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A NUTRITIONAL APPROACH TO

Building the Immune System

By Marcia Lester, RD, M.A, Dietitian

any factors influence how well a child’s immune
system works, but scientists now recognize the crucial role
that nutrition plays in supporting immune function. We can
help insulate children from viruses and disease by building
their immune systems through good solid nutrition — eating
a well-balanced diet that promotes growth and development.

Rainbow Foods

Eating a variety of fruits and vegetables on a regular basis
in addition to eating whole grains, nuts, seeds, and legumes
goes a long way in strengthening a child’s immune system.
Many essential nutrients are associated with the color of
food. Great foods in a variety of rainbow colors that many
kids enjoy include: bananas, apples, summer squash,
strawberries, oranges, carrots, sweet potatoes, tomatoes,
beets, grapes and blueberries. You may be surprised how
easy it is to get your
children to eat healthy
foods. We suggest
always having a
wholesome snack
choice accessible to
your kids at all times.
You may also want
to give your children
“carte blanche” to
snack on fruit, without
asking permission.

Antioxidants
Scientists believe
that fruit, vegetables,
nuts and whole grains

may help reduce
the risk of cancer,
heart disease and
other serious health
problems, in part
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because they contain antioxidants. Antioxidants are disease-fighting
compounds found in many foods, especially fruits and vegetables.
Antioxidants neutralize free radicals, compounds that damage cells and
lead to cardiovascular disease, cancer, cataracts, premature aging and
impaired immunity.

Multivitamins

Wouldn't it be great if we all could eat our daily vitamin and
mineral requirements? In the real world it doesn’t happen as often as
we would like. This is where a standard multivitamin for kids comes
in. A multivitamin is a great way to fill in the gaps but not to replace
good food. A day of pop tarts, fries and candy with a multivitamin
just won’t cut it nutritionally! There are parts of our food which work
together in ways scientists have yet to identify. Taking only the vitamin
or mineral we think we need eliminates these other protective parts of
our food such as phytochemicals. Phytochemicals, commonly known
as plant chemicals, are substances that are recognized as powerful
disease-fighting compounds. A cautionary note: Vitamin and mineral
supplements are indeed wonderful, but too much of anything can be
harmful; and, if a child is on medications, so much more so.

Healthy Food Attitudes

Lastly, we want our children to develop a good relationship with
food. If food is withheld as a punishment, this won’t happen. Providing
food as a reward doesn’t help either. Healthy attitudes toward food can
be developed and maintained by letting children in on the process. Let
them have a hand in planning a meal. Ask them to choose a vegetable,
fruit or meat. Involve them in shopping for the fruits and vegetables
that make up the rainbow” part of the meal. During summer, local farm
markets are a great place to do this. Let your child help with some of
the cooking like pouring, stirring or arranging food on a plate. If they
are old enough, maybe they can prepare the entire meal.

As a family, we can all try to reach a daily diet goal that includes five
to nine fruits and vegetables plus whole grains and 2-5 ounces of lean
meat or soy to keep our immune systems strong.

Have fun visiting a local farm market and have a healthy summer! ¢



