
Healthy Living For Families:
Helping your child with healthy 
eating and physical activity at home

Grades K - 3



ActNow BC
An active lifestyle and a commitment to healthy living 
are the cornerstones of health promotion and key to a 
strong and sustainable health system. ActNow BC is the 
Province’s health promotion platform that aims to make 
British Columbia the healthiest jurisdiction ever to host 
the Olympic and Paralympic Games by 2010.

ActNow BC is a coordinated effort consisting of programs 
and services that motivate British Columbians to:

•   eat a healthy diet,

•   be more physically active,

•   maintain a healthy weight,

•   reduce, quit and avoid tobacco use, and 

•   make healthy choices during pregnancy.

ActNow BC also helps schools, work sites, local 
governments and communities develop and promote 
related programs and events. 

For more information: www.ActNowBC.gov.bc.ca
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HEALTHY LIVING FOR FAMILIES:
HELPING YOUR CHILD WITH HEALTHY EATING AND PHYSICAL ACTIVITY AT HOME



Nothing is more important than our children’s health and our 
families’ health . We all want our children to grow and develop, 
to feel good about themselves and to have the energy they 
need to get the most out of life . 

As a parent or caregiver, chances are you already know and 
teach your kids about the basics of healthy eating and physical 
activity . This booklet is designed to help you take it one step 
further, with tips on everything from healthy eating on the run 
to being active together as a family .

You’ll also find some guidelines on things like choosing 
healthier foods and balancing different kinds of physical 
activity . check the list of websites and other resources at the 
back if you want more detailed information .

Remember: the habits and patterns formed in childhood affect 
us for the rest of our lives . Even small changes in our lifestyles 
today can make a world of difference for our children tomorrow .
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1  Healthy Eating
Everyone needs a variety of foods for a healthy mind and 
body. Good nutrition is even more important for children 
because they’re actively developing. Children who eat 
well perform better at school, have better concentration 
and show improved behaviour. They’re also on track 
for a healthier future with a lower likelihood of chronic 
diseases like Type 2 diabetes.

Children in the primary grades (K-3) need to eat every 
two to three hours. They should have three meals and 
two or three snacks per day, including:

>	 at least 5 servings of fruits and veggies per day 
– the more colourful the better:

>	 4 – 6 servings of whole grain foods, such as 
whole wheat bread, brown rice, whole wheat pasta 
or cereal;

>	 3 – 4 servings of low-fat milk, yogurt, cheese or 
fortified soy beverages; and

>	 2 servings of meat or alternatives like beans, 
lentils, dal or tofu.

For examples of healthy and less healthy choices in each 
of the four food groups, see the tables on pages 8-9.

Are They Getting Enough?
We’ve all heard a lot about childhood obesity; we know 
that many children eat too much. Ironically, most kids 
still aren’t getting all the nutrition their brains and 
bodies need. According to recent Canadian research, 
among children aged six to 12:

>	 80% eat less than the recommended daily 
amounts of fruits and veggies, and

>	 only 17% have lunches with selections from all 
four food groups.

What’s a serving? 

For fruits and 

veggies, it’s ½ cup 

or one medium 

sized fruit or 

vegetable. For 

definitions of 

servings in all 

four food groups, 

go to www.

actnowbc.gov.bc.ca
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The good news is that, as a parent, you have a major 
influence on what your children think, do and eat – and 
you have the power to ensure they have a healthy, 
balanced lifestyle. You don’t have to force them to eat. 
Just make sure they always have a variety of healthy 
choices available at regular snack and meal times.

Tips for Parents – Healthy Eating at Home
Children’s eating habits can be influenced by many 
things, including their friends, their personal tastes, and 
what they see and hear in the media; however, parents 
are a child’s first and most important teachers. You’re 
also role models and, as adults, the ones who decide 
what foods to serve. 

You can do a lot to help your kids form healthy eating 
habits for life. For example:

>	 Keep nutritious food on hand so it’s always 
available.

>	 Provide meals and snacks at regular intervals 
– every two to three hours. Discourage snacking in 
between those set times.

>	 Remember that breakfast is the most important 
meal of the day for the whole family; if you’re short 
on time, set the table and lay out breakfast foods 
the night before.

>	 If you have a fussy child or one who doesn’t like 
to eat, try not to get too emotional about it; offer 
a range of healthy choices and let the child decide 
whether and how much to eat. Some children 
need to be exposed to new foods many times 
before they’ll try them.

>	 Involve your kids in planning and preparing meals; 
kids are more likely to eat foods they’ve had a 
hand in choosing.

>	 Eat together as a family when you can. It’s a great 
way to model healthy habits. Family meals don’t 
have to be dinners – they can be breakfast, lunch, 

Children who eat 

with their families 

are more likely to 

eat a wider variety 

of foods and get all 

the nutrients their 

growing minds and 

bodies need.

Adults are 

responsible for 

deciding what 

food is offered, 

when it is offered 

and where it is 

offered. Children 

are responsible for 

deciding whether 

and how much to eat
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a picnic or even a bedtime snack. The point is to 
be together and eat a range of nutritious foods.

>	 Make mealtimes pleasant – let kids serve 
themselves; allow sufficient time to eat; turn off 
the TV; engage in conversation.

>	 Don’t use food as a reward or a punishment. It only 
encourages emotional eating. Children need to 
learn to eat when they’re hungry – not when they’re 
sad, bored or lonely.

Healthy Eating at School
You can’t keep track of everything your children eat at 
school, but you can help get them on the right track by 
following some of these basic tips.

>	 Send them off with a healthy lunch and snacks to 
eat throughout the day.

>	 Let them help you make their lunches; start by 
offering a few healthy choices from each of three 
or four food groups and let them make the final 
decisions.

>	 Be creative. There’s more to lunch than soup and 
sandwiches. You might want to try wraps, pita and 
hummus, baked beans and cornbread, or hearty 
pasta salad. Leftovers from last night’s healthy 
supper are a good choice, too.

>	 If your children’s school has a store or a meal 
program, talk with them about the choices 
available and guide them towards healthy options; 
all B.C. schools have Guidelines for Food and 
Beverage Sales; you can see them at http://www.
bced.gov.bc.ca/health/health_publications.htm.

>	 Support teachers and coaches in modeling 
healthy habits. Suggest healthy food choices for 
classrooms, school and sporting events; discourage 
the use of food for rewards or punishment.

>	 If you have time, you may want to get involved in, 
or work with, other parents to start a formal group 

Worried about 

allergies? This 

booklet can help: 

www.bced.gov.

bc.ca/health/

anaphylaxis.pdf 

You can also get 

support through 

Dial-a-Dietitian at 

1-800-667-3438.
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focused on nutrition at your children’s school. A 
survey done in 2005 found that B.C. schools with 
nutrition groups were more likely to have policies 
promoting healthy eating at school.

Healthy Eating on the Run 
and in Your Community
One of the most common concerns among parents 
these days is lack of time. Between work, school, 
appointments, household chores and errands, it’s not 
always easy to find time to cook. Here are some ideas 
that might help out.

At home

>	 Keep a selection of healthy, easy snacks on hand 
like whole fruit, cut up veggies, small whole grain 
muffins, toaster waffles, or cheese and crackers 
that kids can grab on their way out the door.

>	 Do the same with meal ingredients: items such as 
roasted chickens and bagged salads can make it 
easier to put together a healthy meal fast.

>	 If you have time, make extra when you cook and 
freeze a portion for a fast meal another day; or 
take one day a month to do batch cooking and 
stock your freezer with things like muffins, soups 
and casseroles.

>	 Wash and/or chop fruits and veggies as soon as 
you get them home. That way, they’ll always be 
ready at a moment’s notice.

In restaurants

>	 Remember that fruit, veggies and milk are 
important for growing children.

>	 Look for roasted, baked or steamed foods, rather 
than fried.

>	 Ask for salad, steamed or raw veggies instead of 
fries. 

>	 Choose milk or juice over pop.
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>	 If smaller portions aren’t available, consider 
sharing a meal.

>	 Take along fruit to eat for dessert, or have it at 
home later.

In the community

>	 Consider shopping at farmers’ markets, growing 
veggies or fruits at home, or getting involved in 
community gardens; these provide fresher, more 
nutritious options – as well as opportunities for 
children to learn about where good foods come 
from.

>	 If they’re interested in learning more, your kids 
might enjoy a cooking club; these may be offered 
through schools, recreation centres or community 
organizations.

>	 Consider joining a community kitchen or getting 
together with friends to cook – it’s a fun and 
affordable way to get ahead in making meals.

Healthy Beverages
When children are thirsty between meals, water is the 
best choice. Milk and 100% fruit juice are healthy choices 
at meals and snacks. 

Fruit juice has lots of natural sugar, so children six and 
younger should have no more than 180 ml per day. 
Children seven and older should have no more than  
360 ml per day. 

Smart Snacks for Dental Health
For snacks, choose foods like fresh fruit, veggies, 
cheese and nuts that don’t cling to teeth. Clingy foods 
like dried fruits, granola bars, crackers, cereal, tortillas, 
potato/corn/apple chips and some candies stick to 
teeth and can encourage tooth decay. These foods 
are better eaten when children can brush their teeth 
immediately after eating.

Local, in-season 

foods are fresh, 

nutritious and 

often the least 

expensive. Buying 

what’s in season 

is also a good way 

to vary your meals 

throughout the 

year.
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choosing healthy Foods 
Healthy eating is all about balance . Children need a 
variety of foods from all four food groups shown below . 

The tables give examples of healthy and less healthy 
choices . As you’ll see, the healthiest foods tend to be the 
least processed, and have the lowest levels of sugar, fat 
and salt .

The kinds of foods shown in the “less healthy” table 
can be okay for children now and then, but should be 
balanced by lots of other healthy choices .

Examples of healthy choices

Grain Products Fruits and Veggies Milk Products Meats + Alternatives

Whole grain breads, 
bagels, buns, 
crackers, English 
muffins, tortillas 

Whole grain 
unsweetened or 
low sugar, high fiber 
cereals

Whole grain pasta, 
brown rice

Whole grain pancakes, 
scones, home-made 
muffins

Plain popcorn

Small amounts of 
baked whole grain or 
corn snacks

Most fresh, frozen or 
dried veggies and raw, 
frozen or cooked fruits

Vegetables or fruits 
canned in water or 
juice

Oven “fries” or baked 
potato wedges tossed 
in a small amount 
of oil

Fresh salsas

Some frozen fruit bars 
made with pureed fruit

Some dried fruit or 
unsalted baked potato 
or veggie chips

Plain, unflavoured 
milk (skim, 1%, 2% or 
whole) and fortified 
soy beverages

> Regular and light 
cheeses

Plain or simply 
flavoured yogurts

Home-made puddings 
and custards

Chicken and turkey

Fish and seafood, 
fresh or canned in 
water or broth

Lean meats and game 

Eggs

Tofu

Legumes – beans, 
lentils, peas, dal and 
falafel

Peanut and other 
nut/seed butters

Plain nuts and seeds 
(with no added salt, 
candy or chocolate)
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how healthy Are Your 
Family’s habits?
Most B .C . families do a pretty good job of making sure 
their children eat well, and most of us also have some 
room for improvement . Here’s a list of questions you can 
use to think about what, if anything, you might want to 
change in your household .

1 Does your family eat at least one meal together 
most of the days of the week?

2 Do your children eat three meals and two to three 
small snacks a day?

3 Do all family members eat breakfast?

4 Do all family members eat at least five servings 
of a variety of different coloured fruits and veggies 
each day?

FOOD LABELS CAN 

HELP YOU MAKE 

HEALTHY CHOICES, 

BUT THEY CAN ALSO 

BE CONFUSING 

SOMETIMES . FOR TIPS 

ON READING FOOD 

LABELS, SEE www.

healthyeatingis 

instore.ca

Grain Products Fruits and Veggies Milk Products Meats + Alternatives Other foods

Baked goods 
high in fat, sugar 
and/or salt, 
such as: 
some crackers, 
sweet muffins, 
cakes, cookies, 
squares, 
doughnuts, 
pastries, 
croissants 
(especially if big)

Salty grain and 
corn snacks, 
whether baked 
or fried

Fruit-flavoured 
drinks with 
names like 
beverage, drink, 
blend and 
cocktail; these 
are typically 
made of mostly 
sugar, water 
and artificial 
flavouring

Fried and/or 
salty potato or 
veggie chips

Deep-fried 
veggies

Candy-coated 
fruits

Candy-flavoured 
milks

Cream cheeses 
and spreads

Candy-flavoured 
ice creams or 
frozen yogurts

Fatty cold cuts

Deep fried 
products

Chocolate or 
“yogurt” covered 
nuts

Nut or seed 
candies (i .e . 
sesame snaps)

Soda, pop, iced 
tea, fruit “ades”

Caffeinated 
beverages

Candies and 
chocolates

Condiments, 
such as soy 
sauce, cream 
cheese, 
margarine, 
oils, ketchup, 
mustard, 
pickles, olives, 
jams, honey, 
cream, butter, 
etc .

Examples of Less healthy choices
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5	 Do all family members have at least five whole 
grain products each day?

6	 Do the children have three to four servings of milk 
and milk products? Adults two to three servings?

7	 Does your family eat a variety of foods every day?

8	 Does your school provide healthy food choices?

9	 Do you talk with your family about what they see 
on TV? This is important because the media have 
a major influence on most of us and children tend 
to be even more impressionable than adults.

10	Do you focus on abilities rather than looks? 
Remember that bodies come in all shapes and 
sizes and the messages you give your children can 
make a big difference in their own self-esteem, as 
well as how they see the world.

Sleep Matters 
Adequate sleep is another basic health essential. Without 
it, kids get stressed and cranky – and become more 
vulnerable to colds and other illnesses. New information 
is also emerging that links lack of sleep to future obesity. 

Children need ten to eleven hours of sleep every night. To 
help them get it:

>	 put them to bed around the same time every night;

>	 set up a regular bedtime routine with relaxing 
activities, such as a warm bath, reading or 
listening to soft music;

>	 make sure the bedroom is cool, dark and quiet;

>	 encourage activity during the day, exercise helps 
kids sleep soundly;

>	 avoid big meals or heavy snacks at bedtime;

>	 avoid foods like chocolate that contain caffeine; 
and

>	 avoid screen time (TV, computer and video games) 
for at least an hour before bedtime. Keep TVs and 
computers out of children’s bedrooms.
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2  Physical Activity
Most children in the primary grades are full of energy. For 
some of us, the greatest challenge is getting them to slow 
down! But all of that activity is natural and good for them, 
promoting:

>	 optimal growth and development;

>	 self-esteem and confidence;

>	 opportunities to meet new friends;

>	 increased focus and concentration;

>	 strong bones and muscles; and

>	 a healthy heart.

As a parent, you can build on that natural vitality and foster 
healthy habits that will last a lifetime. Remember: all 
structured and unstructured play counts. Children just need 
the time, space and opportunity to make it happen.

The Basics
Canada’s Physical Activity Guide to Healthy Active Living 
www.phac-aspc.gc.ca/pau-uap/paguide/ recommends that 
kids get 90 minutes of physical activity every day.

>	 One third of that should be vigorous “huff and puff” 
activity like running, tag, follow the leader, relays, 
soccer, swimming or skiing.

>	 The other two thirds should be moderate activity like 
cycling, scooting, playground play, dancing, skating or 
skipping.

Children also need different kinds of activity for optimal 
growth and development.

>	 Endurance activities like hopping, skipping, running, 
jumping, skating, swimming and cycling use large 
muscle groups and promote healthy hearts and 
lungs. 

>	 Flexibility activities like swinging on the monkey bars, 
catching, kicking, throwing, rolling, tumbling and 
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gymnastics help keep joints and muscles healthy 
by putting them through a full range of motion.

>	 Strength activities like climbing, swinging and 
carrying backpacks help build stronger bones and 
muscles.

If your child is already active, you might want to skip 
ahead and read about ideas for being active together, as 
a family.

If your child is less active, you can help them work up 
to 90 minutes a day gradually. Start with what they’re 
able to do easily – and make it fun. Then increase their 
daily active time by 10 - 15 minutes every month. Keep 
reading for tips and ideas on how to make it happen.

Spark the Flame
The best way to get kids excited about activity is to show 
them how much fun it is – and remember that “fun” can 
be subjective. Talk to them about:

>	 what kinds of activities or movements they enjoy;

>	 whether they want to be active alone, with a friend, 
or as part of a group; and

>	 whether they want to stay home or go other places 
to try new experiences.

Look for activities that give them a chance to learn and 
have fun, and that are appropriate for their age, size 
and skill level. Minimize rules and barriers and promote 
participation. Remember: children grow and develop at 
different rates, and their interests change with time. So 
you may want to discuss activity choices with them on a 
regular basis.

Getting Started
Some new activities don’t require a lot of equipment or 
preparation. They can be as easy as going out to the 
back yard or park to play.

Children need 

to explore 

movement through 

unstructured 

play, and through 

structured games, 

activities or 

sports that help 

them build basic 

skills and lay a 

foundation for 

more advanced 

activities as they 

grow.
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But many children in the primary grades are interested 
in organized sports, classes and activities that need a 
bit more structure. Here are a few basic tips for getting 
started.

>	 If you have any concerns about your child’s health 
and safety, see a doctor first. 

>	 Start slowly. It’s important for children to 
experience success. Otherwise, they may be 
overwhelmed and want to quit.

>	 For less active children, start with 30 minutes per 
day of moderate activity – accumulated through 
shorter bursts of 10 minutes or more. 

>	 Keep track throughout the day and work up to 90 
minutes gradually. (You can use the Weekly Log at 
the back of this booklet.)

>	 Before an activity, have your child warm up with 
some basic stretches. Cool down afterwards by 
slowing the pace of activity and then stretching all 
the muscles used in the activity.

>	 Make sure they drink water – before, during and 
after activity.

>	 Take basic safety precautions. Make sure any 
equipment or protective gear is in good shape and 
fits correctly. Outdoors, protect them from the sun 
with hats, sunglasses and sunscreen.

Active Family
It’s not always easy to fit activity into your own day – let 
alone your children’s. The key is to plan for it and make 
it a priority. After all, it is an important part of your whole 
family’s health and well-being, now and in the future.

Here are some tips and ideas for being active together as 
a family.

>	 Make daily chores fun – hop and skip as you carry 
in groceries, set the table or clean up clutter. 

>	 Move and groove to your ABCs and 1-2-3s with 
your kids’ favourite music, or make letter shapes 

Most K-3 kids 

are too young to 

specialize in any 

one activity or 

sport. Encourage 

them to try a 

variety of activities 

where they can 

explore different 

movements and 

experiences.
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