Feeding young people

In the next part of this series, which will eventually be available as a complete and separate set of teaching notes, we turn our attention to food, diet and how these can help the young avoid serious illness.

We begin with the very young. Babies have a source of food that is ‘simply the best’and that is breast milk. Breast milk nourishes the baby and protects him against illness. If possible a child should be fed breast milk until it is old enough to share in the family’s main meal. Whenever a young child is receiving milk from its mother it must not be suddenly taken off this form for of food, as this can be very bad for its health.

Watching your child grow

For the first six months of a child’s life breast milk will give them all the nutrition they need. Once your child is about six months old its diet can be extended to include some cereals, which are usually mixed into porridge. As your child grows accustomed to this porridge so you can slowly introduce others foods via this easily swallowed mixture.

Every community has its own likes as to the first food a baby receives once it has finished feeding from its mother but remember that for ease of digestion the food should be:

· soft

· fed a little at a time

· given many times a day

As those who already have a child will know feeding can take a long time to complete but it is a very important part of the bonding process that needs to be encouraged between a child and its parents. Those feeding a child may like to sing to it whilst it is eating, or include one of its siblings as a partner in the meal. It is important to stimulate your child at every possible occasion and feeding is an especially good opportunity to talk to the infant and begin the process of education.

Choosing good food for your child

To grow into strong young adults children need a mixture of foods. They will receive energy from:

· sorghum

· millet

· rice

· maize

· cassava

· potato

· plantain

In many parts of Africa these will form the staple diet of a child no longer being fed by its mother or being taken off the breast and onto its first solids. When feeding your child it is also good to give them a couple of spoonfuls of oil as these provide twice as much energy as the same amount of cereal. Remember that if your child is not getting enough energy then its body will use proteins to allow it to grow. This may cause them to be more susceptible to illness.

To give your child the proteins it needs for growth you should be feeding it:

· beans

· peas

· lentils

· groundnuts and if you can afford them

· meat

· fish

· milk and other animal foods

This chart may help you when selecting food for your child.

Staple foods

Millet, maize, potato, cassava, sweet potato, rice and sorghum

Body-building foods

Beans peas, lentils, groundnuts, milk, yoghurt, cheese, fish (including dried fish), meat, chicken and eggs.

Protective Foods

Dark green leaves, pumpkin, tomatoes, carrots, oranges, limes and other yellow fruits, oranges and vegetables.

Energy-rich foods

Red palm wine, ground nut oil, sunflower oil, butter, margarine, cooking fat, sesame seeds, coconut cream and sugar.

Young children also need to eat what are known as protective foods. These provide the vitamins and minerals needed for health growth. If a child can drink some red palm wine then they are receiving doses of Vitamin A (in alter article we will look at health problems associated with not eating enough Vitamin A). This essential vitamin is also found in green vegetables, orange and yellow fruits, mangoes, paw-paw and carrots. It is essential for the growth of eyesight and increases resistance to serious illness.

One way of feeding your child a healthy mixture of food would be to make it a meal of sorghum (millet) mixed with a small amount of beans, spinach and sunflower oil. Your child will not receive enough energy from a simple porridge meal such as maize or millet. It may look o have eaten quite a large amount of food but al that will have happened is that the porridge will have swollen in its stomach. Another reason why young children may not get enough energy to grow properly is that they are not being fed often enough. Small children need at least four or five meals a day. Not all of these need to be large meals, small snacks of some groundnuts will do.

Sometimes when a child is ill it does not want to eat. This is dangerous for the child. Indeed, a sick child needs more food than a health one. It should be fed at least six times a day. Feeding a sick child can be a very time consuming and tiring responsibility, so where an extended family can be asked to help it is worth asking for some assistance.

This section of the series will continue by looking at ways of improving children’s diets, how to look for malnutrition amongst the young, healthy diets for growing females and noting how diseases associated with poor diet can be tackled.

