Family meals – think 5
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The Norman Rockwell painting of the family sitting around the dinner table seems to have been relegated to bygone days.  The busier we get, the harder it is to have a family meal.

According to a recent study conducted by Columbia University, some of the benefits are better school success, instilling family values and dealing with weight concerns.  
The study also found that teens who had family dinners more than 5 times per week were two times less likely to have smoked cigarettes – and one and a half times less likely to have used alcohol.  Young people who reported eating dinner with their family 5 or more times per week were much more likely to report receiving either all A’s or mostly A’s and B’s in school.  

It is too easy for children to turn to packaged snacks rather than sit down to a nutritious meal.  The high-calorie snacks offer little in nutrition.
Five times a week try to make it a point to gather your family together for meal.  It could be breakfast, lunch or dinner.  You will be glad you did.  Make this a time to get to know each other.  Instead of getting the “fine” answer about school, you could get some real information.
Eliminate distractions. Turn off all electronics for this short get together - no cell phones, no answering ringing telephones, no distracting televisions, no texting, no videos.  Concentrate on each other.
Other fives to consider are 1,500-2,000 calories a day, 5 fruits and vegetables a day, and 5 elements for a balanced meal.  

Use smaller 7 to 8 inch plates.  Save your larger 10 to 12 inch plates for holidays and birthdays. Reserve half the plate for vegetables, a quarter for starches (bread or potatoes), and a quarter for protein.  A fourth element is a serving of fruit.
Number 5 is milk, the best beverage at meal time. This calcium-rich drink is necessary for strong bones and teeth. Limit sugary drinks that are high in calories and low in nutrition.
There’s no need to force children to eat everything on their plate because it won’t take long to know what your children like the best. You can serve their favorites.  Introduce them to new vegetables once in a while so they will have a variety to choose from. 

At snack time, a small plate of raw vegetables like carrots, celery, broccoli and cauliflower sitting on the table might encourage your children to grab these as they leave the table rather than the packaged salty snacks.
Not only will you be feeding their bodies (and yours) with nutritious meals, but you will also give them a forum to talk, laugh, joke and voice concerns.  You will know what is going on with your children, and you won’t even have to ask. 

Focusing on family, making time for each other, meeting nutritional needs and getting away from distractions can make life richer and healthier both for your children and you. Use the family meal as a powerful tool that your family can count on.
Your (county) extension office offers many nutritionally sound recipes and more suggestions for family time together.  
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