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To Nia and Ryan, words cannot express how much Daddy loves you. 



INTRODUCTION


It may surprise some of you, but I don’t actually spend all my time coming up with copycat recipes. By day, I manage and taste test and sit down at my desk to write things like this introduction. But the rest of my time and energy is spent being a dad.

Right now the house is quiet. I’ve just dropped the kids off at camp, leaving me time to focus on this book, the latest in the America’s Most Wanted Recipes series, and reflect the special place it has in my heart. After five books and 1.2 million copies worldwide, I felt sure this one should feature dishes that kids love, that they look forward to eating when they dine out with their families. It was my son and daughter, after all, who inspired me to leave the corporate world years ago to become a cookbook author—to teach other parents around the world how to prepare the restaurant meals their families enjoy but in the warm comfort of their homes. I wanted to be the dad to my kids that I wished I’d had growing up.

In 1971, there was a pretty young girl from a rough area of Queens, New York, named Sharon. Like many teenagers, Sharon started hanging out with the wrong crowd and made some poor decisions, one of which was succumbing to peer pressure that led to recreational drug use. At that time, New York City was a lot different than it is now. The streets were flooded with heroin, and the crime rate was one of the highest in the country. By the mid-70s an estimated 200,000 people abused heroin in New York City. Sharon’s drug use eventually led to heroin addiction as well.

In 1972, her parents checked her in to a rehabilitation clinic in Harlem to get help. It was there that she met a handsome and charming young man from Yonkers named Ronald. Ronald’s reason for being in rehab was a bit different. He was a heroin user as well, but he was also a dealer. At that time, Ronald was involved in one of the biggest drug busts in Westchester County history with several mob-associated gangsters indicted. He pleaded down in court to being a user and got sentenced to attend rehab as part of his plea deal.

Sharon and Ronald became good friends while in rehab and supported each other’s efforts to get clean. They eventually started dating and fell in love. It was a happy time for them. In April of 1974, they got married—she was only nineteen years old, and he was just twenty.

In August of that same year, while expecting their first child, Ronald went missing for several days and Sharon could not get in contact with him. Ever since they had been together, he had never gone more than a day without at least calling her. She feared for the worst. A few days later, she got a call from the police informing her that Ronald had been found dead on a rooftop in Harlem. Evidently his past had caught up with him. When they found him, he was badly beaten and overdosed with heroin. It was thought to be a homicide, but police never discovered who did it.

So there was Sharon, a nineteen-year-old, newly-wedded, pregnant mother who had just lost her husband. Life had dealt her a cruel blow. Six weeks later in October 1974, she gave birth to a baby boy whom she would name after her lost love, Ronald.

If you haven’t guessed by now, Sharon is my mother, I am Ronald Jr., and this is how my life story began. Having been born in October 1974, I missed meeting my dad by about six weeks. My mother spent the early years of my life in a deep depression after losing her first love so suddenly. She relapsed into heavy drug use. Much of my childhood was spent living at my grandparents’ house without seeing my mom for days at a time. I would often sit by the window crying, waiting for her to come home. Statistically, I had a slim chance of succeeding in life. Neither genetics nor environment was on my side. The pain from my early years motivated me to never do drugs, and I promised myself that my kids would never have to go through what I did.

Fast-forward to 2004. I married the love of my life, and my daughter, Nia, was born. I had a good job on Wall Street working for JPMorgan Chase and we had just bought our first home. Everything seemed perfect, but it wasn’t. I was working sixty to eighty hours a week and the only time I’d get to see my daughter was for an hour or so at night and on the weekends. The best part of my day was coming home and hearing her precious little voice yell out, “Daddy is home!” before she went to bed. I wanted to provide for her, but I felt like I was becoming the absentee dad I had vowed not to be.

That was the realization I needed. In 2007, a month before my son, Ryan, was born, I finally decided to leave the rat race for good and focus on RecipeSecrets.net and America’s Most Wanted Recipes full-time. Since then I’ve had the freedom to be home with the kids and play an active role in their lives.

And if you’re wondering, my mother has cleaned up her act and is an awesome grandmother. She spoils them rotten, and our family bond has never been stronger. She has taught me what it’s like to overcome adversity and survive whatever hard times life sends your way. She was also my inspiration in the kitchen having shown me the fundamentals of cooking at an early age.

I truly hope that America’s Most Wanted Recipes Kids’ Menu, as well as the other books in the America’s Most Wanted Recipes series, brings you as much joy as it’s given me.

About America’s Most Wanted Recipes Kids’ Menu


This cookbook features 114 recipes inspired by the most popular kids’ menu dishes served in leading restaurants across the country, according to our market research, which includes poll data from RecipeSecrets.net members. Each recipe has been tested and tweaked to taste just like the original. Armed with these instructions, you can now skip the wait while eating out and impress your family and friends by making these dishes at home whenever you want.

If you’ve read any of my other books or visited RecipeSecrets.net, you know that I’ve made a career out of creating copycat versions of popular restaurant dishes. They’re delicious, for sure, but not exactly health food. With childhood obesity growing at an alarming rate, I’d be remiss if I didn’t use this opportunity and the platform I have to provide some important information that parents can use to improve their kids’ eating habits.

It is up to us as parents to regulate our children’s diets and to ensure that restaurant-style dishes are reserved for an occasional treat. The recipes in this cookbook are perfect for that purpose and are also fun to re-create at home and compare against the original version. As a responsible father of two young kids, I don’t recommend them as a part of your kids’ regular diet. The good news is, by making these dishes at home, you have the option to make them healthier by substituting different ingredients and cooking methods.

I encourage you to read our Guide to Kids’ Nutrition on the following pages and to keep your kids’ health and development in mind as you enjoy these recipes.

    Ron Douglas

    RecipeSecrets.net

    Find us on Facebook: www.facebook.com/LikeRecipeSecrets



A GUIDE TO KIDS’ NUTRITION


The foods we eat today will affect our health tomorrow and in the years to come. Good nutrition is a key to leading a healthy and happy life and can reduce our risk of heart disease, cancer, diabetes, and high blood pressure. We have all heard these things a million times before, and for the most part, we all know how our diets can affect our daily lives.

But what about our children? Do they know? They should! It is our job as parents to educate our children on good nutrition. It is our job as parents to feed our children healthy food that can reduce their risk of chronic diseases later in life. Our children look to us for guidance, and their health is our responsibility.

Today, more than 95% of all chronic disease is caused by food choice, toxic food ingredients, nutritional deficiencies and lack of physical exercise.

—Mike Adams

What Is Proper Nutrition?

Why do we eat? To fill up our tummies? To satisfy a craving? Some would say yes, but it is so much more than that. Food provides us with nutrition in order to maintain life and growth. Proper nutrition is providing ourselves with the nutrients needed to build our bodies and give ourselves the energy we need. To do this we must consume the necessary nutrients to grow muscle, support bone density, encourage proper cell development, support our body’s immune system, and develop brain functions. These are all necessary to grow children into strong and healthy adults.


The Difference Between Adult Nutritional Needs and Children’s Nutritional Needs

A child’s body is very different than an adult’s. Yes, our children may look like miniature versions of us, but because they are still growing and developing, they have different nutritional requirements than we do. This is true from infancy all the way through the teen years. Our children are growing in ways we cannot see, and good nutrition is vital to their overall growth and development. They also have a higher metabolic rate than adults.

One common misconception is that children should have separate menus or “kid food” that can and should be enjoyed until adulthood. Then they can begin eating better, right? Not true. Most foods aimed at children are full of chemicals and empty calories. They are processed foods that contain little to no nutritional value. This means the foods we are feeding our children are inadequate and not supporting their growth and development. They are instead promoting poor eating habits that, when not corrected, can carry into adulthood.

A child’s body does not need empty calories, it needs nutritious food. A survey completed recently by Kidshealth.org found that one in three children in America is overweight or obese. Why? Because typically their diet consists of processed and fast foods instead of fruits, vegetables, and other whole foods. When a child’s nutritional needs are not being met, they may be unable to perform at age-appropriate levels. Children do have a higher metabolic rate, which means they require more calories than adults do, but these calories must be of good nutritional value.

Different Nutritional Needs at Different Developmental Stages

A child’s nutritional needs and calorie recommendations will vary depending on their age. Toddlers and preschoolers will require between 1,300 and 1,800 calories a day. After your toddler’s first birthday, you may notice him becoming picky about what he eats. Children this age may resist mealtime. It is also a time when they are the most impressionable. For this reason, it is important to model healthy eating habits.

Toddlers and preschoolers grow at a slower rate than they did as infants. They need enough calories to maintain their energy level, but they do not need adult-size portions. Servings for a child this age should be about a third the size for an adult. Don’t force a child at this age to clear their plate. When they say they are done, let it be. Avoid foods with large amounts of sugar like desserts, soft drinks, sugar-coated cereals, chips, and candy. These foods have little to no nutritional value.

Toddlers should eat the following amount of foods each day:

• Whole grains: about 1 1/2 ounces. Examples of what this size serving looks like are 1 slice of bread, 1/2 cup cereal, 3 whole wheat crackers, or 1/2 cup cooked pasta.

• Vegetables: 2 to 3 tablespoons

• Fruits: 1/2 to 3/4 cup

• Dairy: 1 to 1 1/2 cups

• Meat/protein: about 2 ounces a day. Examples of what this size serving looks like are 1 egg, 1 tablespoon peanut butter, or a slice of turkey.

School-age children need around 2,000 calories a day. These calories should come from a minimum of 2 to 3 servings of fruit and 3 to 4 servings of vegetables a day, as well as a balanced diet including protein, dairy, and whole grains.

Meeting Nutritional Requirements

Children who are actively involved in sports will require more calories. The suggested amount of calories for your child is just that—a suggestion. Children who are typically high-energy may require more, while those who are not as active may require less. Regardless, all calories should come from nutritious sources.

Another important thing to consider when meeting your child’s nutritional requirements is variety. When considering variety in terms of your child’s diet, don’t think of how often or how much a child may eat certain foods. Instead, consider what range of food options they choose to eat. Children should be encouraged to eat a variety of whole foods to foster a balanced diet.

Making fruits and vegetables part of the main course will ensure your child is getting a variety of vitamins, minerals, and fiber. This will facilitate healthy growth from a young age.

The Food Groups

Let’s take a look at the different food groups.

Dairy: Dairy foods are rich in nutrients that help strengthen your bones. These include potassium, calcium, and vitamin D. Research has found that including dairy products into your diet can reduce risk of cardiovascular disease and type 2 diabetes and lower blood pressure in adults.

Fruits and Vegetables: Fruits and vegetables should make up about half of your plate at mealtime. Fruits are an excellent source of vitamins, minerals, and fiber. Vegetables are also loaded with nutrients. Diets that include a large amount of vegetables can help reduce the risk of heart disease, stroke, type 2 diabetes, and some types of cancer.

Grains: This includes breads, cereals, and potatoes. According to the My Plate Guide (choosemyplate.gov), around 25% of your plate should be grains. Half of your grain servings should come from whole grains. These are a great source of B vitamins, fiber, and magnesium. These nutrients work together to reduce the risk of heart disease and diabetes.

Protein: This includes meat, poultry, fish, and alternate sources like peanut butter. Around 25% of your plate should be high-protein foods. Protein is an important component of body tissues, blood, and hormones. It also supports muscle tone.

The Importance of a Good Foundation in Healthy Eating

There are a variety of reasons to give our children a good foundation in healthy eating. A healthy diet can provide a boost to our children’s immune systems. A child’s immune system is underdeveloped. This means that they can be more prone to infections. Zinc and magnesium are two important components that can support the immune system.

Children also need an adequate amount of carbohydrate in their diets. Children have high energy levels and providing them just enough carbs can give them the energy they need throughout their day.

A diet full of healthy foods like fruits, vegetables, and whole grains will meet all these nutritional requirements and can provide a good foundation for your child’s overall health.

Proper nutrition can play a role in brain development, behavior, attention span, and your child’s risk of health problems like asthma, obesity, heart disease, and more.

Children who do not eat healthfully can have difficulty learning in school, misbehave, feel sluggish or tired, or experience the opposite effect and be hyperactive. They may struggle with obesity, or be too skinny and malnourished. Poor nutrition can affect a child’s sleep patterns, social development, and ability to focus.

What does this boil down to? Sometimes children who have poor nutrition are simply unable to function. Think of it in terms of your automobile. If you fill up your gas tank with water, the tank may be full, but it is not going to go. You must provide it with the proper fuel. Our children’s bodies are the same. They must be armed with the proper nutrition if we want them to grow and thrive.

Another consideration is how food can affect your energy level. If you eat too much or too little, you may feel sluggish. Or, if you eat food containing lots of sugar you may feel a burst of energy but will lose it just as quickly. If foods affect you that way, how much more do they affect our children?

If a child has a well-balanced diet, they will feel more energetic and will be better prepared to conquer the tasks they face throughout the day.

Other Factors That Affect Children’s Health

There are so many reasons that proper nutrition is important in the daily lives of our children, but nutrition is not the only factor that can affect their health. Here are some others:


Sleep


Sleep or lack of it is another area that researchers say may be linked to obesity. Parents tend to be busy and sleep deprived, so it is natural that children may be getting less rest than they need. Modeling and encouraging healthy sleeping habits can be done in a few different ways. Make sure you know what amount of sleep your child should be getting.

• 1–3 years need 12–14 hours a day

• 3–5 years need 11–13 hours a day

• 5–10 years need 10–11 hours a day

Children should have a regular bedtime routine each night. They should also go to bed and wake up at the same time every day. This helps their bodies get into a pattern of rest. Rooms should be quiet, dark, and relaxing and should be free of distractions like TVs, computers, or other electronics. Many families like to read books or turn on soothing music to help children wind down before bed.

Reducing screen time is crucial and one healthy habit that should not be ignored. At home, parents can pull the plug on electronics by limiting the amount of screen time children have. The goal is no more than 2 hours of screen time a day for young children. Have activities ready indoors on days when you are unable to go outside. These could include crafts, puzzles, or board games.

Physical Activity

Physical activity is crucial to the health of children. There are many ways to encourage children to be physically active. Schools can make sure that gym classes are not cut due to budget cuts. Recess is important, and this time should be honored. At home, parents are in charge of how much physical activity a child has. Children should be encouraged to go outside and play. If you live in an urban area, then you should go for walks with your children. Visit parks or indoor play areas. Children should be physically active for a minimum of 60 minutes a day. This activity should be of moderate to vigorous intensity and should be developmentally appropriate. Here are some examples of physical activity that the whole family can enjoy.

Indoor

• Put on a play by acting out your child’s favorite book.

• Allow your child to help with chores like dusting or vacuuming.

• Have an indoor treasure hunt by hiding an item in your house and using a map to find it.

• Play indoor basketball using a soft foam ball. You can use a laundry basket as a hoop!

• Have a dance party! Mix it up by also freeze dancing. When the music stops, everyone has to stop and hold his position until it starts again.

Outdoor

• Winter activities can include building a snowman, making snow angels, or sledding.

• Play games like ring-around-the-rosy, hide-and-seek, the hokeypokey, and tag.

• Throw, roll, or kick balls in the backyard.

• Take a nature walk.

• Go to the park.

Oral Health

Another thing to consider is your child’s oral health. Teeth that are exposed to sugar frequently throughout the day are more likely to develop tooth decay. This is because the sugars are digested by bacteria in our mouths and converted to acid. The acid initiates the decay process in teeth; those that are exposed to sugar more often will cause the decay to progress further.

The Childhood Obesity Epidemic

Childhood obesity rates in the United States have tripled over the past 30 years. The percentage of obese children ages 6 to 11 years in the United States went up from 7% in 1980 to 18% in 2012. This means that today close to one in three children in this country is obese or overweight. The numbers are higher (nearly 40%) in Hispanic and African American communities.

The term “overweight” means having excess body weight for a particular height from any combination of fat, muscle, bone, or water. The term “obesity” is defined as being overweight plus having excess body fat. Typically, a person becomes overweight or obese due to a caloric imbalance, meaning too few calories “worked off” compared to the amount of calories consumed. This can also be affected by genetic, behavioral, and environmental factors.

If our country does not find a way to solve this epidemic, a third of all children born will suffer from diabetes, high blood pressure, asthma, or other obesity-related health problems at some point in their lives.

The Effects of Childhood Obesity

Childhood obesity has immediate and long-term consequences on a child’s health and well-being.

Immediate Health Effects

• Children who are considered obese are at higher risk of cardiovascular disease, high cholesterol, and high blood pressure.

• A population-based sample from the CDC showed that 70% of obese children between 5 and 17 were at risk of cardiovascular disease.

• Adolescents who are obese are more likely to have prediabetes, meaning their blood glucose levels indicate they have a high risk of developing diabetes.

• Obese children are at higher risk of developing bone and joint problems, sleep apnea, and poor self-esteem.

Long-Term Health Effects

• A child who is obese is likely to continue with obesity into adulthood. This means they are at greater risk of adult health problems like heart disease, stroke, type 2 diabetes, and osteoarthritis.

• Being overweight or obese is also associated with certain types of cancers like breast, esophageal, thyroid, gallbladder, ovarian, and others.

How It Happened

The rate of childhood obesity has skyrocketed over the past 30 years. Many wonder why now? And how did this happen? The answers vary, but for the most part our children’s lives are much different than ours were 30 years ago. Decades ago, kids walked to school, had recess and gym class, and played outside for hours after school. Many meals were home-cooked and had reasonable portion sizes and included vegetables. Eating out and snacking between meals was a rare occurrence.

Life for today’s children is much different. Children now ride a bus or are driven to school. Gym classes are rare due to budget cuts, and afternoons are spent watching TV, playing video games, or browsing the web. Many times both parents work and life is busy. This leads to fewer home-cooked meals at home.

Snacking all day has become a common occurrence. Children 30 years ago typically ate one snack a day; the trend now is three snacks. This results in an additional 200 calories a day. Our portion sizes have also gone up. Compared to years past, portions are now two to five times bigger. Another thing that has gone up is beverage portions. In the mid-1970s the average sugar-sweetened drink was 13.6 ounces. Today’s kids typically drink 20 ounces. This adds up to around 31% more calories than was typical 40 years ago. These additional calories include 56% more fats and oils and 14% more sugar. Compared to the average American in 1970, we now eat around 15 more pounds of sugar a year.

Our children are also spending a lot more time using entertainment media. The average 17-year-old spends 7 1/2 hours a day using electronics. This includes video games, cell phones, movies, TV, and computers. Only one-third of high school students are getting the recommended level of physical activity each day.


Serving and Portion Sizes

Before we begin discussing the problem with serving and portion sizes, it is important to understand what the terms mean. A serving size is a specific amount of food or drink that is defined by measurements such as cups, tablespoons, or ounces. Portion sizes are the amount of food that happens to end up on a plate. Portion sizes are the actual amount of food kids eat at mealtime. They can be bigger or smaller than the recommended serving size.

While we can blame obesity partly on unhealthy food and little physical activity, another large factor is the growing portion size, which began rising in the 1980s. Over time, our perception of accurate food portion has increased so much that we now have become largely unaware of how much food we really need.

When you look at the serving size on a label it is important to realize that it is an estimation. It is not an accurate amount of how much a child should have. Typically, the serving size is targeted at adults, not children. It also tells you how much nutrition you are getting from the food, but not how much you should eat.

A more accurate way to tell how much kids should be eating is to look at the United States Department of Agriculture’s (USDA) My Plate website (choosemyplate.gov). My Plate provides recommendations that are based on the government’s dietary guidelines. It can help parents and adults recognize accurate serving sizes, and can help children visualize appropriate portion sizes. When looking at your plate you should visualize it divided into four equal sections. The top quarter of the plate would be used for protein, the other top quarter would be for grains (preferably whole grains), and the bottom half of the plate could be divided up between fruit and/or vegetables. By visualizing your plate in sections, you and your children will be able to get a better idea of appropriate portion sizes.
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