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Eating habits for better health

Vitality through variety

Maintaining a healthy weight means more than 
just getting regular exercise. It’s also a matter of 
healthful eating habits. Children need a wide 
variety of foods for good health, including fruits 
and vegetables, low fat milk and milk products, lean 
meats, and whole grains. 
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Where do I start?

Once you have decided to make healthy 
choices in your eating habits, it can be 
overwhelming to make many changes all at the 
same time. Starting with one or two goals can 
have a big impact and is manageable for most 
families. Over time, as these changes become 
habits, you can add additional goals.

Here are some examples of initial goals:

•	 Eliminate juice, soda, and other sugar- 
sweetened beverages.

•	 Stick with one plate of food at meals. If 
second helpings are desired, have them 
come from the fruit and vegetable group.

•	 Serve meals on smaller sized plates.
•	 Decrease restaurant eating by one visit per 

month. Example: If you eat out four times 
per month, reduce to three times per month. 

•	 Aim for five fruits and vegetables every day

Did you know?
•	 One 20oz bottle of soda contains 

approximately 18 teaspoons of sugar.
•	 A McDonald’s Big Mac contains 740 

calories and 29 grams of fat compared to a 
plain hamburger which has 250 calories 
and 9 grams of fat. For an 8 year old 
female who may need 1400 calories in a 
day, this is more than half of her calorie 
needs. And we didn’t even count the french 
fries!

•	 Ordering a sandwich without mayonnaise 
can save approximately 100-150 calories 
and 10-17 grams of fat. Dress up your 
sandwich with plain mustard or ketchup.

Serving Sizes 1-3 year olds 4-6 year olds 7-12 year olds Teens & Adults

Fruit or Vegetable ½ piece fruit ½ -1 piece fruit 1 piece fruit 1 piece fruit
 ¼ cup vegetable ½ cup raw vegetable 1 cup raw or ½ cup 1 cup raw or ½ cup 
   cooked vegetable cooked vegetable

Grains
     Bread ½ slice 1 slice 1 slice 1 slice
     Dry cereal ¼-1/3 cup ½ cup ¾-1 cup ¾-1 cup
     Cooked cereal ¼ cup ½ cup ½ cup ½ cup
     Pasta and rice ¼ cup cooked ½ cup cooked ½ cup cooked ½ cup cooked
     Crackers 4 saltine type 6 saltine type 6 saltine type 6 saltine type

Dairy Products
      Milk ½ cup (4oz) ¾ cup (6oz) 8oz 8oz
      Cheese ½ oz ¾ oz 1oz 1oz
      Yogurt ? ?  ? ?

Lean beef, poultry, fish 1-3 tbsp (1-2oz) 1-3 tbsp  (1-2oz) 2-3oz 3oz

Dried beans 2-4 tbsp (¼-½ cup) 4-5 tbsp (½ cup) ½ cup ½ cup

Oil, margarine, or butter 1 tsp 1 tsp 1 tsp 1 tsp

Source: American Dietetic Association Pediatric Manual of Dietetics 2003.

How many servings do I need each day?*

 1-3 year olds 4-6 year olds 7-12 year olds Teens & Adults
Fruit and Vegetable 5 5 5  5 
Grains 3-4 4-5 4-6 6-8
Milk/Dairy products 2 2 3  3 
Lean Meats 2oz 3-5oz 6oz 5-6oz
Oil, margarine, butter 3-4 tsp 3-6 tsp 4-6 tsp 5-7 tsp

*Individual calorie needs vary and this chart should be used as a general guide only.  Source: Mypyramid.gov.

How much is too much?

What seems like an average or small portion to an adult is often much too large for a child. Generally speaking, a 
person’s stomach can contain about as much food as his or her hand can hold. 


