TRINITY FAMILY 

MELISSA J. URREA, MD

October 2008

CHILDHOOD OBESITY:  Tips for Parents on how to help their kids and themselves.

Obesity has been a growing problem in our country for several years.

Unfortunately, it is not a problem isolated to adults, it is also affecting our children.  As a result, for the first time in United States history, we as physicians are diagnosing adult onset diabetes in children. The U.S. Centers for Disease Control has labeled this problem as an epidemic and is encouraging all of us to take an active part in solving this problem.

So how do we do this?  First, we have to define the problem. Is your child overweight or obese?  There is a link at the bottom of this article to determine this.  This will help you determine if there is a problem.  

Why are some children obese?  In some families, this is genetic.  That said, genetics only accounts for less than thirty pounds in overweight adults, anything over this is usually due to lifestyle.  There are tests your physician can perform to assess this.

Second, if your child is obese or overweight, now is the time to take action.  In order to lose weight, you have to burn more calories than you take in:

1. Step One:  Know Thyself!

a. Find out what a healthy weight is for your child’s height.

b. Determine if that weight is reasonable for your child based on size and bone structure.

c. Set a goal to reach that weight.

d. Examples: “I want to lose 3 pounds a month for the next 6 months”


e. Write the goal down on paper and then write the steps of how the family will reach that goal.

i. Example:  I will lose 3 pounds a month by eating a green vegetable twice a day, eating an apple a day.

ii. I will exercise 30 minutes every day after school, etc.

2. Step Two:  Be Good to Yourself

a. Never say anything to your child that you would not say to someone else.  We are harder on ourselves (and our children) than we are on other people. God created each of us as unique individuals with a purpose so treat each other respectfully.  

b. Never tell a child they are fat. 

c. Never put the child on a strict diet, this can be physically harmful

d. If your child says they are hungry, allow them to eat (see Step 3, iii)

e. Be positive!

3. Step Three:  Set Limits…Be the Parent!  Your child cannot eat what they do not have!

a. AVOID:  Potato Chips, Candy, Ice cream, Fruit Juice, Soda, and Fast food.  Save the things on the above list for once a week treats.  That way, no one feels deprived or punished and do not keep them in the house!  This will reduce temptation. 

b. Limit portion sizes.  For adults, this is the size of your fist.  For children, this will vary by age.  The point is for them to eat until they are no longer hungry….not when they feel full.

c. Give one serving of food and only allow extra portions of foods like green vegetables.

d. Drink water with meals or when thirsty.  Allow no more than 16 oz of skim milk per day.

e. Snacks are great!  Try things like sliced apples and peanut butter, sliced jicama, or popcorn (with low or no butter).  Pop it yourself for more fun!

4. Step Four:  Habits are Habit Forming

a. Exercise: Remember to keep it simple.  Exercise like a kid!  Play games! Play tag, play basketball, jump rope, play soccer, go dancing, go swimming.  All of these are examples but find the fit that matches your family’s taste.  

b. Your kids are mirror images of you.  If they see you exercise, then they’ll do it too, so exercise as a family!  It can be as simple as going for an hour-long walk at a fast pace. 

c. Turn off the television and the computer!  Try less than 2 hours of TV or computers a day and the rest of the time get out and have fun! If it’s fun there’s more of a chance the kids will keep doing it.

5. Step Five:  Get help

i. If you need help, there is the Fit 4 Kids program with Round Rock Medical Center that is a parent-child program geared to help teach kids and adults how to eat, cook, and play to stay healthy.

ii. Also, if you are having problems with the steps or need more advice, consult your physician.  They may enlist the service a dietician with experience helping children.

This is a subject of great importance to me as a family physician.  These steps are guidelines that are not intended to fit everyone’s needs.  If you need more specific help, please let us help you stay as healthy as possible!

Sources:

1. Instructions for Pediatric Patients 2nd Edition, 1999 by WB Saunders

2. American Family Physician:  www.aafp.org
3. Assessment, Prevention and Treatment of Childhood Obesity by Stendardo and Slusser

Helpful links:  Obesity calculator from the CDC:  http://apps.nccd.cdc.gov/dnpabmi/Calculator.aspx
Also:  http://www.aafp.org/afp/20080701/65ph.html  
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