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Praise for Real Kids Come in All Sizes

“Real Kids is a must read for any parent concerned about their child's eating or weight. In a clear and concise way, Kater tells parents how to help their children navigate this fat-phobic world while learning how to avoid eating and weight problems. The skills she outlines will carry children for the rest of their lives. What an incredible gift for any parent to give their child. Make sure you read this powerful book … and put it to use!”

—Karin Kratina, PhD, RD, Clinical Advisory Board, NEDO (National Eating Disorders Organization)

“A valuable tool kit of ideas and activities to help develop strong, healthy body esteem in 'kids’ of all ages and sizes … Kathy skillfully addresses the issues of body image, eating disorders, nutrition, and childhood obesity Providing readers a rare opportunity to look at their own beliefs and attitudes around these issues and offering specific steps and actions to take to adjust them as needed … This book is a vital resource for professionals and parents in bridging the gap between preventing eating disorders and at the same time addressing the increasing prevalence of obesity in kids. A must read for all of us interested in creating healthy children who love their bodies no matter what size they are!”

—Sarah Stinson, MS, eating disorders therapist and Higherself director

Kathy Kater provides the right ingredients for parents, teachers, and health professionals to encourage and teach positive healthy eating, exercise, and body image to children and teens. Not only does Kathy get to the root of the problem with weightism in our society, she provides resources, skills, and healthy solutions to overcome the issues at hand. Bravo!” —Susan Crowell, MS, RD, LD, registered dietitian

I LOVE this book … I think that Real Kids Come in All Sizes should be required reading for all new parents. I am certain that if this were the case the incidence of obesity and eating disorders would decrease. We need to address these issues and Kathy's book brings insight and understanding to an issue that is very complicated and perplexing for most of us. It gives very practical advice and easy-to-follow sensible lessons.” —Kitty Westin, President, The Anna Westin Foundation

As an internist who cares for women with eating disorders, and a parent of two elementary-age daughters, I am ecstatic to have a book that gets at the nuts and bolts of body esteem. Real Kids Come in All Sizes reads eas-
ily and offers a wealth of information for parents, educators, and health professionals. As a community, if we follow Ms. Kater's curriculum to maintain and nurture healthy body esteem in our children, eating disorders and teen violence could become a thing of the past.”

—Sonia Kragh, MD, Syracuse, NY

As a registered dietitian I have worked with many clients who suffer from a negative body image. This long overdue book is an invaluable resource for parents to help their children develop and maintain strong body esteem and a healthy body image. The author provides sensible and practical advice on motivating children to eat well for health and well-being, and not to achieve an unrealistic body size. Bravo!”

—Janice Newell Bissex, MS, RD, author of The Moms’ Guide to Meal Makeovers

Given our national preoccupation with perfect bodies, this book is an important guide for concerned parents who want to build healthy self-acceptance in their children.”

—Joan Jacobs Brumberg, author of The Body Project: An Intimate History of American Girls and Fasting Girls: The History of Anorexia Nervosa

Through her workshops and curriculum, Kathy Kater has effectively gotten kids and families in touch with reality about body image. Now, anyone anywhere can tap her powerful, easy-to-understand concepts. Real Kids Come in All Sizes is an essential tool for adults who care about kids in our marketing-saturated and appearance-first culture. We can fight for our children's souls and win!”

—Joe Kelly, President, Dads and Daughters®, and author of Dads and Daughters: How to Inspire, Support, and Understand Your Daughter(Broadway, 2003)

Kathy Kater's Healthy Body Image(HBI) curriculum is a wonderful program, and the Board of Jewish Education has urged its use in elementary schools. For many students, these are their 'favorite classes’ and parents are heartened that their children are learning these important lessons so enthusiastically Real Kids Come in All Sizes is the perfect supplement to the HBI curriculum, as now parents can be educated in how to support the curriculum concepts, and most importantly, how to help their children be healthy and feel comfortable with their bodies.”

—Shayna Oppen, CSW, Director, Dept. of Student Health Services, Board of Jewish Education of Greater New York
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Medical science continues to amaze us with major breakthroughs in technology, new antibiotics, heroic surgical maneuvers, and growing understanding of the genetic code. In the face of these miraculous discoveries, it is easy to forget the basic building blocks for health and well-being: healthy body image and body esteem, balanced eating habits and choices, and regular exercise.

As a pediatrician, I know that prevention is key, whether we consider immunizations for diphtheria or polio, screening every newborn for hearing impairment, or discussing safe sexual practices with young adolescents. By providing these simple, relatively inexpensive interventions early on, we have found we can effectively avoid many destructive or unhappy outcomes. When we look far upstream from the visible disorders of obesity, anorexia nervosa, and bulimia we see the insidious, contributory seeds of body dissatisfaction, poor self-esteem, restrictive and inappropriate food choices, and lack of exercise. Addressing these less tangible problems through early inter vention is a prevention initiative that we desperately need today.

Practicing medicine in a busy urban county hospital, I see many patients who present me with challenges affecting their health and well-being I frequently encounter children and adolescents whose problems stem from negative body images and dangerous diet and exercise practices. Almost daily I ponder the best approach to treating children and teens weighing over 250 or 300 pounds with hip problems, type II diabetes, social isolation, and, on the other end of the spectrum, lovely young girls engaging in restrictive diets or over-the-counter diet aids to shed pounds and inches. By the time these end-stage problems surface, the window of opportunity for full recovery is closing. In Real Kids Come in All Sizes, Kathy Kater draws from twenty-five years of clinical experience, as well as from the latest research, to provide an approach that teaches parents to intervene before destructive attitudes and habits have a chance to grow. Helping us to see that these disorders share many common root causes, we see that teaching children positive attitudes and healthy alternatives at an early age is our greatest hope of prevention.

I am privileged to care for teens from dozens of countries around the world, as well as those who are American-born from a variety of cultural and ethnic backgrounds. Increasingly, even recent young immigrants to America are caught up in a frenzy of dieting to lose weight: “I am too fat”; “My mother thinks I am too big”; “I want to look like an American.” Ironically, many of these teens come from countries where famine and hunger are rife. Kathy Kater makes the elegant and vitally important point in Real Kids Come in All Sizes about genetic potential and biological destiny. The general height and weight expected for a child or teen depend on many unalterable factors. Cultural pressures urging conformity to an unrealistic idealized image in order to fit in are dangerous and inappropriate. Children, teens, and parents who face the challenge of assimilation into American culture need to hear congruent messages that promote health and healthy lifestyle choices at all sizes and shapes. But even American parents often have trouble resisting unhealthy pressures about weight and eating. When my own four children, now adolescents and young adults, navigated minefields of harmful media images and societal expectations, my husband and I often felt uncertain about the right advice to impart, let alone the most effective role-modeling. In this book, parents will find important background information that reviews and debunks the cultural myths about thinness and dieting. In Part II, ten lessons provide parents with helpful information and suggestions to encourage positive body esteem, healthy eating practices, and fitness in their children.

Even as I praise this innovative book and feel confident that parents (and teachers and physicians, as well) will find the information useful and accessible, we must all keep certain barriers in mind. Too often the nutritionally dense foods children need are expensive and complex to prepare for families struggling with low income and isolation. Many children living in unsafe neighborhoods do not and cannot enjoy daily recreation and exercise. With funding cuts, schools have decreased the number of physical education hours, and health club membership is not possible for many with limited budgets. Communities, governmental agencies, and caring adults have a responsibility to ensure that recommendations for healthy lifestyles through good nutrition and physical activity are options that are available for all children.


Marjorie J. Hogan, M.D., pediatrician

Pediatrics and Adolescent Medicine, Hennepin County Medical Center

Director of Pediatric Medical Education, HCMC

Associate Professor of Pediatrics, University of Minnesota
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GRASS WON'T GROW THERE

This story is a gift from a woman I'll call JoAnn. While the specifics of JoAnn's life are uniquely her own, the struggle with her body is virtually that of Everywoman since the 1960s. Change a few details, and you will find yourself or someone you know.

JoAnn was petite, muscular, and lean through her early forties. Then, with no change in her eating or her lifestyle of jogging, hiking, skiing, in-line skating, and biking, her midlife body began to take on a different shape. In particular, a layer of fat was added that no amount of exercise would eliminate. In the past ten years JoAnn has struggled daily against the weight her middle-aged body wants to be.

Although still strong and fit, JoAnn hated the appearance of her softer shape. She stopped listening to her normal hunger and began to diet. At first she dropped pounds, but inevitably they would return when her restricted hunger broke free and demanded satisfaction. The more she dieted, the more her food cravings seemed to take control, and she would consume all the calories she had avoided and more. After five years of dieting, an increased self-loathing, and twenty extra pounds, she was obsessed with food. Although terrified that if she ate, she would not be able to stop, she started to binge on sweets, especially chocolate. In true and typical form, the more JoAnn tried to avoid food, the more consumed she became with it. On her fiftieth birthday, thirty pounds fatter than her five-foot-two-inch body had ever been, she was diagnosed with an eating disorder.

Sometime during the ten years in which her eating disorder was germinating, JoAnn developed an interest in gardening. Was there a connection between her devotion to stopping the growth of her body size and starting new growth in her yard? Most of JoAnn's yard was responsive to what she planted, but one area in particular plagued her—a sunless strip near her back fence, overshadowed by her neighbor's large, dense trees and bushes. In the early years that JoAnn had lived in her home, this foliage had not been so tall, and an uninterrupted expanse of lush grass had run all the way back to the fence. But the conditions had changed, and in the dense shade, the grass had grown thinner year by year. This was not JoAnn's vision for her yard. In an effort to renew the grass she had previously loved, JoAnn spent six or seven summers repeatedly seeding new grass, fertilizing, watering, and all but singing lullabies to the shaded earth. A promising flush of velvety green sprouts would appear each May, only to become thin, weak blades groping for the sun by August. When the snow melted the following spring, the expanse of bare and brown ground would reappear along her back fence.

The more JoAnn heard the advice that grass would not grow in the shade, the more determined she became. She would set her jaw, buy more seed, and look for other reasons for the failure of her grass. Each spring, a new crop of hopeful, germinated seedlings seduced JoAnn. She would call to her neighbors, “Come and look at my grass! It's beautiful; just the way I want it.” It didn't seem fair that the seeds should sprout so well and give so much hope, if by August they could not be maintained.

Last year JoAnn went into treatment for her eating disorder. Despite the therapy, she has not yet been able to feel safe satisfying her hunger or allowing her body to assume its natural weight at this stage of her life. But last spring, when she looked out at her bare, shaded dirt JoAnn fought with her instinct to try again with the grass. For the last time, she painfully turned the soil and covered the few wisps of grass that still stood. In the space along her fence she planted thirty-five shade-loving hosta plants, laced intermittently with delicate, woodland ferns.

The new plants quickly took root and began to grow lush and green in their natural element, cool and hidden from the sun, creating a rich, thick border between the bright grassy yard and the fence. This spring JoAnn's call to her neighbors contained the same joy “Come look at my beautiful, green yard!” When July turned to August, the new plants still filled the space with an attractive mass of foliage.

Could this newfound understanding of the limits of her lawn and appreciation of another form of beauty encourage JoAnn's acceptance of her body's natural limits? Such changes in body image are not so simple. JoAnn still fights and fails daily to defy her biology. Making peace with her body and moving on to a new image for herself will probably be a longer, tougher road than the seven or eight years it took JoAnn to accept a new look for her yard.

In my clinical practice I have many clients like JoAnn who have been fighting the same battle of their bodies since they were young teens. While JoAnn was lucky to have avoided years of misery in her earlier life, she is the exception in that regard. Body image and eating problems do not easily disappear as we grow up. Far better to help our children avoid this path and resist the myths that encourage it from the start.
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Just before entering fourth grade, my daughter asked me why her best friend would call herself “fat.” While playing one day her friend apparently announced that because she was fat she could no longer eat peanut butter and could only have one piece of bread in her sandwich. She also drank diet soda instead of milk. My daughter was confused. First, she couldn't really see the fatness her friend was talking about— because it wasn't there. Furthermore, the idea of deciding how much to eat based on real or imagined fatness rather than on satisfying one's hunger sounded very strange to her.

As a psychotherapist who had treated body image, eating, and weight disorders for more than twenty years, I knew only too well where my daughter's friend was coming from. At the age of nine, these previously happy, unself-conscious girls were about to enter puberty in the context of a culture where their chances to feel good about their bodies and be comfortable with their appetites were marginal. I was not surprised by this reality, but neither was I ready for my own daughter to be exposed to it.

Each client I meet in my clinical practice brings hope for her own recovery. But it's discouraging that there is still no end in sight to the stream of new and increasingly young victims. Despite the progress that has been made in understanding the causes and treating the symptoms of body image, eating, and weight concerns (the primary risk factors for eating disorders), this new awareness has not yet led to effective prevention. Instead, these problems have become more common—so common that it is currently abnormal if an adolescent American girl feels good about her body. Boys are increasingly affected as well. It is extremely difficult to change negative body esteem and eating behaviors once they are established, and the cost in health, self-confidence, quality of life, and dollars is just too great. It's time to stop these problems before they start—beginning with our children. The good news is that we now know how to do just that, if enough adults understand the issues and take on the challenge.

The most common body-image complaint is “feeling fat.” Notice that feeling fat is not the same thing as being fat. Feeling fat is a uniquely Western concept. It arises from the subjective, self-critical conviction that part or all of a person's body is fatter than it “should” be according to an idealized standard. Believe it or not, it is quite possible to be fat without this self-condemnation. A five-foot-six, two-hundred-pound woman in a non-Western culture might not feel fat, while most females of any size and shape in the United States do.

The so-called solution for feeling fat is dieting to lose weight. Dieting has become a normal eating style in the United States, even among healthy-weight individuals. Given our concern that America has now become the fattest nation on earth, you may wonder, “What's wrong with that?” What's wrong is that the attitudes and reasoning that lead to feeling fat and rampant dieting are fatally flawed. In fact, dieting has added to the unhealthy fattening of our population. Dieting routinely leads to habits that swing from inadequate, restrictive eating one day to excessive high-calorie binges the next. Rather than helping, this “solution” has become part of the problem. In the same four decades during which America's drive to be thin has produced the greatest weight-loss efforts ever known to humankind, America has simultaneously become the fattest nation on earth! The slimmer we have tried to be, the fatter we have become. Typical eating habits in the land of plenty are among the worst in the world.

We already know that the self-esteem of American girls drops dramatically with the onset of puberty. Major contributing factors to this decrease are our culture's nonstop, harshly judgmental body scrutiny, intense fear of fatness, and pervasive belief in the need to deny hunger to avoid body loathing. The United States is the only country in the world in which the natural rounding out of a girl's body in puberty triggers the statistical probability of body disdain and a lowered sense of self-esteem. This means that simultaneous with their budding independence and unfolding womanhood, our girls develop a dangerous psychological vulnerability. This vulnerability leads girls to think it's worth sacrificing their nutritional needs in hopes of achieving, regaining, or maintaining the right body. As if this is not bad enough, the time and energy girls forfeit worrying about whether they look fat, scrutinizing their silhouettes in every window and mirror, and in general feeling bad in their own skin is beyond measure. Feeling fat and the unhealthy eating that accompanies it are disturbing, plain and simple, and put victims at risk for a host of more serious problems as well. Thanks to the cultural factors that have created this situation, by age twelve roughly half of all American girls will relate to this statement by a twenty-two-year-old in recovery from bulimia:

Actually I felt pretty good about my body until about sixth grade. But then everyone else hated theirs, so I thought I should too.

By age fourteen, two-thirds will feel this way:

Why should I eat healthy if it wont make me thin?

Words like these are a call to arms for parents: preventing the erosion of body esteem in girls and boys is not a luxury. We cannot wait to take serious action.

Not long after my fourth-grade daughter's question about her fat-fearing friend, I had an epiphany. I knew that my clients often struggle for months and even years to accept the essential lessons needed to recover from their unhealthy body image and eating problems. It dawned on me that these same basic lessons about body size and shape are elementary enough for a fourth-grade child to understand—without having to first undo all the weightist, thin-ideal mumbo jumbo. Soon after, I began the intensive research that led to a new, comprehensive prevention curriculum for upper-elementary schoolchildren. Called Healthy Body Image: Teaching Kids to Eat and Love Their Bodies Too!, its goals were simple but revolutionary in America today:

1. To help children maintain a healthy relationship to the bodies with which they were born.

2. To motivate children to eat well and be active for the sake of health, fitness, satisfaction, and well-being—not in an effort to manipulate body size.

Several years of classroom testing has shown that the Healthy Body Image curriculum lessons are effective. Results demonstrate that when we get the right messages to children early enough, we can make a significant positive difference. The information in my curriculum gives children knowledge, tools, and realistic attitudes with which to resist unhealthy cultural pressures about body image. Now Real Kids Come in All Sizes offers this vital information to parents, showing you how to integrate body-esteem building concepts into your everyday life with your children. Part 1 provides background information that is necessary to understand the body-image pressures your child faces today. Part 2 offers ten essential lessons to help your child maintain strong body esteem and healthy body image.

BEFORE YOU BEGIN

It's important to understand that this book is not about the prevention of eating disorders, although it is intended to prevent many of the conditions that put kids at risk for these life-threatening problems. (A reading list in appendix D will help you find additional information on this topic.) The primary risk factors known to trigger eating disorders are (1) feeling fat, and (2) the belief that dieting is an effective weight-loss strategy. The two factors exist in the midrange of a continuum that ranges from healthy body image and eating on one end, through varying degrees of body dissatisfaction and unwholesome eating, to diagnosable eating disorders on the other. (See appendix A on page 229 for a self-evaluation of where you fall on the continuum.) While eating disorders are extremely serious, the number of children for whom these disorders will be triggered is still relatively small. On the other hand, the vast majority of people today, especially girls, will struggle with negative body image and poor eating habits. I frankly assume that many of you have your own body-image demons and are as caught up as everyone else in the American weight mythology. But whether or not you battle your body size, you can help your child resist recruitment for this lifelong conflict. In this book I try to guide all parents to help all children maintain the body esteem they were born with. I fully expect the lessons I share will be useful tools in the prevention of eating disorders as well.

WHAT ARE HEALTHY BODY IMAGE AND POSITIVE BODY ESTEEM?

Negative body image has become familiar to so many people that healthy body image and esteem sound almost foreign. We have to understand their meanings and how they are different to achieve our goals.

Body image: The outside view

Body image includes our mental picture of how we look from the outside, along with our thoughts and feelings about that picture. You may be surprised to know that body image, in and of itself, does not start out as positive or negative. While small children are often curious about how they look, they do not usually judge their appearance one way or the other. For example, a small child might see a red-haired girl with braids, green eyes, freckles, a rounded tummy, and dimpled knees in the mirror—but will not evaluate this look as good or bad.

Placing a value on what we see in the mirror is something we learn to do as a result of several factors—some real, and some made up from experiences we have had and stories we have learned to believe about looks. Feelings about our body's appearance are swayed by events that draw attention to our body: illness, trauma, surgery, or normal developmental changes (such as puberty), as well as our own innate aesthetic preferences (we may be more drawn to blue eyes than green). In addition, exposure to messages that clearly value one way to look over another begin to have a cumulative effect.

As body image takes on value, a child begins to see that to be taller or shorter, fatter or thinner is no longer simply a fact, but may be judged positively or negatively. If, for example, people compliment red hair and green eyes, but point and laugh at a rounded tummy and dimpled knees, an insecurity that didn't previously exist may arise: “Are my looks OK?” Suddenly, how we think we look from the outside takes on a new importance and includes a sense of vulnerability. You may not have realized that an evaluation of looks creates vulnerability regardless of whether the judgment is “good” or “bad,” since this places the power for acceptability in the hands of someone else. How much vulnerability can depend on many factors, such as a child's sensitivity to outside criticism, her personality type, the degree to which her body fits the cultural “ideal,” the nature, frequency, and intensity of body messages a child is exposed to, and the context in which those messages are sent.

Many variables that may affect body image are not in a parent's control. There are two important things we can do to help our children resist negative influences, however. In ad-dition to teaching kids to question and critically assess messages from the outside world that evaluate body appearance, we can help them combat unrealistic and unhealthy messages by reinforcing their innate body esteem.

Body esteem: The inside view

Have you ever tried to feed a baby who was not hungry or to lay one down when it wanted to be held? If so, you have witnessed the purest form of positive body esteem. Newborns and toddlers do not need outside cues to tell them what they feel. They are connected to their own inner experience, have no doubt about its validity, and confidently use their voices to express this day or night. From the inside out, babies demonstrate healthy body esteem: they trust their senses, independent of external cues about how they should be feeling or what we think they should want. The essence of body esteem at any age is to be in touch with and positively regard our inner experience without doubt or judgment. Thoughts about or judgments of this reality may be important to consider, but these are nonetheless secondary. What is primary is a secure sense of “knowing” our inner experience. The most notable aspect of positive body esteem is that, whether or not the outside world agrees, we are the ultimate authority. We are “in” our body.

Healthy body esteem does not sacrifice the confident “knowing” of our own experience even as we tune in to others. Whether we are hungry or full, energetic or tired, prefer oranges or grapes—we know this is true for us even if no one else feels the same and even if what we need isn't obtainable. Healthy body esteem means maintaining integrity: we know what we need, even when circumstances do not support us.

Reinforcing body esteem in our children means helping them to stay connected to and maintain trust in themselves even when this trust is challenged. For example, one night while eating dinner at his grandparent's home, my then eight-year-old son's grandfather—a well-intentioned, but gruff, authoritarian man—urged a serving of creamed onions on him. To my son's polite, “No, thank you. I don't care for onions,” came his grandfather's righteous roar, “You don't know what you like!” Fortunately my husband was present and diffused his father's wrath while firmly validating our son's ability to know his own tastes. The important lesson was to affirm that our son should not disconnect from the truth of his own experience to avoid displeasing his grandfather. While it's unlikely this was a pivotal moment in our son's life, life is made up of thousands of such events, including some situations that are much more seriously compromising. Fat children are told all the time that they “can't be hungry!” Slim, “beautiful” children are told that they “can't be sad or lonely!” Such discountings are lessons in disconnection.

If frequent messages that contradict what children know to be true go unchallenged or unexplained by adults, underlying trust in who they are (and therefore their body esteem) begins to break down. People who are unhappy with their bodies share several traits that reflect a breakdown of body esteem. They are not sure what they feel, at least in some areas of their life. It is hard for them to trust the inner voice that tells them what they want and don't want independent of what others may want for them or expect of them. Their description of self is often based on what they believe or fear others may think about them, particularly when it comes to how they look, since this aspect of self can't really be hidden.

They worry that they may want or need too much for others to tolerate. Since eating demonstrates a need, they fear their hunger and appetite may be too big or (rarely) too small. What if they take up too much space or time in a way that others don't like? At the same time, they worry they won't be “enough.” They fear others won't approve. People who are unhappy with their bodies often believe they must tune out from what is true for them in order to tune in to what they believe others want from them.

If you recognize some of these tendencies, you're not unusual. This externalization of self is common, perhaps increasingly common in today's world in which we are routinely bombarded day after day by advertising propaganda telling us what we should want and who we should be in order to be desirable to others. Since the wish to be desirable and included is universal, we are all susceptible to erosion of body esteem if we can be convinced to believe this sacrifice is necessary to stay connected to others.

Healthy body esteem is extremely important in becoming an independent, healthy person in general. This is all the more true in a cultural context that systematically teaches children to sacrifice trust in their body in order to be included. When we find growing numbers of girls and boys (like my daughter's nine-year-old friend) who feel they must restrict their natural appetites, who mistrust the cues that will let them know when they are hungry and full, and who fear their bodies will betray them
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