by KERRY ALISON WEKELO

Introduction

Why Educate and Empower Kids Towards Healthy Eating?
I grew up feeling I was the pretty yet overweight girl. I always knew I was pretty, since everyone told me so, and I always
thought I was overweight because it was so often a topic of adult conversation surrounding my being.

I still have vividly clear memories of each reference to my weight, starting with overhearing the concerned conversations of “it
is just baby fat, hopefully she will grow out of it – she is such a beautiful girl.” But I really started feeling the pain one night at a
dinner at my grandmother’s house. I can still hear her saying, “Girls like you should not be eating any bread or rice.” I lived
close by, so I ran down the lane to my own house, crying in shame and anger because everyone else was allowed to have
bread.
I was young and impressionable, feeling each comment so deeply: “Honey, with your butt, you should never wear white,” and
“Good thing you are pretty and nice, so your weight will not get in the way of dating.” As if that was not enough, my basketball
coach announced to the entire team after one summer that I had put on too much weight as if I were not self-conscious and
aware of that fact!
By middle school, I was put on a running/walking plan and restricted portion sizes. For ice cream, my favorite treat, I was given
a 1/2 cup measuring cup, and I would stuff and stuff that cup to get as much ice cream in as possible. The hurtful part was that
I was the only one who had to be on this plan. My brother was allowed to eat as much as he wanted, so I felt painfully singled
out.
We all remember the struggles of our teenage years. I would go to sleepovers and watch the girls eat sugar and other junk and
never gain any weight, while I would eat one cookie and the pounds would pack on. One time, I finally got to indulge in an
entire bowl of sugary cereal, then got so sick I could not even go to school.
Surprisingly, pictures from those early years actually show that I have never been more than 10-20 pounds overweight (from
my personal feel good weight). As a child, I was always in shape as I grew up on a farm, played sports, ran, and walked and
walked. I was healthy and strong, yet my overwhelming perception was that I was big -- or at least bigger than my friends. I
was actually just more visibly muscular, and really not that different from everyone else. The constant focus and microscope
had torn down my self-image.
On the positive side, at an early age, I felt how too much sugar or poor food choices impacted me physically from a weight and
digestion perspective. My slower metabolism provided for early life lessons which I still value today. Now as I am in my 40’s, I
am not struggling with the same new issues my friends have with their metabolism slowing down. I have dealt with a slow
metabolism my entire life, and simply continue my maintenance plan as usual.
I share this story because it is WHY I am so passionate about educating and empowering kids towards healthy eating. To this
day, I have to constantly pivot my thoughts about my self-image, reminding myself that I am healthy and strong as I always
have been.
Now, my work is to educate as many kids, parents, and teachers about HOW important it is to tell the WHY behind healthy
eating. It is about empowering kids by allowing them to make their own choices, and guiding them in noticing and responding
to feelings in their body.
My approach is about curiosity, not demands. It’s about “How does it taste? How does it feel? Did you like it?” versus “You
have to eat a plate of broccoli.” I created an activity book, If It Does Not Grow: Say No – Eatable Activities for Kids, as a tool for
parents and teachers to work with their children using this positive approach. Since I have begun to use the book in group
settings, I’ve started also sharing supplemental activities that help you easily expand on the pages in the book.
Eating is a life journey, so the book is simply a facilitation tool to start the discussion toward empowering you and your kids.

All My Love,

www.doesnotgrowsayno.com

How to Educate to Empower Kids to Eat Healthy (3 E’s)
Teaching about healthy eating doesn’t have to be complicated; you can keep it super simple (KISS) with the following three E’s:

Educate
We all want to know WHY we should make certain
choices. Kids need to know more about healthy eating so
they too can see WHY their food choices matter.
Educating kids in small increments helps ensure each
lesson drives home the learning. For example, I work in 8week sessions with groups and we focus on just one to
two facts at a time, exploring each one several ways.
Here are a few fun food facts:
 Vitamin A in carrots helps with our sight.
 Vitamin C in oranges helps our body heal when we get
cut.
 B vitamins in whole grains help our body turn food into
energy.
 High-fiber foods, such as fruits and vegetables, help our
digestive system break food up and move it around (and
out of!) your body easily.

Empower
Once we know the WHY, we also like to make our own
CHOICES. Kids that know more about healthy eating love
to make smarter eating choices. I have been amazed that
by shifting the choice to the kids -- instead of adults telling
them what to do -- the positive results have skyrocketed.
TIP: allow it to be okay if kids do not like a fruit or
vegetable. Don’t make a big deal out of it; just let them
keep trying different choices.
 Ask the following questions (use the challenge
worksheets to track and incent):
o “What did it taste like?”
o “What did it feel like when you touched it? Tasted it?”
o “Did you like it?”
 Provide multiple fruit and vegetable choices per meal
 Involve your kids in the shopping and selection process
 Cook together and make up recipes. (Even if it tastes
gross, it will be a fun learning activity!

Eat
Kids’ taste buds are constantly changing and expanding. I
personally cannot keep up with what my two kids like and
dislike, as it often changes weekly. The number one tip for
facilitating kids’ healthy eating is to have them keep trying
healthy foods. Even if they did not like something in the
past, chances are if you prepare it a different way or catch
them in an adventurous mood, your kids may surprise you
and like it after all.
Supporting your kids towards healthy food choices takes
work and effort, yet it serves everyone to eat a rainbow of
food daily. Try these additional tips:

 Cut fruit and vegetables into small bite-sized portions
 Present them in a small glass or colorful bowls
(presentation is everything!)
 Encourage them to create designs with food
 Allow messiness
 Eat as a group as often as possible, and talk at the table
about what you are each grateful for.
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Creating Rainbow Meal with Invitations
Healthy eating doesn’t have to be a chore for your kids or for you.

Make it FUN and CREATIVE,
and you will be building healthy habits for a lifetime!
One of my favorite interactive ways to have kids try new foods is to plan a rainbow meal. My kids love this activity
because they get to make the decisions, and they get excited about who will attend their meal. Below are the steps
for you to guide your kids in creating their own rainbow meal:
Step 1: Ask your kids if they want to play with food. Of course they will say yes!
Step 2: Collect some different fruits and vegetables and use them as visual aids. Discuss how fruits and vegetables
have beautiful colors. Have your kids name as many fruits and vegetables as they can think of in each color of the
rainbow: red, orange, yellow, green, blue, and violet.
Step 3: Explain that eating a variety of colorful foods, in all colors of the rainbow, is an easy way to make sure you
have a well-balanced diet to keep your bodies and brains happy and healthy. For instance, if you eat carrots one
day, eat orange peppers the next. If you eat broccoli today, eat spinach tomorrow.
Step 4: Ask your kids to use the list from step 1 to create a meal using food with all colors of the rainbow.
Encourage them to have three fruits and three vegetables. Another option for future meal planning is to use all
vegetables or all fruits.

Step 5: Have your kids determine who they would invite to their rainbow meal. Family, friends, neighbors? To
make it even more exciting, help them create an invitation to the rainbow meal. Be sure to set an actual date and
time to build the anticipation. Encourage your kids to be creative with drawing or painting the invitations, using
stickers, glitter, and other “add-ons.” Lastly, deliver the invitations together.
Step 6: Encourage your kids to assist with preparing the rainbow meal by bringing them to the store to select the
produce. They are way more likely to at least try all the foods if they were a part of the selection and planning. Back
at home, work with them to cut and cook as desired each of the fruits and vegetables.
IMPORTANT: It is key to go through all the steps to complete the meal in order to empower the kids along the
way. Sure, they’ll make a mess, but that’s part of the fun!

This meal might not be the most delicious one you’ve ever tasted, but I bet you’ll find it’s
one of your most enjoyable.
Note: Use pages 7 & 8 for steps 2 & 3 and page 9 for the rainbow meal creation.
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Fun Exercise to Get Your Kids to Eat Vegetables
One of my favorite interactive ways to have kids try new foods is to play the brave game.
My kids love this activity because they get to choose if they will test out the new fruit or
vegetable, and watch each other’s reactions. Below are the steps for you to guide your
kids in the brave exercise:
STEP 1: Ask your kids if they are brave. Of course they will say YES I am brave!
STEP 2: Ensure you have plenty of fruits and vegetables on hand that they have never
tried before or already tasted and did not like. Many times, as their taste buds mature,
the kids will change their minds on things they once thought tasted bad and vegetables
on hand that they have never tried before or already tasted and did not like. Many
times, as their taste buds mature, the kids will change their minds on things they once
thought tasted bad.
STEP 3: Next ask your kids if they want to taste a new (or previously “yuck!”) fruit or a
vegetable, then allow them to select from the options.
STEP 4: Encourage them to take a bite of their chosen fruit or vegetable, and then
discuss what it tasted like, smelled like, felt like. If they decided not to try, simply ask
why not encourage them to take a bite of their chosen fruit or vegetable, and then
discuss what it tasted like, smelled like, felt like. If they decided not to try, simply ask
why not?
STEP 5: Repeat this process over and over. It never gets old! The book includes tracking
charts for this fruit and vegetable challenge (plus a fruit-as-dessert challenge!)

Note: Use the image on the next page or reference page 15 in the book.
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Teach Kids the Power of Protein
I was a closet sugar addict until my beloved, witty, holistic acupuncturist called me out on my
sugar intake. Because he uses Ayurveda (the science of life), as part of his intake process, he
can read my tongue for clues about how my eating is impacting my body. One day, he looked
at my tongue and asked, “So, how is your sugar intake?” I blushed deeply and for the first
time, I admitted out loud that I struggle with sugar. He said, “It is an epidemic that most
Americans struggle with. Just increase your protein; it will help with your sugar cravings.”
That simple, non-judgmental comment gave me the HOW to curb the cravings, so I started
to experiment with eating higher protein meals. Sure enough, more protein helped me stay
satisfied -- and away from sugar -- much longer.

TIP:
Keep this fun
and interactive
as you would
with any science
experiment.

Now, as I teach kids, this education is critical, so they can FEEL at their early age the way
protein sustains the body. Feeling it out creates empowerment for life-long healthy eating
choices.
Following is an idea to supplement page 17 of the book If It Does Not Grow, Say No – Eatable
Activities for Kids.
Step 1: Have your kids read and complete page 17 in the book, which has a word search
puzzle of high protein sources. If they think protein sounds boring, you can turn the word
search into a contest of who can find all the words first.
Step 2: Discuss the activity lead in, “We need protein because it builds, takes care of, and
replaces the tissues in our body. Our muscles, organs, and immune system are made up of
mostly protein.” Ask them:
•
•
•
•

Why do you need strong muscles?
What is your immune system and why is it important?
What are some examples of Legumes? (lentils, peas, chickpeas, beans, soybeans,
peanuts)
What are your favorite proteins from the list?

Step 3: Experiment with eating a variety of high protein and low protein meals. Using the
table on the next page, track how long you stay full after each meal. You can easily work this
around your schedule. For instance:
•
•
•

One morning eat oatmeal for breakfast. The next morning, try pancakes.
For a snack, drink a smoothie made with spinach and your favorite fruit. The next snack,
try one piece of fruit.
For dinner, eat beans and broccoli. The next dinner try a pasta dish.

Kerry’s Favorite
Smoothie Recipe:
Simply blend the
following ingredients in
a high-speed blender:
•2 handfuls of spinach
•½ cup frozen fruit of
any kind (pineapple is
my favorite)
•1 scoop of plant-based
protein powder
•1 tablespoon of chia
seeds
•½ cup of cold water
(use more or less to
change the thickness)

Note: This exercise works well for kids and adults to participate together and discuss results.
Step 4: Talk about feelings that came with eating different foods. How did your stomach feel
after eating each food? Your body? Your mood?
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Teach Kids the Power of Protein

Food Eaten

Time Eaten

Time Hungry
Again

Duration:
How did your stomach feel
(How long
after eating it? How was
from Time
your energy level between
Eaten to Time time eaten and time hungry
Hungry Again)
again?
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Empowering Kids to Reduce Sugar
Supplement to Page 19, If It Does Not Grow: Say No – Eatable Activities for Kids. In this exercise, we are focused on tracking
added sugars not natural sugar.

1

Sugar Inventory

2

Education

a. Have each family member gather the foods
they typically eat in a day, then write them
down in a list.

Now that you each have a typical daily sugar gram
count, note the American Heart Association’s
recommended daily allowance.

b. Separate the foods into two groups: one for
the items with and without a Nutrition Facts
food label.

Kids = 3 teaspoons (12 grams) or less
Adult Women = 5 teaspoons (20 grams) or less
Adult Men = 9 teaspoons (36 grams) or less

Note: If the items without food labels are
natural (fruits or vegetables), you don’t need to
record them otherwise you can look the food
labels up on the Internet.

Lesson: Did you know that sugar is addictive and
only gives you a boost of energy that goes away
quickly? The more sugar you eat, the more you
want it.

c. Read the Ingredients list for each food item,
Question: How did your daily sugar grams compare
looking for sugar or any of its other names, such
to the recommended amount?
as corn syrup, high-fructose corn syrup, fruit
juice concentrate, maltose, dextrose, or
sucrose. If none of these sugar names are on
Image Source: FDA.gov
the Ingredients list, there is no added sugar, so
no need to track.
Measure Recommended Sugar Intake
3
If any of the sugar names ARE on the
Ingredients list, write down:
Create your meal plan for a day using the recommended sugar grams as a
guide. What healthier foods can you use? What are some ways to add more
• the grams of sugar per serving
protein into your meal plan? Protein helps keep you from wanting sugar as
• about how many servings you usually have
much.
each day
•

total amount of sugar for that food item
each day (multiply grams of sugar X number
of servings).

d. Add up all the totals. This number is how
many total grams of sugar you typically eat in a
day.

For an easy jump start, take the fruit dessert challenge (page 25), in which
you choose fruit as your sweet treat instead of something with processed
sugar. Remember the fiber in fruit leaves you fuller and takes more time to
digest.

4

Track Sugar Daily

Track how much sugar you eat each day. Use a simple chart like the sugar
tracking chart or an app such as EZ Sugar Tracker.

Although freeze-dried fruits have
sugar, it is not added sugar. Fruit also
has fiber, which slows down the
digestive process and doesn’t let the
sugar get into the bloodstream as
quickly.

5

Celebrate Successes

Talk with each other about how you feel when you eat less processed sugar.
Create a non-food celebration plan such as an outing to your favorite place
(movies, batting cage, putt-putt), or time to play your favorite games
together.
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Sugar Tracking Chart
# of Gr ams Over /Under
Kids = 12 gr ams

Day

Sugar Gr ams Eaten

How Did You Feel Today?
Women = 20 gr ams
Men = 36 gr ams

Monday

Tuesday

Wednesday

Thur sday

Fr iday

Satur day

Sunday

www.doesnotgrowsayno.com

