
Follow the Dietary Guidelines

One way for families to enjoy balanced meals together is
by following the Dietary Guidelines for Americans, a set of
recommendations from the U.S. Departments of
Agriculture (USDA) and Health and Human Services
(HHS), designed to help all Americans choose the foods
they need to support good health. The suggestions below
will help you follow those guidelines.

Choose a variety of
foods from among
the basic food groups
while staying within
calorie needs.

We all need a wide variety of
vitamins and minerals to keep
our bodies healthy and strong,
but it takes a variety of foods to
provide all these nutrients. The tricky
part is getting variety without overeat-
ing. That means choosing foods that
are packed with vitamins and minerals
at each and every meal. When eating
out, balance your meal by choosing
from the main food groups: meat,
dairy, fruits, vegetables and 
grains.

Control calorie intake 
to manage body weight.

Don't eat more calories than you burn because excess
calories are stored as body fat. Choose portion sizes that
are right for you and balance out your food intake with your
physical activity throughout the day.

Be physically active
every day.

Regular physical activity helps
reduce your risk for chronic 
disease and can help you control
your weight. Children need at
least 60 minutes of moderate to
vigorous physical activity on most

days to maintain good health and
fitness. But increasing physical
activity alone is not sufficient.
Limit sedentary behaviors like
watching TV and sitting at the
computer.

Eat more fruits and
vegetables.

Fruits and vegetables are
extremely important because 
they are packed with essential
vitamins, minerals, fiber and other
compounds that contribute to
good health. Colorful fruits and vegetables 
not only brighten up a meal - they taste good, too. 

Eat more whole grains and choose
more nonfat or low-fat milk or milk
products - preferably 3 servings of
each per day.

Whole grains - whether wheat, oats, barley, corn or others -
are those that have not had the outer layer of the grain

removed. This layer contains fiber,
vitamins and minerals. Fiber is
important for digestive health. A
diet high in fiber also reduces the
risk for diabetes, heart disease or
certain cancers. 

Dairy foods are an excellent
source of calcium, provide protein
and several other vitamins and minerals important for chil-

dren's growth and development.
Calcium is important at all ages,
but especially for growing bones!
Adults and kids need 3 servings
of calcium-rich foods every day.

Choose fats wisely.
Fat is a nutrient, too, but some
fats are better for you than others.
Try to eat less total fat by reducing
your intake of saturated fats.
Choose lean meat, chicken and
fish and nonfat or low-fat dairy
foods. Try to eat more of the good
fats like those found in fish and olive oil.

Choose carbohydrates wisely.

Carbohydrate foods (“carbs”) like
grains, beans, fruits and some
vegetables provide the fuel we
need to power us throughout the
day. But be smart about your
choices. Make sure most of the
“carbs” you eat have plenty of
fiber, vitamins and minerals.

Choose and prepare foods with 
little salt.

Most Americans eat twice the recommended amount of salt.
Although it's difficult to control the amount of salt used to 
prepare foods you eat outside your home, you can minimize
your salt intake by not adding more at the table.

Some chains offer freshly
made entrée salads that
give you “balance in a
bowl.”  For example,
entrée salads with chicken,
cheese or almonds pack a
terrific protein punch along
with fiber and vitamins. If
you are counting calories,
use a low-fat or fat-free
dressing or skip some of
the extras like croutons.

To increase physical 
activity, try to schedule
activities the whole family
can enjoy together, like
nature walks, bicycling or
practicing soccer drills.
Experts suggest 30 
minutes of activity almost
everyday for adults.

Did you know?
A serving of cut-up fruit or cooked vegetables is a 
half-cup. A serving of salad greens is one cup. You
should get at least 5 servings of fruits and vegetables 
a day - the more the better!

Get more fruit into your
child's diet by ordering 
a side of fruit such as
mandarin oranges in their
natural juices. Kids love
juicy, bite-sized fruit. You
will feel good knowing
your child is getting vita-
mins and minerals, too! 

Did you know?
Chili beans are healthy carbs and a great source of
fiber!  A large bowl of chili gives you 8 grams of dietary
fiber, 22 grams of protein, 25% of your daily recommen-
dation for vitamin A and iron, and 15% of your daily
recommendation for calcium.

To get more calcium in a
typical quick serve meal,
order reduced-fat white or
low-fat chocolate milk. 
OR

Choose dairy-based
treats. Options include
yogurt, milkshake or
frozen dairy dessert.

Choose low-fat toppings
like lettuce, tomato and
onion; condiments like
ketchup, mustard or 
relish; and low-fat or fat-
free dressings. 

To reduce intake of total
and saturated fat, add
options like a grilled
chicken sandwich to your
menu choices.  On the
side, have a baked potato
or salad with low-fat or
fat-free dressing.

If you are counting carbs,
you can order a ham-
burger or grilled chicken
“bun-less.” Some quick
service restaurants will
substitute a salad in
place of fries. 

Look for salads that have
dark, leafy greens as their
base. These more colorful
greens are an excellent
source of essential B 
vitamins as well as fiber.

Meal time is important family time

The most important part of family meal times is simple - it's 
the family. Eating meals as a family can actually improve your
children's food habits since kids tend to eat more fruits, 
vegetables and dairy foods at meals shared with their parents.

Shared meals have more subtle and long-lasting effects, too.
Children learn by modeling themselves after YOU! Eating
together lets you show your children by example how to choose 
nutritious foods, how to know when they are full and how to try
new tastes. They also learn valuable
social skills like table manners and
conversation. Family meal time can
be an important time for talking about
the day's events and staying connect-
ed with each other. When you go to a
quick serve restaurant and have the
time, opt to sit down at the restaurant
or bring your meal home and enjoy it
together at the dinner table.

The fast-paced lifestyle of both parents and kids often makes
it difficult for families to sit down for a family dinner at home.
Between homework, after school activities and parents' work
and family-related responsibilities, families have little time to
shop for, prepare and sit down to meals at home. As a result,
quick serve dining has become not only a solution for hectic
lives but also an integral part of family life.  

Parents can be reassured that they can provide their kids with
great tasting, high-quality and balanced meals even when dining
away from home. With a little thought and care, you don't have 
to trade great taste and good nutrition for convenience.

Even if you're in a hurry,
encourage your children
to eat a little more slowly.
It takes about 20 minutes
for the brain to get the
message from the stom-
ach that you are no longer
hungry. Fast eaters are
often overeaters! Slow
eaters tend to eat less 
and still are satisfied. 
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Meeting Special Dietary Needs

Chances are, if you or your children have special dietary 
concerns such as lactose intolerance, food allergies or 
diabetes, you already are more aware than the average
American of foods and their ingredients. You can still enjoy
quick serve meals, but you should do your homework first.
Visit the Web sites of your favorite quick serve restaurants to
learn about choices for people with special dietary needs.
There are plenty of options for those on gluten-free diets,
those watching their weight, and those with diabetes. If you
have food allergies, make sure you are given full disclosure
about ingredients. Restaurants that value their customers 
will provide good information in a user-friendly format.

Did you know?
Beef is an excellent source of iron in a form that
is easily absorbed and used by the body.

Why is Iron Important?
Iron is essential for healthy red blood cells, which deliver
oxygen to all cells in the body. It's especially important
during childhood, adolescence, and the childbearing years.

Choosing a Restaurant When 
On the Go
It goes without saying that you want good value and delicious-
tasting food, served quickly and conveniently in a clean, safe
setting. But there also are some other qualities you should look
for when choosing a quick serve restaurant:

• Foods should be freshly prepared all day long. Items 
that are prepared ahead and stored under a heat lamp 
lose nutrients as well as quality.

• Similarly, salad items that stand exposed to air and light 
will lose nutrients and quality. Look for a restaurant that 
prepares your salad for you from fresh ingredients. 

• Keep in mind that white meat chicken has less fat than 
dark meat. If it's skinless, it's even lower in fat.

• Choose restaurants that serve 100% pure ground beef 
in their patties - lean if possible.   

• Seek out menu entrees that are “grilled” - it generally 
means that the food was prepared with little or no 
added fat.

• Be sure to choose a restaurant that offers you a wide 
range of choices: low-fat dressings, nutritious side 
dishes and items that are baked or grilled. 

• Do your research. Some quick serve outlets provide 
thorough information about all food ingredients - in the 
restaurants and on their Web sites.

• Make sure your favorite restaurant offers children's 
portions. Children's menus provide smaller portion sizes 
and have been designed to provide ample nourishment 
for smaller bodies. 

• Select vibrantly colored fruits and vegetables like dark, 
leafy greens, tomatoes and mandarin oranges. The 
pigments that give these foods their color actually have 
important health benefits!
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Mix ‘n Match

You don't have to settle for
prepackaged combination
meals. Check to see if your
quick serve restaurant will let
you pick and choose among
their offerings to create your own balanced meal. 

When you mix and match, you have more control over
your choices. Teaching your children how to make 
nutritious substitutions not only helps broaden their tastes,
but also empowers them with knowledge for a lifetime of
better eating habits.

Become nutrition-savvy! 

There are many good, free sources of nutrition information to
help you make wise food choices for you and your family.
Don't be afraid to ask for nutrition information at your quick
service restaurant. Take advantage of online Web sites that
provide complete nutrition information for all items offered.
Some restaurants provide online food calculators that allow
you to custom-tailor meals to meet your needs.

Did you know?
People of all ages THINK they
are eating –

• less grain products 
• more fruits
• more vegetables
• more milk
• less fats, oils and sweets

– than they ACTUALLY are! 

About Serving Sizes
1 sandwich bun = 2 grain servings
1 cup of milk or yogurt = 1 dairy serving
2 oz. process cheese = 1 dairy serving
1 cup of salad = 1 vegetable serving
1/2 cup fruit = 1 serving
3 oz. of meat (about the size of a deck 
of cards) = 1 serving

                                         


