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Foreword

Have You Ever Noticed that when you eat a balanced, healthy meal that instead of feeling lethargic or out of it, you feel much more alert and ready to go? Some would say that we eat to fuel our bodies—this includes our brains. Fueling the brain properly with the right nutrients can make the difference between achieving optimal brain development or mental impairment.

Mom always told us to eat breakfast. More than likely she told you that breakfast is the most important meal of the day. Not only can breakfast be delicious, but it can help a child obtain better scores on his or her school tests (compared with those who skip breakfast) and improve overall cognitive development. There is no great secret ingredient to Brain Food, just great knowledge, intimate experience, clinical research, and the applied practice of what this book teaches with our own children.

To understand how to eat nutrient-dense foods that are lower in overall calories, reduced in free sugars and salt is a great gift we as parents should share with our children. These days it’s up to parents to take responsibility to teach children how to eat for optimal health, performance, and enjoyment rather than let television or the Internet influence the daily menu. Children follow and mimic what they see done from people they consider mentors (even if they don’t admit it). Thus, how you eat, what kind of exercise you do, even the types of clothes you wear will have and make an impression on your children and those around you. Lead by example! It’s a great way to be the best teacher for your children.




	 

	DOUGLAS S. KALMAN, Ph.D., RDM FACN




	 

	Director Nutrition




	 

	Miami Research Associates




	 

	Adjunct Professor




	 

	New York Chiropractic College
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Introduction

Balance. It’s all about living a well-balanced life. Society tosses and turns us from one extreme to the other, when all we really need to live successful, productive, healthy, and happy lives is moderation. As parents we are always on the hunt for something that can give our children an edge in life. At the same time we are on a desperate search for simplicity and harmony in our homes. So much of what our children encounter and experience seems completely out of our control, so if there is something we can control, we should. What and how our children eat is very much within our control. We’re the ones who buy the food, after all! When we eat right, we are more likely to feel right and do right.

There is a direct connection between what we eat and how well we learn. We already know the effect some foods have on our children’s behavior, but the effect they have on their ability to learn is not as commonly understood. So many children struggle to get all they can out of their educational experiences, and there are contributing factors to that difficulty. When ruling out possible culprits, it’s important to equally consider their diets. From before birth, brain development is dependent on nutritional intake. A fetus will generally take what he needs from his mother’s body in the form of nutrients, even if that means depleting her reserves. But once a child is born, healthy eating is not automatic. Parents must intentionally supply what growing children need to develop both physically and mentally.

With a little bit of understanding and a lot of practice, feeding your child right becomes “doable” and is no longer a daunting task. The information in this book is a result of the combined efforts of a family nutritionist and an educator. Your nutritionist, Kelly Hammer, has worked with many different families with a wide range of nutritional needs, from curing the sugar-addicted kid to addressing the “diabetic’s dilemma.” Through her years of nutritional consulting and research, teaching school, and raising her own children, Kelly has seen firsthand the importance of a well-balanced lifestyle, which includes optimal nutrition and exercise. Your educator, Vicki Caruana, has spent much of her career both in and outside the classroom working with parents to set their children up for success. The nutrition–brain connection is well documented and an integral part of learning. Vicki helps you make those all-important connections for yourself so that you can set your child up to succeed.

It is our hope and intention in this book to both equip and empower parents to embrace their role as “nutrition managers” by providing the science behind the concepts of nutrition and learning, the relevant ties to daily life, and the tools to feed their families well. This book is a valuable resource that you will turn to again and again like a trusted friend for information and support. We can’t rely on other people to feed our children the way they need to be fed. We can’t close our eyes to the fact that many of our children lead sedentary yet stressful lives. We can help change that—just by choosing to feed them according to their needs. Eating is a family affair. That’s why we thought it appropriate that two sisters, who know what your life is like, could help you decipher this recipe for success.

Remember: everything in moderation. This book is for the long haul, not the quick fix. It will be your new best friend, providing simple, steadfast wisdom to carry you through the challenges you face to feed your child right in these fast-food times. You can do it right. You can do it now.

Bon appétit!


PART I

Mind–Body Connections
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Chapter 1

Feed The Body And The Mind

Tastes are made, not born.

Mark Twain


Laurie downed her second cup of coffee by the time her three kids stumbled out of their bedrooms and into the kitchen. Her oldest, Jeremy, stood motionless in front of the open refrigerator.

“What’s there to eat?” he said.

“Just have some cereal,” Laurie said while tying the shoes of 6-year-old Stephanie, who carefully munched her fruit cereal bar.

“But I’m hungry. Cereal isn’t enough,” Jeremy complained.

“We don’t have time for this right now, Jeremy,” she said. “Just pick something.”

“There’s nothing good. I don’t like that shredded wheat stuff,” he said.

Laurie lifted 15-month-old Lizzie out of the high chair, wiped her face, pulled on her jacket, and sat her on the couch. Stephanie sucked her second juice box dry and asked for more.

“No, that’s enough, Steph,” Laurie said. “Go brush your teeth. It’s time to go to school.”

“What about eggs, Mom? Can you make me a couple of eggs?” Jeremy asked.

“We only have 10 minutes before we’re out the door, Jeremy. Just grab a fruit bar and then go brush your teeth,” Laurie said while pouring her third cup of coffee into her travel mug.

Jeremy let out a sigh that could have knocked over a skyscraper. “Whatever,” he said and went to brush his teeth.

Before getting out of the car at school, Jeremy pulled a piece of paper folded into a tiny square. “Here. I forgot to give this to you yesterday. It’s from Mrs. Little.”

Laurie sat in the car and read the note his teacher wrote. It was just like all the others.

Dear Mrs. Taylor,

Jeremy is a joy to have in my class but has trouble focusing on the task at hand and has to be reminded multiple times to get to work. He seems especially tired in the mornings. Is there a way you can make sure he gets to bed a little earlier?

Sincerely,              

Meg Little             

What is she talking about? Jeremy goes to bed at 8:30 P.M. every night. He gets plenty of sleep. What could be wrong that he can’t focus? Laurie looked at her watch. She had 2 hours before Lizzie’s nap time.

“I’ll just run errands,” she said out loud to herself. “I have no energy to go to the gym anyway.”



Stamp of Approval

It’s too bad that there are no quality control inspectors who come into our homes and give us that stamp of approval. Maybe it’s a good thing since most of us are doing just the bare minimum to get by. We’re tired, way too busy, and basically ignorant about what it takes to feed our children right. If someone came into our homes to see what we stocked in our pantries and refrigerators, most likely they’d throw us off the assembly line and into the reject bin.

The hype bombarding us every day about childhood obesity, epidemic onset of diabetes, attention deficit/hyperactivity disorder (ADHD), and a wide variety of eating disorders should scare us into nutritional compliance. But instead it seems to have desensitized us to the fact that we’re not doing a very good job at feeding our children. And that’s no surprise since as grown-ups we’re not eating very well, either. Some of us skip breakfast and would prefer to live off of an intravenous drip of caffeine (guilty here!). Some of us still haven’t met a vegetable we like. Some try out diet after diet as if they’re speed dating—we give it a week, and if it doesn’t work, we move on to something else. Some of us are already paying for our food choices. We’re tired all the time. We have difficulty focusing on tasks at work or at home. We’re not sleeping well. Our legs twitch in the middle of the night, and we don’t recover from illness very quickly. Not to mention the early onsets of diabetes, heart disease, and a host of other diseases. And our children eat just like us.

Set Them Up to Succeed

We would like to challenge you to consider one other life-altering fact before you throw up your hands in resignation and say, “What’s a mother to do?” When you feed your child’s body, you’re also feeding his mind. Basically, you’re feeding him his future one bite at a time. Many educators can tell who eats breakfast and who doesn’t. They suspect who had a protein-rich, stick-to-your-bones type of breakfast and who had air-puffed sugar-and-food-coloring corn balls. How do they know? Children who sleep in class, are lethargic, have difficulty staying on task, are irritable or otherwise bouncing off the classroom walls are the obvious cases. But there are those whose telltale signs are more subtle. Mood swings, poor participation in outside activities, low stamina, indecision, and even mild depression can be results of poor nutrition.

Right now our children’s success is measured by how well they learn. School is their job. Parents all over the planet want the best for their children. We want to give them a leg up, help them get a step ahead, set them up to succeed. There are so many things about their learning and school situations that we just can’t control, but food choices are very much within our control. Take the reins now and plan a recipe for success for your children that feeds their mind as it feeds their body.

Can You Do One Without the Other?

The fact is that when you feed your body you are feeding your brain. Since the brain is an organ, it receives the same nutrients that the rest of the body receives when we eat. Feeding and nourishing are two different activities. In order to nourish something, you have to find out what it needs in order to function properly and at optimal capacity and then be quite intentional about providing for those needs. Feeding is just the scooping of foodstuffs into a body like coal is shoveled into the gaping hole of a furnace.

We talk about heart-healthy diets containing little cholesterol and fats to promote blood circulation and protein to build heart muscle, both of which contribute to a healthy heart that pumps up your life. Unfortunately, we usually don’t pay attention to a heart-healthy diet until it screams for attention when diagnosed with heart disease. As always, we then have a choice of whether to follow dietary guidelines or not, but at least we no longer walk around ignorant. The American Heart Association’s recommendations promote nutrition and exercise guidelines that together offer a preventative cure and a chance at living a long, healthy life—success!

If the Brain Ain’t Happy, Ain’t No Body Happy

Brain-healthy diets actually give you a more concentrated dose of success. The complex workings of a human life are coordinated by the most important organ in the body—the brain. Brain-healthy diets include carbohydrates that power the brain’s functions, proteins that provide good mental health and balance, certain fats that protect the brain and make it easier for the brain to communicate with the rest of the body, certain vitamins and minerals that promote memory and communication, and water that increases alertness and concentration. You’ve heard the saying “If Mama ain’t happy, ain’t nobody happy.” Consider this: if the brain ain’t healthy, ain’t no body healthy.

We can’t see our brains, so it’s difficult to tell how and when they need to be cared for. Brains must function properly if the rest of the body is to function. If we starve our bodies, we starve our minds. Our decision making becomes impaired and our reactions sluggish. If we want our children to succeed—at school, in relationships with others, for life—then we need to set them up for success by feeding them right.

Nature or Nurture: Do Kids Eat Right Naturally, or Do They Gravitate to What Is Bad for Them?

“She’d eat chips all day if I let her.”

“If my son had his way, he’d eat dessert all day every day.”

“If I didn’t stay on her, she wouldn’t eat at all.”

Kids may not always make the best choices when on their own, but one thing is for sure: they will eat when they’re hungry. Survival demands it. They will eat, but what they eat and how much they eat is up to you when they are with you.

Naturally all babies start consuming carbs (complex sugars) even before they’re born. When exactly does nurture take its role? Almost immediately. Even if your child has a birth defect or some kind of disability, you have the choice to make the best of the situation now and improve her quality of life for the future. A child with Down syndrome can be a child with Down syndrome high on sugar (which exacerbates erratic behavior) or a child with Down syndrome who eats nutritious foods that increase her abilities.

Parents have the power when it comes to providing healthy food choices for children. Sometimes it seems like children have a natural tendency toward sugar-soaked snacks, but it’s only because that’s what’s available to them. Consider a time in history when people only ate what they harvested or raised on the farm. This doesn’t mean people didn’t have a sweet tooth; it means that they ate what was around. Even farmers wrestled with kids who ate too much bread, drank the cream instead of the milk, or wouldn’t touch their Brussels sprouts (no offense to those who love them). The control we have as parents is powerful. Provide healthy choices, offer them variety, make it appealing (especially if it’s new to them), and you increase the chances that they will eat healthy food. If one vegetable isn’t accepted, try another. And remember that tastes change over time. Just because they reject broccoli now doesn’t mean they’ll reject it in a couple of years. As parents, we can provide opportunities for healthy eating even if no one else does. You may not be pleased with the school lunch offerings or what your son ate at his friend’s house or the fact that Grandma always takes them out for fast food. Those things are out of your control. But what they eat within our homes is very much within our control.


Show Me the Freshness

Become accustomed to looking for and reading the “use by” date on packages, especially on perishables, such as salad makings, meat, poultry, and dairy products. Check “on sale” items carefully.



What You See Is What You Eat

Basically we all eat what is available to us. Look in your pantry and refrigerator right now, and you will see what you’ve made available to yourself and your family to eat. Vicki admits that her snack of choice is more often than not chocolate. “I crave the endorphin rush chocolate provides (and I can stop whenever I want, really).” But she also knows if she eats chocolate every time she wants it, she will suffer in other ways: “I’ll experience a sugar crash and brain drain shortly thereafter, my tummy doesn’t process the rest of my food very smoothly for the rest of the day, and my eyes will get puffy.” Kids experience similar consequences for not eating right, and most likely they will happen right in the middle of the school day. Brain drain is bad enough, but brain drain in the middle of math class can be catastrophic.

Nutrition and Learning: Does It Really Make a Difference?

Educators have known for almost 100 years the link between nutrition and learning. Hot lunches (and now breakfast) at school hasn’t been included during the school day for the convenience of parents. Education proponents realized that many children came to school hungry and were then unable to concentrate on their schoolwork. They provided a hot, nutritious lunch so that students were better equipped to learn. Trying to teach children all they have to learn without proper nutrition is like trying to train a horse to jump a hurdle with only three legs: it’s a definite handicap.

Since the brain orchestrates the functions of the rest of the body, it stands to reason that if it is hindered from doing its job, we become hindered from doing ours. Brain-based learning advocates offer many educators and parents a way to increase the brain’s potential to learn and retain information. But just as a high-performance car is equipped with options to make it run faster, smoother, and longer, our brains can’t perform at optimum levels without the right fuel. Both will sputter, stall, or overheat before reaching their goals.

The More You Know

Schools are paying attention to the research. Water bottles are now accepted accessories, nutritious snacks are offered on state testing days, and children are encouraged to partake in the breakfast program. Teachers want your children to succeed just as much as you do. They’re doing what they can do; now we need to do the rest. We can limit their sugar, salt, and cholesterol intake because these things block the brain’s ability to absorb much-needed vitamins and minerals. We can increase their water intake and offer water-packed fruits and vegetables that help the brain absorb vital nutrients. We can limit or even eliminate caffeine from our children’s diets since it disrupts brain messages sent to the rest of the body. We can accept the truth that what they eat affects how well they learn and purchase food that reflects that truth.


Low-Fat Desserts

The manufacturer often compensates for the fat by adding more sugar. “Low-fat” is not the same as “low-calorie.”



Food Choices: The Good, the Bad, and the Ugly

Knowing why you should provide a brain-healthy diet is one thing. Knowing what to buy is quite another. You don’t have to become a nutritionist or dietitian to find out what’s good for your body and brain and what isn’t. The best foods include the highest nutrient content possible in them (you get more bang for your buck or mouthful). The worst foods are high in sugar, salt, and cholesterol and inhibit the absorption of good nutrients. (For a detailed list of foods that may cause hyperactivity or slow learning in children, see appendix D, Nutritional Tables and Charts.) Consider the following lists the next time you go shopping.

THE BEST

MEATS

Roast beef (round)

Lamb (leanest cut)

Chicken (light or dark meat)

Filet mignon

Loin chops

Cornish hen

Flank steak

Pork (leanest cut)

Quail

London broil

Fresh ham

Turkey (young, light or
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