
Why won't Johnny eat broccoli? -- chicagotribune.com http://www.chicagotribune.com/services/newspaper/printedition/wed...

1 of 3 9/26/07 11:10 AM

Catch it here

Game photos | Piniella-Gram | Historic video 

ADVERTISEMENT

Search classifieds
JOBS  SHOP  CARS  HOMES

Listings, directories and
deals
• Apartments

• Items for Sale

• Dating

• Pets

• Grocery coupons

• Boutiques

• Travel deals

• Place an Ad

Popular stories

ADVERTISEMENT

Member profile | Logout

September 26, 2007

Search  Go   chicagotribune.com  Web enhanced by 

HEALTH WATCH

Why won't Johnny eat broccoli?

Nurturing your child's palate can encourage more healthful eating

By Janet Helm | Special to the Tribune
September 26, 2007

How did today's so-called "kids' cuisine" become so narrowly defined? It's
mostly limited to fried breaded chicken, fries and the like.

Experts say this beige, deep-fried diet -- often washed down with "tall" sugary
drinks -- may be one reason American children are gaining weight at alarming
rates and developing early signs of heart disease and diabetes.

But beyond the childhood obesity threat, this modern-day kiddie meal may be
doing something equally insidious to young kids: deadening their developing
palates.

"Our children's palates are being dumbed
down by greasy, salty and sweet foods and
drinks," said pediatric nutritionist Keith Ayoob 
at Albert Einstein Medical Center in New
York City.

Once they get used to these flavors, the
taste threshold is set so high that fresh fruits
aren't sweet enough and vegetables taste too 
bitter, he said.

Dr. David Ludwig, a childhood obesity expert
in Boston and author of "Ending the Food
Fight: Guide Your Child to a Healthy Weight 
in a Fast Food/Fake Food World," worries
we're stunting children's taste buds.

He said the extra-intense artificial flavors that
dominate "kid food" interfere with a child's
natural tendency to develop a broader palate.

"Our taste preferences, by nature, are
designed to broaden over time, but we're
short-circuiting basic biological pathways and 
warping children's taste buds," Ludwig said.

We're essentially putting the breaks on
children's palates and preventing them from
appreciating more natural and healthful food, 
he said. And it is critical to think about palate
development as soon as children start solid
foods since preferences are established 
early.

Lynn Fredericks, author of "Cooking Time is Family Time" and founder of FamilyCooks Productions in
New York City, blames the ubiquitous children's menus in restaurants, where chicken fingers and fries
rule.

"The concept of 'food for children' has been one of the most detrimental developments to corrupt the
family meal," said Fredericks, who develops culinary education programs and materials for children and
their parents.

Restaurants are attempting to define what children will eat, which has changed what parents serve at
home, she said.

"In virtually all other cultures in the world, kids eat what the parents eat," she said.

So how do you get out of a chicken fingers-and-fries rut and raise an adventurous eater? Here are some
tips to help you stay mindful of your preschooler's health, weight and developing palates:

Take control: Remember, you're in charge here. Parents need to play an active role in shaping their young
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children's food preferences, which will likely last a lifetime, said Chicago chef J. Hugh McEvoy, who
conducts hands-on cooking classes for preschool-age children and their parents for Operation Frontline.

"When you shop for a preschooler, your job is not to buy the foods your child likes, but to teach your child
to like what you buy."

Cook with your child: Never underestimate the value of getting your kids in the kitchen, said culinary
educator Lois Levine, who teaches cooking classes for the Chicago Public Schools. Children are much
more likely to try something new if they've had a hand at preparing it.

Be a role model: One of the best ways to get your children to eat a diverse diet is to see you do the
same. That means you may need to examine your own eating habits, which may be one of the most
powerful influences of all -- for better or worse. "I've yet to meet a child who eats better than her
parents," said Ayoob, who works with overweight children and their families.

Bury your own food bias: Don't let your own food preferences keep you from introducing new vegetables
or other foods to your child, said registered dietitian Bridget Swinney, author of "Baby Bites." If you don't
like Brussels sprouts, don't pass on that bias to your child. Continue to expose your child to new foods,
even if that means you need to "put on your poker face" and take a bite yourself, she said.

Don't default to the kid's menu: Swinney recommends other options when dining out: Share your plate,
request half orders, or combine an appetizer with a side dish. Check out ethnic restaurants so your child
can be exposed to a wide variety of flavors and textures.

Sit down to dinner: Scores of studies show that children who sit down to family dinners (with the TV
turned off) have better diets and are less likely to be obese, according to a research editorial in this
month's Journal of the American Dietetic Association. Children who frequently have dinner with their
families eat more fruits and vegetables, drink more milk, consume fewer fried foods and drink fewer
sodas.

Aim for progress, not perfection: Don't feel defeated if you find yourself heading to the drive-thru or
resorting to frozen nuggets. Just look for ways you can enhance those meals with baby carrots instead of
fries and low-fat milk in place of sugary drinks. Keep introducing new foods -- it may take multiple
attempts, so don't give up. Small changes can make a big impact over time.

- - -

Healthy kids

The Naturally Healthy Children's Expo, a family festival promoting healthful living, will include presentations
by Laura Bruzas of Healthy Dining Chicago and Melissa Graham of Purple Asparagus. $10; $5 teens and
grandparents; free to children under 11. Oct. 6-7. Navy Pier Festival Hall. Information and tickets,
708-361-6000 or naturallyhealthychildren.com.

----------

Helm is a Chicago-based registered dietitian and nutrition consultant (and a mother of two preschoolers)
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