Notes from Nutrition Workshop, February 19, 2008

Once upon a time people simply sat down to dinner, eating to fill up an empty stomach or just for the pleasure of it.  Nobody said, “Wow, that cream soup is loaded with calories,” or asked whether the bread was a high-fiber loaf or fretted about the chicken being served with the skin still on.  No longer.  Today, the dinner table can be a battleground between health and pleasure.  You plan your meals with the precision of a major general moving his troups into the front lines, and for most people, the fight to eat what’s good for you rather than what tastes good has become a lifelong struggle.  Think back to the last time you picked up a menu.  Your thought process probably went something like this:  “I’d like a sandwich, but what kind?  Let’s see…can’t have salami because of the saturated fat.  Can’t have the ham because of the nitrites.  What about turkey?  Hate it without cheese, but too much of that will give you a heart attack…it’s high in cholesterol.  Okay, so no cheese – ooh, and no mayo – but maybe plain turkey.  But no bread… carbs are bad, right?  No, wait, now I’ve heard they’re good, as long as they’re whole grain.  Is rye a whole grain?  I wonder how much fiber is in rye bread… any antioxidants?”  You get the idea. 

This series of classes is designed to end the war between your need for good nutrition and your equally compelling need for tasty meals.  These classes are designed to give you the information you need to make wise food choices.  Some of what you will hear is really, really basic – definitions of vitamins, minerals, proteins, fats, carbohydrates, and – can you believe this? – plain old water.  For those who know absolutely nothing about nutrition except that it deals with food, these classes are a starting point.  For those who know more than a little about nutrition, they are a refresher course to bring you up to speed on what has happened since the last time you checked out a calorie chart.

Technically speaking, nutrition is the science of how the body uses food.  In fact, nutrition is life.  All living things, including you, need food and water to live.  Beyond that, you need good food, meaning food with the proper nutrients, to live well.  If you don’t eat and drink, you will die.  If you don’t eat and drink nutritious food and beverages:

Your bones may bend or break (not enough calcium)

Your gums may bleed (not enough Vitamin C)

Your blood may not carry oxygen to every cell (not enough iron)

And the list goes on and on.

To sum up, nutrition is about why you eat what you eat and how the food you eat affects your body and your health.

Consider the reasons you eat.  Do you eat because – 

It is mealtime?

Stress sends you to food for comfort?

You are in a social situation?

You are alone?

Of all the reasons, only one is a reliable guide – hunger.

This week you will learn some principles to guide your food choices when you are hungry.

OK, so now we know why we eat, but how do we choose what to eat?  Let’s look at the Dietary Guidelines for Americans.  These guidelines are aimed at helping people choose a diet and exercise plan that will reduce their risk for major chronic diseases.  

The guidelines are a joint production of the U.S. Department of Agriculture and the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services and are revised every five years so as to keep up with the latest scientific evidence.  The first edition came out in 1980 and the most recent one was released in 2005.  There are nine basic guidelines that focus on weight control, exercise, and getting the most nutritional bang for your caloric buck – all the things nutritionists have been preaching for ages!

1. Eat a variety of nutrient-dense foods and limit your intake of saturated and trans fats, added sugars, cholesterol, salt, and alcohol.

2. Maintain a healthy body weight by balancing calories in (from food) and calories out (from physical activity).

3. Regular exercise is an important factor in keeping your weight in check and your body and mind in great shape.  To help prevent chronic diseases, try to exercise for at least 30 minutes on most days.  To help prevent weight gain, aim for about 60 minutes of exercise on most days.  To maintain weight loss, shoot for 60 to 90 minutes of exercise on most days.

4. Vegetables, fruits, whole grains, and low-fat dairy RULE!  Make a point of having dark green, orange, and starch vegetables, as well as legumes, several times a week.

5. Keep your total fat intake around 20-30 percent of daily calories, and go for mainly polyunsaturated and monounsaturated fats – the kinds found in fish, nuts, and vegetable oils.  When selecting meat, poultry, and milk products, choose lean, low-fat, or fat-free types.

6. Choose fiber-rich fruits, vegetables, and whole grains often and try to avoid packaged products that contain lots of added sugars.

7. Choose and prepare foods with little salt, while consuming lots of potassium-rich foods.  Your daily sodium intake should be less than 2,300 mg – that’s approximately 1 teaspoon of table salt.

8. If you choose to drink alcohol, do so sensibly and in moderation.

9. Avoid food-borne illness – especially if you are pregnant or have a compromised immune system.

The Dietary Guidelines emphasize the importance of eating from the five main food groups.  They also allow for a limited amount of fats, oils, and discretionary calories.  These are from fat or sugar that remain after you’ve eaten the correct number of servings from the basic food groups.

There are 6 major categories of nutrients.  Nutrients are chemical substances your body uses to build, maintain, and repair tissues.  They also empower cells to send messages back and forth to conduct essential chemical reactions, such as the ones that make it possible for you to :

Breathe

Move

Eliminate waste

Think

See

Hear

Smell

Taste

These nutrients are divided into two distinct groups – macronutrients (macro means big) and micronutrients (micro means small).  What’s the difference between these two groups?  The amount you need each day.  Your daily requirements for macronutrients generally exceed 1 gram.  Your daily requirements for micronutrients are much smaller.  They are usually measured in milligrams and micrograms. 

The first three nutrients – carbohydrates, proteins, and fats - will be covered in tonight’s class.  The last three nutrients – vitamins, minerals and water – will be covered in the next class.

Essential nutrients cannot be manufactured in the body.  You have to get essential nutrients from food or from a nutritional supplement.  An essential nutrient is linked to a specific disease.  For example, people who go without protein for extended periods of time develop the protein-deficiency disease.  People who don’t get enough Vitamin C develop the vitamin C-deficiency disease scurvy.    Not all nutrients are essential for all species of animals.  For example, Vitamin C is an essential nutrient for human beings but not for dogs.  A dog’s body makes the Vitamin C it needs.  Essential nutrients for human beings include many well-known vitamins and minerals, several amino acids, and at least two fatty acids.

The latest flash in the nutrition sky is caused by phytochemicals.  Phyto is the Greek word for plants, so phytochemicals are simply – yes, you’ve got it – chemicals from plants.  Vitamins are phytochemicals.  Pigments such as beta carotene, the deep yellow coloring in fruits and vegetables that your body can convert to a form of Vitamin A, are phytochemicals.

And then there are phytoestrogens, hormone-like chemicals that grabbed the spotlight when it suggested that a diet high in phytoestrogens, such as the isoflavones found in soybeans, may lower the risk of heart disease and reduce the incidence of reproductive cancers.  

So, you have heard it said that you are what you eat.  The human body is built from the nutrients it gets from food: water, protein, fat, carbohydrates, vitamins and minerals.  About 60 percent of your weight is water; about 20 percent of your weight is fat; and about 20 percent of your weight is a combination of mostly protein plus carbohydrates, minerals, and vitamins.  This is the 60-20-20 Rule.

All food contains some calories that nourish your brain and body. Think of calories in terms of energy.  In a healthy eating plan, we get food calories from carbohydrates, protein or fats. 

Carbohydrates include all breads, grains, fruits, vegetables, and sugars.  Each gram provides 4 calories for your body to use as energy.  Protein sources include meats, dairy products, nuts, and soy products.  Fats are the most energy-dense calorie source.  Fat sources include butter, margarine, oils, coconut, avocados, olives and fatty meats such as bacon.

These guidelines are not strict rules to dictate what you eat but suggestions that help you make the best choices to fuel your body when you are hungry.

Remember that food contains calories that provide energy for your body to function.  The daily guidelines are:  

Eat a wide variety of food.  

No one food provides all the nutrients your body needs to function properly.  Eating plans that restrict your choices or that limit the selection of certain kinds of food risk depriving you of vitamins, minerals, carbohydrates, fats, and proteins.

Choose food lower in total fat, saturated fat, and cholesterol.  No more than 30 percent of your total caloric intake should come from fat.

Limit sodium intake.  Excess sodium can cause high blood pressure in some people.

Eat a minimum of 3 to 4 servings of vegetables and 2 to 3 servings of fruit every day.

Eat six or more servings of complex carbohydrates, such as breads, cereals, or grains each day.  Choose whole grain food over processed or refined grains.

Drink a minimum of 64 ounces or 8 glasses of water daily.  

As many as 10 –15 new food products are released to our food markets each day.  With all these choices you would think we would have plenty of variety in our meals.  On a regular basis, people choose to eat an average of 15 to 20 favorites.  Variety is necessary in our food choices  because no one food or small selection of foods provides all the nutrients we need to build healthy bodies.

For example, iceberg lettuce as a base for your salad does not add the benefits of dark green leafy lettuces, kales, and spinach.  Fruit offers variety to your food choices.  Try a baked sweet potato instead of a white potato or grilled fish instead of chicken.

The macronutrients, or largest components of food, are carbohydrates, proteins, and fats.  All three are vital of a healthy, balanced eating plan.  Each plays a unique role in your body.  

Monosaccharides are the simplest carbohydrates.  These include fructose (fruit sugar), glucose (blood sugar that is used for energy), and galactose (a simple sugar that rarely stands alone but when combined with glucose forms lactose or milk sugar).  Monosacccharides break down very easily to provide quick energy.  Monosaccharides provide readily available calories because your body does not need to work hard to convert them to useable energy.  However, the temporary energy benefits can cause your blood sugar level to fluctuate sharply.

Disaccharides are the double or combined simple sugars.  Examples of disaccharides are sucrose or table sugar, which combines glucose and fructose; lactose, which is the combination of galactose and glucose that is found in milk and milk products; and maltose, which combines two glucose molecules and is found in malt sugar.  

Polysaccharides are the varied combinations of many glucose molecules.  Polysaccharides are most often called complex carbohydrates.  Pasta, grains, rice, corn, potatoes, flour, vegetables, peas, beans, and breads are all complex carbohydrates.  Calling them complex indicates that they take the body more time and energy to digest and convert to energy.  Complex carbohydrates provide vitamins, minerals, and dietary fiber.  As a fuel source, they last longer and cause less blood sugar fluctuation.  Dietary fiber is not a source of energy for human beings because our digestive enzymes cannot break the bonds that hold fiber’s sugar units together.  Therefore, fiber adds no calories to your diet and cannot be converted to glucose.  That does not mean it is not valuable.  Dietary fiber is valuable because you can’t digest it.  Fiber may help or relieve or prevent digestive disorders.  A diet rich in fiber appears to offer some protection against heart disease.  You find fiber in all plant foods but absolutely no fiber in foods from animals.  A diet rich in plant foods (fruits, vegetables, grains) gives you adequate amounts of dietary fiber.  

The three types of carbohydrates are roughly equal in the amount of calories they provide the body.  One gram of carbohydrate provides approximately four calories of energy.

How much fiber do you need every day?
· 25 grams a day for women younger than 50

· 38 grams a day for men younger than 50

· 21 grams a day for women older than 50

· 30 grams a day for men older than 50

The second macro nutrient is protein.  You are made of protein – your hair, skin, blood, hormones, and muscles are protein.  Protein has been called the building blocks for the cells.  Your body breaks down proteins into smaller parts called amino acids.  Amino acids are rebuilt to perform different functions in your body.

You produce some amino acids within your body.  These are called non-essential amino acids.  Other amino acids, called essential amino acids because they must be consumed from our food, must be consumed each day in your food supply because your body cannot produce or store these nutrients.  Your body needs them for cell development and repair.  You get these essential amino acids from protein-rich food.

Protein sources are divided into two main categories – complete proteins, meaning they contain all the essential amino acids your body needs, and incomplete proteins, meaning they are missing one or more of the essential amino acids.  Good sources of complete proteins are eggs, meat, fish, chicken, milk, and other dairy products.  Good sources of incomplete protein are legumes (beans, peas, lentils, and peanuts), unrefined grains such as cornmeal, whole wheat products, and potatoes.  You can combine these throughout the day to get complete proteins.  For example, rice is low in the essential amino acid lysine, and beans are low in the essential amino acid methionine.  By eating rice with beans, you improve or complete the proteins in both.  Other examples are pasta and cheese, peanut butter with bread, and milk with cereal.  It was once thought that these foods had to be consumed together in one meal, but now nutritionists say that they can be consumed at different meals in one day, but since these foods tend to go together, anyway, they are usually consumed in the same meal.  

The basic standard against which you measure the value of protein in food is the egg.  Nutrition scientists have arbitrarily given the egg a biological value of 100 percent, meaning that, gram for gram, it’s the food with the best supply of complete proteins.  Other foods that have proportionately more protein may not be as valuable as the egg because they lack sufficient amounts of one or more essential amino acids.  The prime exception is the soybean, a legume packed with abundant amounts of all of the amino acids essential for adults.  Soybeans are an excellent source of proteins for vegetarians, especially vegans, who are vegetarians who avoid all products of animal origin, including milk and eggs.

Proteins many be used as an energy source only in the absence of adequate carbohydrates and fats; however, this is a low priority use of proteins.  Keeping the amount of protein you consume to a lower level will allow your body to function properly without a lot of extra stress.

Like carbohydrates and proteins, fat is an essential nutrient for good health.  Fats play an important role in your diet.  One gram of fat has approximately nine calories or twice as much as carbohydrates or proteins.  Fats help keep skin and hair healthy, and they produce hormones.  Some fats float in the blood, but most fats are stored in fat tissue.  This stored fat is useful in protecting and cushioning organs, insulating the body from cold, and providing a ready source of fuel.  Fats transport and provide vitamins A, D, E, and K.  Fats are beneficial in the right amounts, but harmful when you eat too much.  American Heart Association recommends no more than 30 percent of your daily intake of calories come from fat and no more than 10 percent of this amount should come from saturated fats.  Saturated fats are solid at room temperature and are found in coconut oil, palm oil, and animal fats.  Trans fat, a fat found in processed food, should be kept to a minimum due to its negative impact on your heart.  Trans fat is found in margarines, doughnuts, cookies, french fries, and other prepared foods made with hydrogenated vegetable oils.

The other kinds of fats are polyunsaturated and monounsaturated.  Canola, olive, and peanut oils, avocados, olives, and soft margarine are high in monounsaturated fat.  Most monounsaturated fats are liquid at room temperature.  Polyunsaturated fats are derived from plants and some fish.  Corn, soybean, cottonseed, safflower, and sunflower oils are examples of plant sources.

Daily Journal:

In the top section, check the activity and record the number of minutes per activity.  At the end of the day, add the minutes to get a total amount of activity for the day.

The first 2 – 3 days record both foods and their caloric values to get an idea of how many calories you normally consume each day.  Fill in the circles for each glass of water you drink and each vegetable and fruit serving you eat.  Use the Thoughts for the Day to record anything unusual in your food intake for the day – eating out, holidays, etc.

Calculate Your Caloric Need.

A good estimate of the number of calories you should eat each day can be determined by the formula on your worksheet.  Be as accurate as possible in selecting the number of calories you choose based on your activity level and wellness goals.

First, you will convert your weight in pounds to kilograms.  To determine your calorie intake need, you will multiply your weight in kilograms by one of the calorie options.

Remember, this number is only an estimate.  Listen to your body and choose nutritious foods when you are hungry and stop eating when you are full.  Making wise food choices to meet your caloric need will lead to a healthier body.

