Dear Middle School Parents/Guardians:
 
Recently staff have observed some of the middle school students not eating their lunches or eating food lacking in nutrition.  Being unaware of what the students eat at home we just wanted to inform you of our concern.
 
As you probably know puberty (between ages12 and 13) is such a time of change both physically and emotionally that it is important that students eat healthy at least three times a day.  Breakfast is a very important meal because it helps fuel the student for both cognitive and physical performance. With a balance of carbohydrates, protein and small amounts of fat, the student starts the morning alert and responsive to learning.  Studies of shown that students who eat a nutritional breakfast will: concentrate better, have better problem-solving skills, have better hand-eye coordination, be more alert, be more creative, miss fewer days of school and be more physically active.  Active teen bodies require 2,200 calories for girls and 2500-2800 calories for boys daily; we can see the vast difference this intake amount is from when they were a child. Of course this depends on how active they are and how fast they are growing.  A balanced diet of these nutrients is necessary to support the natural growth spurt that happens.  It is important that the teens eat lean protein sources, low fat dairy products, whole grains, fruit and vegetables, and minimize their intake of  “junk” food that has very little, if any, nutrients.  Some researchers feel that consistent daily intake of non-nutritious foods can cause the development of a lower immune system as the teen goes into their twenties.
 
Protein intake should be about 45-60 grams a day, needed for muscle development.  Calcium is also vital to promote calcium deposits in the bones and reduce the chance of osteoporosis in later years.  According to experts 1300 mg daily should be adequate, which is equal to 3 glasses of low fat milk daily or consumption of green leafy vegetables. Small amounts of fat are necessary for healthy growth. Teens should not be encouraged to abstain from fats totally, but to control the amount of intake and make sure they are the “good” fats.
 
Teens should eat substantial meals and also snacks throughout the day.  Healthy snacks should be low in fat and sugar, like peanut butter and crackers, low fat string cheese, fruit, low fat yogurt, and granola bars.  Juice, pop and energy drinks are usually high in sugar, caffeine and calories and should be avoided in large amounts. 
 
Self image can impact the difficulty teens may have in choosing the food they eat.  We know that the entertainment industry promotes images of celebrities with body sizes that are tiny beyond belief and in fact unhealthy.  Often teens are not aware that these photos are air brushed and that the actual person does not look that way in “real life”.   
Also teens tend to compare themselves to their peers, who may have a totally different body structure.   Wanting the “desired shape” may cause the student to restrict their eating or skip their meals. Peer acceptance is placed high on many students’ list of goals.  Sometimes they are not in touch with the lack of nutritional value of snacks such as pop, chips, nachos, and candy. They eat what their peers eat.
 
There is also a very serious concern of students binging and purging (after they eat) or eating so little that they lose 15 % of their body weight.  Teens may want to achieve thinness, or exert their independence from their parents control and end up developing an eating disorder.  They develop poor coping mechanisms to deal with their growth and body shape, such as, excessive exercise, laxatives, and limiting their intake of the nutrients their body needs for healthy development. Should this behavior be observed, a medical provider needs to be called in to assess the student, since it’s an emotional and physical problem.
 
We are providing a lot of information in this article and we hope this will be helpful in viewing your child’s healthy eating patterns.  We know that some children just do not like to eat at school in front of others.  But we don’t know if your child normally is a very good eater at home and is not likely to suffer poor nutrition just because of lunch.  It would be helpful if you could talk with your child about some of the information we have provided.  When students develop a healthy eating pattern, in addition to exercise and adequate sleep, they are more prepared for learning, leading to academic success.  
 
Please feel free to contact me if you have any questions or concerns I may be able to help you with at 885-6703 (message can be left) 
I would like to thank Nancy Baragary, school nurse at HomeLink/CAM for sharing this letter with me.  
 
Jan Paullin, RN, BSN 
School Nurse
