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Principles of Healthy Living
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•	 Make the switch from sugary drinks to water. Water is essential to human 
survival, optimal functioning, and health, which is why it should be the go-to 
choice when deciding what to drink. Sugary beverages such as soda, sports 
drinks, energy drinks, and fruit drinks are filled with empty calories, meaning 
that they provide many calories but almost none of the nutrients the body 
needs to stay healthy and grow strong. Research shows that children who have 
too much sugar are at risk for unhealthy weight gain and type 2 diabetes.

•	 Choose colorful fruits and vegetables instead of junk food. Fruits and vege-
tables are packed with vitamins, minerals, antioxidants, and fiber, and they 
also provide healthy carbohydrate that gives us energy. A good goal is eating 
five servings each day—and more is always better—so fill half your plate 
with fruits and vegetables at every meal, and eat them as snacks instead of 
junk food such as chips, candy, and other sweets. Choose fruits and vegeta-
bles in a rainbow of colors (especially dark-green and orange vegetables).

•	 Choose whole-grain foods and limit foods with added sugar. Minimally 
processed whole grains are a better choice than refined grains. Whole grains 
contain fiber, vitamins, and minerals, whereas the refining process strips away 
many of these beneficial nutrients. Even though some refined grains are for-
tified with vitamins and minerals, fortification does not replace all of the lost 
nutrients. In addition, refined grains get absorbed by the body very quickly, 
which can cause blood sugar levels to spike. In response, the body quickly 
takes up sugar from the blood to bring sugar levels down to normal. Working 
so quickly may cause the body to overshoot things, however, making blood 
sugar levels a bit lower than they should be. This can cause feelings of false 
hunger even after a big meal, as well as tiredness. Choose whole grains (such 
as steel-cut oats and 100% whole-wheat bread) whenever possible, making 
sure to check the nutrition facts label and ingredients list for added sugar.

•	 Choose foods with healthy fat, limit foods high in saturated fat, and avoid 
foods with trans fat. Plant-based foods, including plant oils (such as olive, 
canola, soybean, corn, sunflower, and peanut oils), nuts, and seeds, are 
natural sources of healthy fat, as are fish and shellfish. Healthy fat can help 
lower the risk of heart disease and stroke. Unhealthy fat—including satu-
rated fat—increases the risk of heart disease and stroke. Most foods that are 
high in saturated fat come from animals, including dairy fat, the fat in meat, 
and lard. However, even a few healthy plant-based foods and fish contain 
small amounts of saturated fat, so we can’t completely eliminate it from our 
diet. As a general rule, keep your intake of saturated fat as low as possible, 
opting for healthy foods such as salmon, almonds, and avocados, instead of 
hamburgers and cheesy pizza. The worst type of unhealthy fat is trans fat, 
which raises the risk of heart disease, stroke, and possibly diabetes. Trans fat 
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is formed when healthy vegetable oils are partially hydrogenated (a process 
that makes the oil solid or semisolid, which makes the fat more stable for 
use in packaged foods). Foods with trans fat and partially hydrogenated oils 
should be avoided.

•	 Eat a nutritious breakfast every morning. Breakfast is a critical meal because 
it gives the body the energy it needs to perform at school, work, or home. 
Studies have shown that breakfast can improve learning, and it helps boost 
overall nutrition. Many common breakfast foods can be rich in whole grains, 
and it’s a great meal in which to incorporate colorful fruits and vegetables.

•	 Be physically active every day for at least an hour. Regular physical activ-
ity not only improves our physical health (by helping to prevent unhealthy 
weight gain, obesity, and several chronic diseases) but also benefits our emo-
tional well-being. Children should get at least 60 minutes of physical activity 
every day, which can be broken up into multiple sessions throughout the day. 
This can include active free play, as well as structured activities that are age 
appropriate and enjoyable and offer variety. Any episode of moderate- or vig-
orous-intensity physical activity, however brief, counts toward the daily goal.

•	 Limit TV and other recreational screen time to two hours or less per day. 
The more television you watch, the less time you have to engage in physical 
activity or other healthy pursuits; the same goes for spending time online 
on your computer or smartphone for fun, text messaging, and playing vid-
eo games. Watching more television means seeing more ads for unhealthy 
foods, and research suggests that this leads to consuming more calories. 
Such sedentary behavior combined with a poor diet can lead to unhealthy 
weight gain. Children should limit total recreational screen time to no more 
than two hours each day, whether it be a TV, computer, smartphone, or other 
handheld device—anything with a screen counts.

•	 Get enough sleep to give the brain and body the rest they need. It takes a lot 
of energy to work hard in school, eat well, and stay active, which is why it’s 
important to get enough rest to recharge for the next day. Children who don’t 
get enough sleep have a harder time paying attention in school, and lack of 
sleep is linked to unhealthy weight gain. Children ages 6 to 12 should be 
getting at least 10 hours of sleep each day, so it’s important to set up a reg-
ular bedtime routine and provide a bedroom without a TV, and with smart-
phones and other screens turned off.
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TABLE 35.1  Best-Choice Foods in Each Food Group

Food group How to choose Examples of best-choice* foods

Grains •	 Whole grains—Choose whole grains or 
foods made with minimally processed whole 
grains.

•	 Choose foods that list a whole grain as the 
first ingredient.

•	 Watch out for added sugar on the nutrition 
facts label and ingredients list. Remember that 
there are many names for added sugar, includ-
ing corn syrup, sucrose, honey, and molasses.

Whole grains (barley, brown rice, buckwheat, 
bulgur, millet, quinoa, wheat), breads (100% 
whole-wheat or -rye bread, 100% whole-grain 
rolls, stone-ground corn or 100% whole-wheat 
tortillas, 100% whole-wheat pitas), cereals (steel-
cut oatmeal, seven-grain hot cereal, ready-to-eat 
cereals made with whole oats, whole wheat, or 
other whole grains), pasta (100% whole-wheat 
noodles, soba noodles), crackers (100% whole-
wheat crackers, whole-rye crispbread), pancakes 
(100% whole wheat or buckwheat)

Vegetables •	 Choose a rainbow of colors, especially dark 
green and orange.

•	 Potatoes don’t count as vegetables.

Collard greens, mustard greens, spinach, kale, 
chard, bok choy, green cabbage, red cabbage, 
winter squash, summer squash, zucchini, sweet 
potatoes, broccoli, carrots, tomatoes, turnips, 
string beans, lettuce, onions, okra, beets, cauli-
flower, brussels sprouts, beans and peas (kidney 
beans, black beans, soybeans, chickpeas, lentils, 
black-eyed peas)

Fruits •	 Choose a rainbow of colors.

•	 Choose whole fruits or sliced fruits (rather 
than fruit juices; limit fruit juice to no more 
than 4-6 oz, or 120-170 ml, per day).

Peaches, nectarines, cantaloupe, watermelon, 
grapefruit, raisins, apples, pears, oranges, straw-
berries, tangerines, grapes, pineapple, mangoes, 
blueberries, cherries, figs, kiwi fruits, avocados

Protein •	 Choose beans and peas,** nuts, seeds, and 
other plant-based healthy protein options, as 
well as fish and poultry.

•	 Limit red meat (beef, pork, lamb) and avoid 
processed meats (bacon, deli meats, hot dogs, 
sausages).

Beans and peas (kidney beans, black beans, 
soybeans, chickpeas, lentils, black-eyed peas), 
nuts (almonds, hazelnuts, walnuts), nut butters 
(peanut butter, almond butter), seeds (sunflower, 
pumpkin), tofu and other high-protein vegetarian 
alternatives (tempeh, falafel, veggie burgers), fish 
(salmon, trout, cod, shrimp, crab, scallops, light 
tuna, sardines), eggs, poultry (chicken, turkey)

Dairy •	 Choose unflavored milk, plain yogurt, small 
amounts of cheese, and other unsweetened 
dairy foods.***

•	 Dairy foods are needed in lower propor-
tions than foods from the other groups.

Unflavored milk, plain yogurt, string cheese 
(mozzarella cheese sticks), cottage cheese, ched-
dar cheese

*Best-choice foods contain the most nutrients and contribute to overall health.

**Beans and peas can be considered part of the vegetable group as well as the healthy protein group.

***Plain yogurt and other unsweetened dairy foods can also be a good source of protein. Students who cannot consume dairy can 
choose lactose-free milk or calcium-fortified nondairy alternatives such as unflavored and unsweetened rice milk or soy milk.


