt of a skinned knee go away, it certainly won't solve deeper emotional or social problems. If food becomes associated with emotional comfort, it can prevent your child from fully exploring and discussing his feelings with you. Instead of developing the coping and problem-solving skills he needs to become a happy and successful member of society, he learns to run to the refrigerator every time difficulties arise in his life.

      No parent wants to see a child in pain, and it's easy to see how parents can fall into the food trap. A special treat makes a toddler stop crying instantly, and a light bulb goes on in the parent's head that says, “Hey — that worked fast!” Ten years later, Mom and Dad are still using the same offer of a treat to help their adolescent child feel better about an argument with a friend or a poor test score. If you recognize yourself in that example, the good news is that it isn't too late to change your approach. You can put food back into perspective and guide your child towards healthier avenues of problem-solving.

      
Eating Away from Home

      Changing meal and eating habits at home is only half the battle in the fight for good nutrition. From school lunches to Saturdays at the mall with friends, your child will be eating more snacks and meals without adult or at least parental supervision as she grows older. If you instill good eating habits in your child at home, she will have the skills to make appropriate food choices most of the time when she's on her own. But even with the knowledge you give them, there are many potential pitfalls awaiting kids when they eat away from home.

      Portion Problems

      Getting more for your money is one of the concepts that drives American business and culture. Bigger is typically perceived as better, especially when it comes to food. So it's really no surprise that the portions dished out in restaurants today are often many times larger than what one person needs.

      A 2003 study by the Child Nutrition Research Center at Baylor University found that on average, preschool-aged kids who were served double-size portions of macaroni and cheese for lunch consumed 25 percent more food, 15 percent more calories, and took bigger bites, regardless of their level of hunger. However, when those same children were allowed to dish out their own meals, they ate age-appropriate portions, indicating that if left to their own devices and allowed to serve themselves, most kids will self-regulate the amounts of food they eat.
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        Don't forget that children don't need adult-sized portions. Allowing your children to dish up their own servings at home can discourage overeating. If they have a tendency to pile too much on their plates, serve meals family-style at the table. Encourage them to take small portions with the assurance that they can dish out more if they're still hungry after their first serving.

      

      So how do you avoid the portion problem away from home? If you're with your child, you can suggest splitting dishes with other diners in your group as you order. There's also the old standby — the doggy bag. If your child is eating out without you, remind him that he should feel free to take half his meal home if it's too much to eat at once.

      Beyond quantity, there's also the issue of the quality when it comes to restaurant offerings. While many restaurants have added healthier fare to their menus for weight- and nutrition-conscious adults, standard children's menus continue to lag far behind in nutritional value. Kid cuisine staples include deep-fried, fat-laden, and high-calorie items like cheeseburgers, fries, tater tots, chicken fingers, sodas, and hot fudge sundaes. In some cases, your kids may be better off ordering from the adult menu, so encourage that when no healthier child options are available.

      Fast-Food Focus

      Another place where super-sizing has reached a critical level is at your favorite fast-food restaurant. Free toys, fries, and fancy playgrounds have made the local burger place a favorite stop for kids. The occasional fast-food lunch may be inevitable, but if you're swinging into the drive-through several times a week, chances are good that your kids are getting too many calorie- and fat-packed meals with few nutrients. If your lifestyle demands food that is quick and easy, there are other options for meals. See Chapter 9 for more information on fast and fit food choices.
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        A study of over 6,000 children between the ages of four and nineteen that was published in the journal Pediatrics found that on any given day, 30 percent of the study subjects ate fast food. On the whole, frequent fast-food eaters consumed more calories and sugar and less fiber and fruits and (nonstarchy) veggies.

      

      The School Cafeteria

      Many parents rely on the school cafeteria. It's the one place a child should be able to count on getting a nutritious, well-balanced meal each day. Unfortunately, this assumption may not hold true in many cases. The National School Lunch Program, which provides federal subsidies to schools for meal programs, relies heavily on dairy and meat commodities. Nutritional analysis of school lunch meals served is based on a weekly menu average, which means that the total and saturated fat content in some individual school lunches can exceed the daily recommended amount for your child. In addition, in some high schools and middle schools, à la carte items are offered that may make the nutritional landscape even bleaker. French fries, brownies, fried cheese, packaged chips and snacks, and other less-than-ideal choices are often available for purchase in addition to, or instead of, the regular school lunch menu. Take a close look at your child's monthly school lunch menu and the à la carte offerings. In some cases, or at least on some days, it may make more sense to send your child to school with a bag lunch. See Chapter 19 for more information on improving school food options.

      
Ignoring Hunger and Satiety Cues

      In an ideal world, kids (and adults) would eat only when hungry and then only enough until they feel full. Unfortunately, kids often eat because the food simply looks too good to pass up, or out of habit because it's time to eat, or simply because they're bored. Sometimes, they'll keep eating until they're well past full because they've gone on autopilot with their eating and are focusing on other things.
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        In the Baylor University study of preschoolers and portion size, researchers found that kids who reported eating more snack foods when they weren't really hungry were also more likely to overeat when large portions were provided to them. Children with a higher BMI were also more likely to take larger bites.

      

      If you find your child heading to the refrigerator when he's just eaten a good meal, stop and ask him if he's eating because he's hungry or because he's bored. If the answer is the latter, take a time-out, and go and find something to do together. More importantly, talk with him about really asking himself about his own hunger every time he goes into snack-seeking mode. Then sit down and make a list together of all the things he could do to make life more interesting instead of eating for fun. Make it varied — include quiet activities like reading as well as outdoor fun so he'll have choices in any kind of weather at any time of day — and post it on the refrigerator or inside the pantry door. The next time he looks for food out of boredom, the list will hopefully trigger him to assess his actual hunger and motivate him to go do something else for fun if he finds he's eating to kill time.

      Mindful Eating

      Eating while performing other tasks such as watching television, playing video games, or talking on the phone can short-circuit feelings of satiety. If you're distracted by other things, it's possible to miss that feeling of fullness that tells you your stomach has had enough. This is the same phenomenon that causes you to eat an entire family-sized bucket of buttered popcorn solo while watching a movie. Encourage your children to practice mindful eating. Ask that all meals and snacks be eaten around the kitchen table. Meals and snacks should be eaten with the television off and with the family when possible.

      Listening to Your Child's Cues

      Through their well-intentioned efforts to make sure children eat well, parents often ignore their children's hunger and satiety cues. If dinner is on the stove and your child says she's hungry for a snack, do you allow her to have a nutritious bite to eat, or does she have to wait until dinner? If she says she's full but has only eaten half her dinner, and hasn't touched her broccoli, do you excuse her from the table or demand she take a bite or two of the veggies? If you insist on judging adequate nutrition by the clock or the quantity of food left on a plate, an you ignore your child when says she's hungry or full, you're reinforcing the idea that her hunger cues are not important. As a result, she may start disregarding them herself.

      Food as a Social Occasion

      Events where food is the center of attention can promote eating beyond or in the absence of hunger. The most notorious example for adults is probably Thanksgiving, but children face far more frequent occurrences in which food takes center stage. Birthday parties, holiday treats at school, candy from a teacher, pizza parties, team trips to an ice cream parlor — the list goes on and on. When your child is headed off to a social event, make sure he knows it's okay to say no if he isn't hungry. If it fits the occasion, ask the host if you can contribute some snacks. Send along something healthy that he and his friends can munch on, so you'll know he has choices. For more on kids, food, and special occasions, see Chapter 14.

      
Emotional Eating

      Emotional eating can also cause overeating problems for older children. A child who has a fight with a friend or receives a bad report card may turn to a bag of cookies or other comfort foods. He is using food to make him feel better, rather than talking out his feelings with his parents. Part of this may be learned behavior. If parents push treats as a way to distract a young child from problems instead of dealing with them, the child may not develop appropriate coping skills as he matures. Emotional eating isn't just limited to kids, either. If children see the adults around them drowning their sorrows in chocolate, they will assume that eating is an acceptable way to deal with emotional pain.

      If you think your child is turning to food instead of dealing with her problems, encourage her to talk to you about what's troubling her. Let her see you discussing problems and points of conflict with your spouse or others, expressing how these issues make you feel and resolving them instead of ignoring them. It may also be beneficial to seek the help of a child or adolescent therapist.

      
Eating Disorders

      If your child exhibits compulsive behaviors and consumes large quantities of food at a single sitting, he may have an eating disorder that requires intervention by a child psychiatrist, psychologist, or therapist. Binge-eating disorder (BED) is most common in overweight kids and adults, although people of a “normal” BMI can also develop the condition. It most frequently strikes in adolescence and early adulthood. BED is also closely associated with depression.

      Potential signs your child may be bingeing include the following:
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