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BACK TO SCHOOL:  HEALTHY KIDS NATURALLY

Today is a big day for kids, moms, dads and teachers across Summit County.  It’s the first day of a new school year.  School parking lots and playgrounds are buzzing with excitement.  Cries of joy and nervousness fill the air.  


But the new school year also has some parents braced for illness:  more snot, sneezes and colds.  Even school supply lists reflect this, as teachers call for tissue and anti-bacterial hand wipes, along with pencils, glue sticks and scissors.  The reasons for increased sickness during the school year are many.  The classroom can act as a “factory” of germs, which are then enclosed in a small, confined space.  Kids move from long, sunny days in the fresh air, to an indoor climate-controlled environment.  The change of seasons can be a challenge to a healthy immune system, and lack of long night’s sleep and a late wake-up can be difficult.  Eating patterns change, and kids may consume less fresh fruits and vegetables in the winter months. If that’s not enough, starting in a new classroom, with new teachers and classmates, can be a stressful event for a young student, and stress suppresses the immune system.  It’s a wonder anyone can stay healthy in school!


The good news is that there is much that we, as parents, can do to support our children’s health, and avoid sick days.  Here are some simple suggestions for back-to-school health:

1. Ensure that your kids get adequate sleep.  Get to bed early enough to allow for 11-12 hours of sleep for elementary school children.  If they need less, they’ll wake earlier.  But, if you have to drag them out of bed in the morning, they are staying up too late.  Sleep is essential for immune function.  Growth hormone, which aids in tissue repair and regeneration, is secreted during sleep.  Melatonin, another night-time hormone, is a powerful anti-oxidant and anti-cancer substance.  Cortisol levels are at their lowest during sleep and relaxation, and high cortisol levels can suppress the immune system.

2. Pack healthy snacks and lunches.  Avoid packing processed or sugary foods, which both work against the immune system.  “Lunchables” may save time lunch-packing, but, in the long run, contribute to increased illness, with high amounts of sugar, artificial colors and preservatives.  Instead, pack fresh fruits and vegetables, raw nuts and seeds, popcorn, whole grain crackers or rice cakes with nut butters or hummus, hard-boiled eggs, sandwiches on sprouted bread and unsweetened apple sauce.  For drinks, pack fruit flavored herbal teas or water.  

3. Feed kids regularly and frequently.  Kids have smaller stomachs and higher metabolism than adults, so they burn through their nutrients faster.  Kids’ small livers cannot store enough glucose to feed their rapidly learning nervous systems for longer than four hours.  Make sure they start the day with a nutritious breakfast, and provide healthy snacks for before lunch and after school. 

4. Allow kids time to rest and play between school and homework time. Remember, stress suppresses the immune system, and stress-management is equally important for kids.  Allow them to “decompress” after a long day at school.

5. Encourage kids to exercise.  Exercise can increase metabolism, core body temperature and white blood cell mobilization and activity.  Exercise can also thin and move mucus from sinuses, ears and nasal cavities, decreasing the risk of bacterial infections taking hold.

6. Give kids a high-quality multivitamin and omega 3 fatty acid, such as fish or flax oil.  Both are a low-cost insurance plan to support immune function and health.  In times of increased stress or illness, extra vitamin C or other botanical or homeopathic immune support may be helpful.  

7. Dress kids appropriately, and in layers.  As they say in Colorado, if you don’t like the weather, wait five minutes.  Be sure your child has attire appropriate for rain, shine or snow.  Sunscreen is important, but vitamin D, which our bodies produce upon exposure to sunlight, is being increasingly studied and reported to support a strong and healthy immune system.

8. Consider food allergy testing.  If your child is one whose nose is like a constant leaky faucet, or who suffers recurrent ear infections or skin rashes, a food allergy may be the culprit.  Wheat and dairy are the most common food allergens, especially when it comes to mucus production, but any food can stimulate an inappropriate immune response.  Food allergy testing can be done at the Mountain-River Naturopathic Clinic via a blood test or BioSet™ allergy elimination technique.

9. Encourage kids to blow their noses and wash their hands.  Hands and noses are breading grounds for bacteria and viruses.  It’s also beneficial for all to teach kids appropriate sneezing technique (i.e. into the sleeve of their shirt).

10. Don’t forget the most important nutrient, “Vitamin L”.  Kids need lots of LOVE and reinforcement, especially during times of change and transition.  Take an extra minute before and after school to remind them how much they are loved.  This will do mountains to ease discomfort or uneasiness that may arise with the start of the new academic year.  Happy kids are healthy kids!
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