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By Dr. Bedingfield
REFLECTIONS ON YOUR CHILD'S NUTRITION 
As you can probably tell good nutrition has always been an important emphasis of our pediatric practice, from talking with expectant parents to "releasing" a 22- year-old from our care. We even have a registered dietician, Lori Mager, available for in-office nutritional consultations. 

The following guidelines are based on my 25 years of providing nutritional advice to families. I hope you find them helpful.
Dr. Bedingfield CHERISH THE PLEASURE OF A FAMILY MEAL 
Family meals should be an enjoyable time for all--- sharing pleasant conversation, sharing your day! Avoid bickering about eating and food. Keep the TV off. Most importantly, maintain the tradition even as children get older and their lives get busier.


STRUCTURE SPECIFIC EATING TIMES FOR YOUR CHILD 
It is not unusual for some toddlers and preschoolers to resist parents' efforts to get them to sit for meals, preferring to 'graze' throughout the day. Indeed, that may be what they want, but that doesn't mean you need to allow it! 

You can, and you should structure specific times for your child to sit for a meal. It doesn't have to be just breakfast, lunch, and dinner; perhaps you can add a mid-afternoon and a bedtime snack. But then your child should sit for a given period for this "meal." He can decide whether he eats and how much. (If he doesn't, he simply gets hungrier for the next "eating opportunity.") 


EMPHASIZE THE IMPORTANCE OF BREAKFAST 
One big nutritional mistake some of our patients make is to skip breakfast. This is especially common with teens. Too often a little extra sleep takes precedence over a relaxed meal at the kitchen table. But "fasting" from one evening to the next lunchtime isn't good for anyone. And recent studies show that obesity is actually higher among children who skip breakfast. 


PROVIDE PLENTY OF CALCIUM, BUT AVOID EXCESS MILK
Calcium is an essential element for growing bones and growing children. It is an extremely important nutrient for us all. Be sure your child gets plenty of dairy products or other sources of calcium. 

Milk, however, can be a "double-edged sword." It's a wonderful source of calcium---probably the best there is. Yet too many of our young "picky eaters" have a tendency to fill up on excessive milk. Limit your problem eater to about 16 to 24 ounces of milk, supplying water as the source of other fluid. 


LIMIT THE JUNK FOOD AND TREATS 
"Junk food" is a fact of life and will always be available to your child, if only in "the outside world." Yet junk food can fill your child up, replacing more nutritious food. And excessive sugar, salt, and fat become detrimental to health as years go on. Strictly limit junk food in your child's diet. 

There are, of course, some special treats in childhood---Grandma's cookies, birthday cake, a family outing for ice cream cones. Simply enjoy, yet limit these special pleasures. And never catch yourself saying (to your child), "Be sure to save room for dessert!" 


IF YOU DON'T WANT THEM TO EAT IT, KEEP IT OUT OF THE HOUSE
Too often our families complain that their children eat certain snacks that they shouldn?t. Even if they "hide" those snacks, the children seem to find them. 
It's a simple fact---if you don't want your children to eat certain foods, you must keep them out of your home. If Dad "can't live without" a specific treat he must truly hide it away, retrieving it only after the kids are fast asleep. 

LIMIT THOSE SOFT DRINKS 
Some call it "pop"; some call it "soda"; some even call it all "Coke." Whatever you call it, it's a major staple in many family's diets. Yet in this era of super-sized portions, carbonated beverages can fill your child to the detriment of other nutrients. 

You don't need to completely forbid soft drinks, but remember they are not at all nutritious, and provide excessive calories. Water and milk should be your child's primary fluids. 


ADD A VITAMIN SUPPLEMENT FOR PROBLEM EATERS 
It's not unusual for families to ask us about giving a vitamin to their children. It often comes up in the child who's "always sick" or often tired. 

The truth is children who eat good, balanced diets don't need vitamin supplements. But those who refuse vegetables or fruits would benefit from vitamins while those who resist meats could use some extra iron. A vitamin supplement for the marginal eater would also be wise. 

Better yet, however, is to find some fruits, vegetables, and meats your child WOULD enjoy. Make it a special outing with your problem eater to the grocery store or produce market to explore some new foods he may be willing to try.


STRIVE TO MAINTAIN A POSITIVE BODY IMAGE FOR YOUR CHILD
The news media tell us we are experiencing an "obesity epidemic" in our children. Indeed, fast food, super-sized portions, and excessive "screen time" have taken their toll. Yet too often the media also holds up an unrealistic ideal body image for our children. 
Foster a positive body image and self-esteem within your child. If your boy is putting on excessive weight, chances are he is destined to have a large frame through life. Encourage him to be "big and strong" through healthy eating and plenty of active exercise. If your girl is getting heavy, don't necessarily push her to lose weight. Perhaps you can encourage her to maintain her weight as she "grows into it." 
If, however, your child seems to perceive them self as being overweight when they really are not, strongly encourage them to have a more realistic and positive self-image. If this altered image persists, please discuss it with us. 

BE A ROLE MODEL FOR YOUR CHILD'S EATING 
As with just about everything else in parenting, one of the most important aspects of influencing your child's eating is your own example. Do you eat a healthy, nutritious diet? Do you seem to enjoy fresh fruit and vegetables? Do you eat in moderation? 
If you don't want your child to snack in front of the TV, you don't want him to see you doing that. If you want her to eat a healthy breakfast, you want to model that too. 


Both parents need to be role models for good nutrition---not perfect, perhaps, but good. (And if your children see me at the store buying Doritos or Frosted Flakes?..I'm shopping for an elderly, shut-in neighbor..Yes, that's what I'm doing!)
