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Working with the Food Guide Pyramid
to Improve Nutrition

by Darlene Pohlman, Ph.D., CFCS, RD/LMNT

hether you prepare or help children with their meals and
snacks, as early care professionals, you influence the food
choices that affect their health, growth, and intellectual
development. Significant
effects of unhealthy eating
patterns can appear over a
short period of time, such as
iron deficiency, or may take a
longer time to develop, as is the
case with heart disease.

Children over the age of two
basically have similar nutritional
needs as adults. Often, child care
centers will provide more than three-
quarters of their daily nutrients and
food choices. Realizing this, you
can understand how much your
efforts affect the nutritional health
of these children.

To shape a child’s eating

behavior, it is important to know

the basics of nutrition. In the

case of a licensed center, there

is a meal pattern that is

provided by your licensing

agency. These requirements

are normally minimal. One way

to ensure that the additional nutritional needs of children in your

care are met is to follow the concepts of the Food Guide Pyramid
(http://'www.usda.gov/cnpp/KidsPyra/PyrBook.pdf). Foods are

grouped in the Pyramid primarily by the nutrients they provide.

Each group has different nutrients, thus making all groups equally
important. They are all essential to an adequate nutrient intake.
Each group contains many foods which provide different
concentrations of nutrients. That is why it is important to select a
“variety” of foods between and within food groups. For example,
in the fruit group, it is
better to eat an orange, half
a grapefruit, and a kiwi over
a three day period than to
eat three oranges. Over
time, young children will
take in adequate nutrients
when offered a wide variety
of healthy foods.

Different nutrients are
needed for different
functions in the body.
Protein is needed for growth.
Most of the protein in the
diet is supplied by milk,
meat, fish, poultry, eggs,
cheese, dry beans, and peas.
Calcium is needed for strong
bones and teeth. Dietary
calcium is primarily found in
milk and milk products, such
as cheese and yogurt and to
a lesser extent in leafy
green vegetables. Iron is an
important mineral that
comes from meat, poultry, fish, eggs, green leafy vegetables, and
iron fortified breads and cereals. Iron from cereal will be absorbed
better when served with a food rich in vitamin C. Citrus fruits and

(continued on page 2)







3 CHILD CARE CENTER CONNECTIONS

2001

How Food Selection Affects Children’s Health

by Cindy Clark-Ericksen
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Childhood Excellence Initiative under the direction of the
University of Wisconsin-Extension.
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As a child care provider you know how important good
nutrition is for children. You are also aware that you play an
important role in providing daily nutrition to the children in your
care. In an average day children may get as much as 80% of their
nutrition from their child care setting. And research shows that
the nutrition they get has a big impact on their behavior and
development.

Many children eat two meals plus snacks during a normal day at
child care. For children who live in poverty, and may experience
inconsistent nutrition at home, the nutritional impact of food in
the child care setting can be even greater. Some reseachers
estimate that up to 10% of children from low income families in the
U.S. may show stunted growth, and 20% to 30% are estimated to
have iron-deficiency anemia (Cook & Martin, 1995). With the
advent of welfare reform, increasing numbers of low-income
children are in child care, and these programs may provide a major
portion of children’s daily nutrition.

Poor nutrition can have both immediate and long-term impacts on
the cognitive ability and behavior of children. The importance of
nutrition for early brain development cannot be over emphasized.
Good nutrition is essential during the critical periods of brain
growth and development, which occur during gestation (before
birth) and in the first 24 months of life.

Research shows that some negative impacts on the brain during
early childhood can be permanent in animals and possibly in
humans as well. In animal research, nutritional rehabilitation has
been able to reverse much of this damage, but subtle changes do
remain, particularly the difficulty in adapting to stressful
circumstances, including reduced motivation, increased anxiety
and emotional reactivity. The implication for humans is that the
long term impact of poor nutrition in the early years probably
affects the way children will respond emotionally to stressful
situations. These patterns of response may eventually affect the
quality of relationships with friends and family and success in
school and later on the job.

One study has documented that infants with iron-deficiency
anemia were more wary and easily tired. These children were also
less attentive and playful, and scored an average of 8 points lower
on the mental development portion of the Bayley Scales of Infant

Development than did children without a deficiency. By age 11-14
these same children were found to have significantly lower scores
on intelligence and achievement tests (Lozoff et al, 1998). Other
studies have shown that children who are malnourished in the
first two years of life have 1Q’s that are on average ten points
lower than children who are not malnourished.

From these studies it is clear that child care centers can have a
significant impact on the future of the child by providing
nutritious food in a relaxed environment, which promotes healthy
eating habits. In an article published in the Zero fo Three bulletin,
Susan Roberts and Melvin Heyman offer several suggestions that
may be helpful to child care teachers.

» Provide a variety of healthy foods at mealtime, but allow the
child to have control over how much is eaten.

» Take advantage of the infant-toddler years when children are
more willing to try new foods and are establishing food
preferences. Introduce a variety of foods from all of the food
groups. The key to adoption of new foods is continued
exposure to them.

* Children are likely to begin rejecting specific foods around age
two. Accept the child’s rejection without fanfare and try the
food again later.

e Make the most of the child’s desire to imitate peers and
important adults. Staff can model good eating habits by sitting
at the table and trying all of the foods that are offered. They
might also point out favorite foods of individual children.
Often children will eat a food at child care with their friends
even if they have rejected the same food at home.

* And, finally, provide opportunities for children to take part in
preparing the food. From planting seeds in the garden to
stirring ingredients and actually cooking the food, children
love to get involved. Children are proud when they have taken
part in the preparation. This makes eating the food more
enjoyable and increases the chances a child will try a new
food.

Along with providing intellectual stimulation and emotional
nurturance, excellent child care programs also provide good
nutrition to the their children. The impacts of nutrition can be
seen both now and for the rest of the child’s life. This is one of
the ways that child care programs can have a significant impact
on the futures of the children in their care.
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Food and Nutrition
Timely Topics in Food, Diet
and Health

by Christina Stark, M.S., R.D., Nutrition Specialist, Cornell
Cooperative Extension, Division of Nutritional Sciences,
Cornell University

he nutrition topics below are available on the Cornell

Cooperative Extension Food and Nutrition website. Each
topic is summarized briefly with the hope that the reader will go to
the website for more information and other articles and links about
nutrition. Go to the Cornell website at Attp://www.cce.cornell.edu/
food/ and click on Timely Topics where you can catch the newest
nutrition articles or click on Food, Diet and Health Archives to
view the articles below.

Eat Smart. Play Hard.™ — Campaign and Mascot. The USDA
nutrition mascot, the purple Power Panther, was created to
support their “Eat Smart. Play Hard.” program. The Power Panther
is part of a national healthy eating and physical activity campaign
designed to reach preschool and school-aged children, ages 2—18.
The program focuses on four basic themes: breakfast, snacks,
balance, and physical activity. For more information, go to
http://www.fns.usda.gov/fnsmascot/. (July/August 2000)

Sources of Nutrients in Children’s Diets. Ready-to-eat cereal is
among the top contributors of folate, vitamins A and C, iron and
zinc to children’s diets, while milk, yeast bread, cakes/cookies/
quick breads, donuts, beef and cheese are among the top ten
sources of energy, fat and protein. These results come from the
USDA 1989-91 Continuing Survey of Food Intakes by
Individuals. (November/December 1998)

Children’s Beverage Choices and Nutrition. For all ages, children
who drank carbonated soda were less likely to get vitamin A.
Children 25 years old who drank soda were less likely to get
enough vitamin C and calcium; and children 6—11 years old were
less likely to get enough vitamin B12, calcium and magnesium.
These results come from the USDA 1994-96 Continuing Survey of
Food Intakes by Individuals. (March/April 2001)

Nutrition Education Materials. Cornell Cooperative Extension
also offers an annotated bibliography of Nutrition Education
Materials (January 2001) that offers teaching materials for a
variety of audiences. For child care providers, the following
resources might be useful to educate your staff and as a lesson
for the children at your center. For ordering information, call the
Cornell Resource Center at 607.255.2080 or e-mail at
resctr@cornell.edu. On the web go to Attp://www.cce.cornell.edu/
food/ and click on Educational Resources and then the
Annotated Bibliography of Nutrition Education Materials.
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Growing by J. Birkmayer, W. Rivera, and M. Brink (1996) is a
nutrition/parenting education resource targeted for pregnant
women, parents, and adults who work with children, newborn to
5 years old. The for-purchase program includes nutrition, human
development and parenting information (most components are
available in Spanish).

A Pyramid of Snacks by P. Thonney (1998). This 75-page
teaching guide, targeted to 9-12 year olds, features 16 recipes for
easy-to-prepare snacks; also included are games, science
experiments, food activities, and more. Cost is $7.75 for the
teaching guide (#399LM19). Check the website for information
about video programs as well.

Nutrition Web Information for
Child Care Center Providers

Mealtimes can become blah! Check out http.//www.nal.usda.gov/
childcare/Recipes/childcare.html for recipes that are designed
for larger groups of children at early child care centers or at
school-age centers. Family child care centers could cut them
down, if desired. Click on Recipes and you will find “Child Care
Recipes/ Food for Health and Fun” from the National Food
Service Management Institute (http.//www.nfsmi.org/). The recipe
for peanut butter dip (serves 25 or 50) looks very good. While
you’re in the NFSMI website, look at the “Mealtime Memo for
Child Care,” a newsletter that provides nutrition information for
family, child, and school-age care centers.

The federal government nutrition website (http://www.nutrition.gov/)
provides information on the following topics: food fats, food
safety, life cycle issues, health management, food assistance,
research, and resources. When you go into this website, locate
the Resources link and click on either Newsletters or Fact Sheets
to get timely information that will benefit your center and your
staff. In the newsletter Food and Nutrition Research Brief, check
out two articles: “Snack, Sodas —and Calories — Climbing in Kids”
(October 2000) and “Video Game Squire 5 Quest! May Improve
Kids’ Eating Habits” (January 2000). The Fact Sheet topics are
diversified such as “Flood Clean-up” which provides tips to avoid
food borne illnesses if your center has suffered any flooding from
recent rains.

Here is an opportunity to teach children (ages three and above)
about food safety. The Partnerships for Food Safety Education
site (http://www.fightbac.org/main.cfm) also features a children’s
program entitled “Fight Bac!” which teaches children four basic
tips for food safety: keeping children’s hands clean and proper
ways to separate, cook, and chill food. This site includes
children’s activities and coloring pages that can be downloaded.

Teaching children about nutrition can easily involve the Food
Guide Pyramid (see our lead article in this issue). Go to http://
www.usda.gov/cnpp/KidsPyra/PyrBook.pdf for a look at the
“Tips for Using the Food Guide Pyramid for Young Children 2 to 6
years old.” Centers can order this booklet by writing to the
address on the last page of the booklet.



