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CERTIFIED CHILDREN’S HEALTH COUNSELOR ONLINE COURSE 
SESSION 12: 
Weight issues, playing outside and playing video games 
 

 
Height to Weight Charts 
Height and weight ratio charts are not truly accurate measures or indicators, especially for young 
children and teenagers. Height to weight charts for girls and boys represent only a rough average 
and should be used in conjunction with a BMI calculator for kids. Kids and teenagers have growth 
spurts during their young years. During this period it is quite possible to gain and lose weight 
rapidly, as well as add inches to their heights seemingly overnight. This is particularly so in many 
adolescent girls who often experience dramatic changes in weight, bone composition, height, and 
body fat distribution. 
 

One-third of U.S. children ages 2-19 are overweight or obese, according to a 2013-2014 survey 
from the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC). (A Body Mass Index (BMI) at or 
above the 95th percentile on CDC growth charts is considered obese; overweight refers to BMI 
between the 85th and 95th percentiles.) The childhood obesity rate has more than tripled over 
the past four decades, though rates have leveled off in recent years. While some progress has 
been made, data show that significant racial/ethnic and socioeconomic disparities persist in 
obesity prevalence. 
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Children who are overweight or obese are at higher risk for a range of health problems, including 
asthma, heart disease, stroke, and some types of cancer; they also are more likely to stay 
overweight or obese as adults. Some obese children are diagnosed with illnesses previously 
considered “adult” conditions, such as high blood pressure and type 2 diabetes. In addition, 
children with obesity are at increased risk for joint and bone problems, sleep apnea, and social 
and emotional difficulties, such as stigmatization and low self-esteem. Obesity’s impact also 
extends beyond the individual. U.S. medical care costs related to adult obesity are estimated 
between $147 billion and 210 billion annually; in California, a 5% reduction in average adult BMI 
could save more than $80 billion in obesity-related health care costs by 2030. 
 
Many factors contribute to childhood obesity/overweight. The rise has been attributed to changes 
in food environments that make non-nutritious "junk" food and beverages more available, 
affordable, and appealing, as well as social and environmental changes that have reduced 
physical activity among children—e.g., increased sedentary screen time, less physical education, 
neighborhoods that do not promote walking or riding bikes, and decreased safe places for 
children to play. 
 
In 2017, 41% of 5th graders, 39% of 7th graders, and 37% of 9th graders in California were 
overweight or obese. These figures are similar to previous years. Statewide, the percentage of 
boys who were overweight or obese in 2017 was higher than the percentage for girls in each 
grade level. 
 
Among racial/ethnic groups and across local areas there is wide variation in the percentage of 
students who are overweight or obese. For example, the percentage of 5th graders who were 
overweight or obese ranged from 11% to 49% among counties with data in 2017, and from 3% to 
73% across school districts. Statewide, about half of all Native Hawaiian/Pacific Islander and 
Hispanic/Latino 5th graders were overweight or obese in 2017, compared with less than 30% of 
their Asian American and white peers. 
 

Childhood Obesity and Weight Problems 
 
Helping Your Child Reach and Maintain a Healthy Weight 
As a parent, few things are cuter than your 
full-cheeked baby or the chubby knees of 
your toddler. For some children, however, 
that adorable baby fat may turn into a health 
concern. If you’re watching your child struggle 
with their weight, you may feel alone or 
helpless; in reality, you are neither. Childhood 
obesity affects an enormous number of 
families around the world, but the vast 
majority of these cases are preventable—and 
can still be reversed. With support, 
encouragement, and positive role modeling, 
you can help your child reach and maintain a healthy weight. 
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Childhood Obesity: Understanding the Problem 

Today, nearly 1 out of 4 children and teens in developed countries are overweight or obese. 
Those extra pounds put kids at risk for developing serious health problems, including diabetes, 
heart disease, and asthma. Childhood obesity also takes an emotional toll. Overweight children 
often have trouble keeping up with other kids and joining in sports and activities. Other kids may 
tease and exclude them, leading to low self-esteem, negative body image, and even depression. 
But there’s plenty you can do to help your kids. Diagnosing weight problems and obesity in 
children as early as possible can reduce their risk of developing serious medical conditions as 
they get older. And by getting the whole family involved, you can break the cycle of weight 
problems and obesity, boost your children’s physical and mental health, and help them establish 
a healthy relationship with food that will last a lifetime. Whatever your children’s weight, let them 
know that you love them and that all you want to do is help them be healthy and happy. 
 
Is Your Child Overweight? 
Children grow at different rates at different times, so it is not always easy to tell if a child is 
overweight. Body mass index (BMI) uses height and weight measurements to estimate how 
much body fat a child has. However, while BMI is usually a good indicator, it is NOT a perfect 
measure of body fat and can even be misleading at times when children are experiencing periods 
of rapid growth. 
 
If your child registers a high BMI-for-age measurement, your health care provider may need to 
perform further assessments and screenings to determine if excess fat is a problem. 
 
Causes of Weight Problems and Obesity in Children 

Understanding how children become overweight in the first place is an important step toward 
breaking the cycle. Most cases of childhood obesity are caused by eating too much and 
exercising too little. Children need enough food to support healthy growth and development. But 
when they take in more calories than they burn throughout the day, the result is weight gain. 
 
Causes of weight problems in children may include: 

 Busy families cooking at home less and eating out more. 
 Easy access to cheap, high-calorie fast food and junk food. 
 Bigger food portions, both in restaurants and at home. 
 Kids consuming huge amounts of sugar in sweetened drinks and hidden in an array of 

foods. 
 Kids spending less time actively playing outside, and more time watching TV, playing 

video games, and sitting at the computer. 
 Many schools eliminating or cutting back their physical education programs. 

 

Myths and Facts about Weight Problems and Obesity in Children 

Myth 1: Childhood obesity is genetic, so there’s nothing you can do about it. 
Fact: While a person’s genes do influence weight, they are only one small part of the equation. 
Although some children are more prone to gaining weight than others, that doesn’t mean they’re 
destined for weight problems. Most kids can maintain a healthy weight if they eat right and exercise. 

Myth 2: Children who are obese or overweight should be put on a diet. 
Fact: Unless directed by your child’s doctor otherwise, the treatment for childhood obesity is not 
weight loss. The goal should be to slow or stop weight gain, allowing your child to grow into his or her 
ideal weight. 
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Myths and Facts about Weight Problems and Obesity in Children 

Myth 3: It’s just baby fat. Children will outgrow the weight. 
Fact: Childhood obesity doesn’t always lead to obesity in adulthood, but it does raise the risks 
dramatically. The majority of children who are overweight at any time during the preschool or 
elementary school are still overweight as they enter their teens. Most kids do not outgrow the 
problem. 

 
To combat weight problems, get the whole family involved 
Healthy habits start at home. The best way to fight or prevent childhood obesity and weight 
problems is to get the whole family on a healthier track. Making better food choices and 
becoming more active will benefit everyone, regardless of weight. 
 
You can also make a huge impact on your children’s health by getting involved with the details of 
their lives. Spending time with your kids—talking about their day, playing, reading, cooking—can 
supply them with the self-esteem boost they may need to make positive changes. 
 
Leading by Example 
If your children see you eating your vegetables, being active, and limiting your TV time, there’s a 
good chance that they will do the same. 
 
What you eat: Tell your child about the healthy food you are eating, while you are eating it. You 
might say, “I’m eating broccoli with garlic sauce. Want a bite?” 
 
When you cook: Cook healthily in front of your children. Better yet, give them an age-
appropriate job in the kitchen. Tell them about what you are making and why it’s good for your 
body. 
 
How you move: Exercise in some way, every day. Be authentic—do things you enjoy. Tell your 
kids what you’re doing, and invite them to join you. 
 
Your free time: Avoid the television or too much computer time. Kids are much less likely to turn 
screens on if they are off and you are doing something they can get involved in. 
 
Strategies for Real Life 
 Recognize that you have more control than you might think. You can turn off the TV, 

computer, or video game. You can choose to get off the bus one stop earlier than usual and 
walk the rest of the way, especially when you are with your kids. You can give your family 
more vegetables for dinner. 
 

 Think about the immediate benefits. If reducing the risk of future heart disease seems 
abstract, focus on the good things that can happen right now. You won’t feel uncomfortably 
full if you have a smaller portion or skip dessert. Going hiking with your teenager might lead to 
a wonderful talk that neither of you anticipated. Dancing or playing with your kids is lots of fun 
and can give you a great workout. 

 
 Make small, easy changes over time. Suggesting that family members take a run together 

every day will probably get you lots of eye-rolling. It’s easier and more appealing to start out 
with some new approaches to nutrition and physical activity that the whole family is really 
willing to try. For example, take a walk after dinner a couple of nights a week instead of 
turning on the TV. 
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Make healthier food choices 
While you may need to make major changes to your family’s eating habits, changing everything 
at once usually leads to cheating or giving up. Instead, start by making small, gradual steps 
towards healthy eating—like adding a salad to dinner every night or swapping out French fries for 
steamed vegetables—rather than one big drastic switch. As small changes become habit, you 
can continue to add more healthy choices. 
 
Eat the rainbow. Serve and encourage consumption of a wide variety of fruits and vegetables. 
This should include red (beets, tomatoes), orange (carrots, squash), yellow (potatoes, bananas), 
green (lettuce, broccoli) and so on—just like eating a rainbow. 
 
Make breakfast a priority. Children who eat breakfast are less likely to be overweight or obese 
than those who skip the first meal of the day. It’s important to focus on healthy choices, though, 
like oatmeal, fresh fruit, whole grain cereal high in fiber and low in sugar, and low-fat milk instead 
of sugary cereals, donuts, or toaster pastries. 
 
Look for hidden sugar. Reducing the amount of candy and desserts you and your child eat is 
only part of the battle. Sugar is also hidden in foods as diverse as bread, canned soups, pasta 
sauce, instant mashed potatoes, frozen dinners, low-fat meals, fast food, and ketchup. The body 
gets all it needs from sugar naturally occurring in food—so anything added amounts to nothing 
but a lot of empty calories. Check labels and opt for low sugar products and use fresh or frozen 
ingredients instead of canned goods. 
 
 

Healthy Food for Kids: Help Your Kids 
Eat Healthier 
 
Schedule regular meal times. The majority of children 
like routine. If your kids know they will only get food at 
certain times, they will be more likely to eat what they 
get when they get it. 
 
Limit dining out. If you must eat out, try to avoid fast 
food. 
 
Don't go no fat, go good fat Not all fats contribute to weight gain. So instead of trying to cut out 
fat from your child’s diet, focus on replacing unhealthy fats with healthy fats. 
 
Avoid trans fats that are dangerous to your child’s health. Try to eliminate or cut back on 
commercially-baked goods packaged snack foods, fried foods, and anything with “partially 
hydrogenated” oil in the ingredients, even if it claims to be trans fat-free. 
 
Add more healthy fats that can help a child control blood sugar and avoid diabetes. 
Unsaturated or “good” fats include avocados, olive oil, nuts, fatty fish, soy, tofu, flaxseed, 
Brussels sprouts, kale, and spinach. 
 
Choose saturated fat wisely. The USDA recommends limiting saturated fat to 10 percent of 
your child’s daily calories. Focus on the source of saturated fats consumed: A glass of whole milk 
or natural cheese rather than a hot dog, donut, or pastry, for example, or grilled chicken or fish 
instead of fried chicken. 
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Be smart about snacks and sweet food 
Your home is where your child most likely eats the majority of meals and snacks, so it is vital that 
your kitchen is stocked with healthy choices. 
 
Look for hidden sugar. Reducing the amount of candy and desserts you and your child eat is 
only part of the battle. Sugar is also hidden in foods as diverse as bread, canned soups, pasta 
sauce, instant mashed potatoes, frozen dinners, and low-fat meals. Check labels and opt for low 
sugar products and use fresh or frozen ingredients instead of canned goods. 
 
Don’t ban sweets entirely. While many kids' consume too much sugar, having a no sweets rule 
is an invitation for cravings and overindulging when given the chance. Instead, limit the amount of 
cookies, candies, and baked goods your child eats and introduce fruit-based snacks and desserts 
instead. 
 
Limit juice, soda, and coffee drinks. Soft drinks are loaded with sugar and shakes and coffee 
drinks can be just as bad. Many juices aren’t any better nutritionally, so offer your child sparkling 
water with a twist of lime, fresh mint, or a splash of fruit juice instead. 
 
Keep snacks small. Don’t turn snacks into a meal. Limit them to 100 to 150 calories. 
 
Go for reduced-sugar options. When buying foods such as syrups, jellies, and sauces, opt for 
products labeled “reduced sugar” or “no added sugar.” 
 
Focus on fruit. Keep a bowl of fruit out for your children to snack on—kids love satsuma or 
tangerine oranges. And offer fruit as a sweet treat—frozen juice bars, fruit smoothies, 
strawberries and a dollop of whipped cream, fresh fruit added to plain yogurt, or sliced apples 
with peanut butter. 
 
Experiment with herbs and spices. Use sweet-tasting 
herbs and spices such as mint, cinnamon, allspice, or 
nutmeg to add sweetness to food without the empty 
calories. 
 
Refined Carbs and Sugar: The Diet Saboteurs 
 
Check the sugar content of your kid’s cereal. There’s 
a huge disparity in the amount of added sugar between 
different brands of cereal. Some cereals are more than 
50% sugar by weight. Try mixing a low sugar, high-fiber cereal with your child’s favorite 
sweetened cereal, or add fresh or dried fruit to oatmeal for a natural sweet taste. 

Snacks at home 

Snacks to stock up: Snacks to cut back: 

Fresh fruit and vegetables that can be taken on the 
go or packed in a lunch. 

Soda, sweetened lemonade, fruit punch, 
and fruit juice with added sugar. 

Milk and dairy products, including string cheese. Hot dogs, fatty lunch meats, sausage, 
chicken nuggets. 
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Snacks at home 

Whole grain breads and cereals, pretzels, nuts, 
olives. 

White bread, sugary breakfast cereals, chips. 

Greek yogurt, frozen fruit juice bars, fig bars, ginger 
snaps. 

Cookies, cakes, candy, ice cream, donuts. 

 
Watch portion sizes 
There are strategies you can employ to retrain you and your family’s appetites and avoid 
oversized servings when eating out. 
 
Learn what a regular portion size looks like. The portion sizes that you and your family are 
used to eating may be equal to two or three true servings. To keep calories in check, try to limit 
portions to the size of your fist. 
 
Read food labels. Information about serving size and calories can be found on the backs of 
packaging. You may be surprised at how small the recommended portions are or how many 
calories are in the dish. 
 
Use smaller dishes. Portions will look bigger and you’ll eat less when you use small bowls or 
plates. 
 
Dish up in the kitchen. To minimize the temptation of second and third helpings, serve food on 
individual plates, instead of putting the serving dishes on the table. 
 
Divide food from large packages into smaller containers. The larger the package, the more 
people tend to eat without realizing it. 
 
Cut up high-calorie treats such as cheese, pizza, or chocolate into smaller pieces—and offer 
your child fewer pieces. 
 
Downsize orders. When eating out, share an entrée with your child or order just an appetizer 
instead. Order half-orders or a medium size instead of a large. 
 
Get your kids moving 

Children who sit too much and move too little are at the highest risk for becoming overweight. 
Kids need an hour of exercise daily for optimum health. This may seem like a lot, but exercise 
doesn’t have to happen in a gym or all at once. Instead, try to incorporate movement into your 
family’s regular routine. 
 
Exercise ideas for kids 
It used to be commonplace to find children running around and playing in the streets of their 
neighborhoods, naturally expending energy and getting exercise. In today’s world, that’s not 
always an option, but you still have options for boosting their activity level. 
 
Play active indoor games. Put the remote away and organize some active indoor games. You 
can play tag (perhaps crawling tag, so that you keep messes to a minimum), hide-and-seek, or 
Simon Says (think jumping jacks and stretches). 
 
Try activity-based video games, such as those from Wii and Kinect which are played 
standing up and moving around—simulating dancing, skateboarding, soccer, bowling, or 
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tennis. Once your child gains in confidence, get away from the screen and play the real thing 
outside. 
 
Get active outside with your child. Take a walk together, bike around the neighborhood, 
explore a local park, visit a playground, or play in the yard. If it makes sense for your 
neighborhood and schedule, walk to and from activities and school. 
 
Do chores together. Perhaps it’s not your child’s first choice, but doing household chores is a 
very effective way to get exercise. Mopping, sweeping, taking out trash, dusting or vacuuming 
burns a surprising number of calories. 
 
Enroll children in after school sports or other activities. If your budget allows, sign children 
up to play a sport or get involved in an activity where they are physically active. The local YMCA, 
YWCA, or Boys’ and Girls’ Club are safe places for 
children to exercise and play. 
 

How to Start Exercising and Stick to 
It: Making Exercise Enjoyable 
 
Sign up for a 5 or 10K walk/run with your 
child. Sometimes having a goal in mind can motivate 
even the most reluctant exercisers. Find a kid-friendly 
event in your area and tell your child you’ll be 
“training” for it together. Be sure to celebrate when you accomplish this feat. 
 
Reduce screen time 

The less time your children spend watching TV, playing video games, or using computers or 
mobile devices, the more time they’ll spend on active pastimes. Remember how important it is for 
you to be a positive role model—so you may have to cut down on your own viewing habits, too. 
 
Limit daily screen time. Studies show a link between screen time and obesity, so set limits on 
your child’s TV-watching, gaming, and web surfing. Experts recommend no more than two hours 
per day. 
 
Stop eating in front of the TV. Limit your child’s calorie intake by limiting time spent eating in 
front of the tube. Tell your child that, starting now, your family does all their eating at the table. 
 
Pick a different reward or punishment. Instead of rewarding your child with more time in front 
of the television or computer, promise something different, such as an outing or an activity of their 
choice. 
 
Encourage your child to develop new hobbies 
Making major lifestyle changes has the potential to add more stress to a child’s life. At times, your 
overweight or obese child might feel singled out, sad, angry, embarrassed, or discouraged. In the 
past, they might have dealt with stress by eating or zoning out in front of the TV. Since this is no 
longer an option, help them find a healthy alternative. Ask your child what he or she might like to 
take up as a hobby. Hobbies can help kids boost their self-esteem, relieve stress, and provide a 
positive outlet. 
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"What's the right weight for 
my child?" is one of the most 
common questions parents 
have. It seems like a simple 
one, but it's not always easy 
to answer. 
 
Growth and Puberty 
Not everyone grows and 
develops on the same schedule. During puberty, the body begins making hormones that spark 
physical changes like breast development in girls, testicular enlargement in boys, and spurts in 
height and weight gain in both boys and girls. 
 
These changes continue for several years. The average kid can expect to grow as much as 10 
inches (25 centimeters) during puberty before reaching full adult height. 
Because some kids start developing as early as age 8 and some not until age 14, it can be 
normal for two kids who are the same gender and age to have very different weights. 
 
What Is Body Mass Index? 
Body mass index, or BMI for short, is a formula that doctors use to estimate how much body fat 
someone has. The BMI formula uses height and weight measurements to calculate a BMI 
number. Though the formula is the same for adults and children, figuring out what the BMI 
number means is a little more complicated for kids. 
 
For kids, BMI is plotted on a growth chart because what is normal changes with age. Different 
BMI charts are used for boys and girls because growth rate and the amount of body fat differs 
between boys and girls. Each BMI chart is divided into percentiles that compare measurements 
with children the same age and gender. 
 
The categories that describe a person's weight are: 
 
Underweight: BMI below the 5th percentile age, gender, and height. 
 
Healthy weight: BMI is equal to or greater than the 5th percentile and less than the 85th 
percentile for age, gender, and height. 
 
Overweight: BMI at or above the 85th percentile but less than the 95th percentile for age, 
gender, and height. 
 
Obese: BMI at or above the 95th percentile for age, gender, and height. 
 
Before you calculate your child's BMI, you'll need an accurate height and weight measurement. 
Bathroom scales and tape measures aren't always precise. So the best way to get accurate 
measurements is by having kids weighed and measured at a doctor's office or at school. 
 
What Does BMI Tell Us? 
You can calculate BMI on your own, but consider asking your doctor to help you figure out what it 
means. Doctors do more than just use BMI to assess a child's current weight. They also take into 
account stage of puberty and use BMI results from past years to track whether a child is 
overweight. Spotting trends early on can be helpful so you can make changes before weight gain 
becomes a problem. 
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Overweight and obese kids and teens are developing weight-related health problems, such 
as type 2 diabetes, high cholesterol, and high blood pressure (hypertension). Overweight teens 
are also more likely to be overweight as adults. And adults who are overweight have a greater 
chance of serious health conditions, such as heart disease. 
 
Although BMI can be a good indicator of body fat, it doesn't always tell the full story. Someone 
with a large frame or a lot of muscle (like a bodybuilder or athlete) can have a high BMI but not 
too much fat. Likewise, a small person with a small frame may have a normal BMI but could still 
have too much body fat. These are other good reasons to talk about your child's BMI with your 
doctor. 
 
When Kids Are Overweight or Underweight 
If you think your child has gained too much weight or is too thin, talk to your child's doctor. The 
doctor has measured your child's height and weight over time and knows whether growth is going 
as it should. 
 
If concerned about your child's height, weight, or BMI, the doctor may ask questions about your 
child's health, physical activity, and eating habits, and your family's medical history. The doctor 
can put all this information together to tell if there's a weight or growth problem. 
 
If your child's weight isn't in the healthy range, the doctor will give you specific diet and exercise 
recommendations. It's important to follow a plan that's designed for your child by the doctor or a 
dietitian. For kids and teens, strict diets won't provide the calories and important nutrients their 
bodies need to grow. 
 
What if your child is too skinny? Most kids who weigh less than others their age are just fine. 
They may go through puberty on a different schedule than some of their peers, and their bodies 
may grow and change at a different rate. Most underweight teens catch up in weight as they 
finish puberty during their later teen years, and there's rarely a need to try to gain weight. 
 
If your child is underweight or losing weight; is tired or ill a lot; has lasting symptoms like a cough, 
fever, diarrhea, or other problems, talk with your doctor. Kids and teens who are underweight 
because of eating disorders, like anorexia or bulimia, need medical attention. 
 
The Role of Genes 
Heredity plays a role in a person's body shape and weight. But genesare not destiny — kids can 
reach and keep a healthy weight by eating right and being active. 
 
Genes aren't the only things that family members may share. It's also true that unhealthy eating 
habits can be passed down. The eating and exercise habits of people in the same household can 
add to someone's risk of becoming overweight. If parents eat a lot of high-calorie foods or snacks 
or don't get much exercise, their kids tend to do the same. 
 
The good news is you can change these habits for the better. Even small changes, like cutting 
back on sugary drinks and going for a walk after dinner, can add up to make a real difference. 
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Safe Weight Gain Tips for Underweight Kids 
 
Nearly 4 percent of children and teens in the U.S. are 
underweight. Being underweight is not the same as 
being thin or slender. Some children have a naturally 
slight build and maintain it with a well-balanced diet 
and physical activity. However, true underweight may 
be a sign of dietary, health or emotional problems. 
 
If you are concerned that your child may be 
underweight, consult your child’s physician. 
Assuming your child has no underlying medical 
concerns, the strategy will then be to encourage 
weight gain in a healthful way, with food. Empty 
calories from foods high in fat and added sugars 
might add a few pounds, but they will not provide the nutrients a child needs to build strong 
bones and a healthy body. 
 
If your child is underweight, start by ensuring that most meals and snacks are nutrient-rich. Good 
sources of protein for weight gain include eggs, peanut butter and other nut butters, bean soups, 
hummus and reduced-fat or full-fat milk, yogurt and cheese. Whole-wheat bread and pasta; 
mashed, baked or oven-roasted potatoes; sweet potatoes; corn; and hot cereal are excellent 
carbohydrate choices. Prepare hot cereal with milk or soy milk instead of water for added calories 
and nutrients. Nuts, seeds and avocados are healthy fat sources to help your child gain weight. 
Try adding nuts and seeds to cereal, salads, pasta and vegetables. Add avocado slices to 
sandwiches, burgers and salads or as a topper for scrambled eggs. Sauté or stir-fry vegetables, 
meat, chicken and fish in olive or canola oil. When planning snacks, be sure they provide 
additional calories and great taste. Consider these nutritious, higher-calorie foods: 
 
 Make guacamole with fresh avocados, onions and tomatoes, or mix avocado into a fruit 

smoothie. 
 Make a smoothie for an on-the-go breakfast or snack. Smoothies are an easy way to get 

nutrients plus calories. Get creative with your favorite fruit, full-fat yogurt, nut butters and 
seeds. 

 Granola or trail mix made with nuts, seeds, dried fruit and chocolate chips also can be mixed 
with full-fat yogurt. 

 Hummus and other bean dips not only make good snacks, they can provide both protein and 
fat, in addition to concentrated calories. 

 
Along with eating these foods, work to make mealtimes pleasant and not rushed. Involve your 
children in meal planning, shopping and food preparation to encourage their interest in food and 
eating. Doctors may recommend a high-calorie supplement drink for picky eaters who refuse to 
add new foods to their diet. Make sure, though, that your child isn't filling up on beverages, 
including juices or even milk, so that she's hungry at meal-time. 
 
If your child is getting enough calories but still does not seem to be gaining weight appropriately, 
continue to work with her doctor to discover any underlying conditions. Chances are good, 
though, that with some patience and conscientious meal and snack plans, your child will strike a 
healthy height and weight balance. 
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Are Hormones Causing Children's Weight Gain? 
 
The number of children who are obese remains alarmingly high in the U.S. and, unfortunately, 
diseases associated with obesity are on the rise. Worried about their overweight children, many 
parents wonder if other diagnoses, such as hypothyroidism, could be the reason behind their 
child's weight gain. 
 

 
But according to experts more often than not the underlying issues are more strongly influenced 
by environmental factors, such as largely sedentary lifestyle or a caloric intake that exceeds a 
child's daily needs. Other environmental influences and their genetic profile are additional topics 
of research and discussion. 
 
"Parents understand that obesity is a very serious condition. They are looking for ways to help 
their child become healthy and often get sidetracked from the real issues. Rarely some children 
may have a hormonal issue. However, this constitutes less than 1 percent of all causes of 
childhood obesity," said Himala, Kashmiri, DO, chief of pediatric endocrinology at Loyola 
University Health System and assistant professor in the Department of Pediatrics at Loyola 
University Chicago Stritch School of Medicine. "More commonly, weight gain and subsequent 
obesity are the consequence of a child's predisposing risk of obesity and the environment." 
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"If a child stops their linear height or slows down in regards to height gain or is otherwise short 
than would be expected due to parent's height, then that certainly could and should raise concern 
for a hormonal imbalance that may be leading to weight gain. Weight gain alone, however, is not 
solely a sign of hormonal imbalance," said Kashmiri. 
 
Other signs that a child may have a hormonal issue include: 
 
• Drinking and urinating more than before 
• Excessive hunger 
• Experiencing unexplained weight loss 
• Feeling of being tired and cold 
• Bowl irregularities 
• Changes to hair, skin or nails 
• Poor linear growth or short stature 
 
"If your child has weight gain along with these other symptoms, it's important to talk to your 
pediatrician about seeing a specialist," Kashmiri said. "Although severe obesity continues to rise, 
strategies to intervene and prevent childhood obesity actually are effective. These include 
decreasing sugary beverages, portion control, limiting fast food, making healthier food choices, 
increasing physical activity and decreasing screen time." 
 
"Obesity can lead to numerous health issues such as diabetes, elevated cholesterol, poor self-
esteem, liver disease, high blood pressure and even cancer," he said. "If your child is gaining 
weight talk to your pediatrician about resources and strategies to help with weight management 
and decreasing your child's risk for these potential consequences." 
 

These Foods Cause the Most Weight Gain in Kids 
A new study finds certain foods may be more to blame for extra weight gain among kids. 
 
I am not a fan of the "Foods You Should Never Eat!" 
lists that seem to be all over the internet these days. It 
all sounds so needlessly extreme, so dire, so fear-
inducing final (read: "Why I'm Tired of 'Foods You 
Should Never Eat!'"). There's also a variation of this list: 
"Foods You Should Never Give Your Kids!", which adds 
an additional layer of guilt and worry for good measure. 
You thought you were only slowly killing yourself by 
eating wheat? Ha! 
 
So I was dismayed to see this headline last week: "The 
Worst Things You Can Feed To Your Children" in 
the Washington Post. But instead of being a list of 
forbidden foods, it described a recent study that asks a 
pretty interesting question: Could certain foods and 
drinks be more to blame for extra weight gain in kids? 
The researchers followed more than 4,600 children in the UK, tracking their diet and other factors 
at ages 7, 10, and 13. In their findings, published in the journal Health Affairs, foods that were 
singled out for promoting greater weight gain included potato chips, breaded fish, processed 
meats, French fries, desserts, and sweets drinks. 
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Why would these lead to excess weight more than others? The researchers saw some patterns 
in the weight-promoting foods. The foods were... 
 
• High in calories but not very filling. Foods that are "energy dense" pack a lot of calories but 

aren't particularly satisfying, so they tend to be eaten in large portions. In the study, potato 
chips (high in calories but nutrient-poor and low in fiber) were associated with more weight 
gain—but plain potatoes (filling, nutritious, and rich in fiber) weren't. 

• High in added sugar. Sugar-sweetened drinks are particularly troublesome, because 
beverages don't tend to satisfy like foods do. So the brain doesn't register that you've 
consumed calories and are full. 

• High on the Glycemic Index. These foods cause a greater surge in blood sugar and insulin, 
which may trigger more cravings. 

• Low in fiber. Refined grains (and foods made with them like dessert) are low in fiber and not 
very filling. Fiber slows digestion, which makes you fuller faster and may help prevent 
overeating. 

 
On the flip side, foods that were associated with less excess weight gain tended to be high in 
protein and fiber, like whole grains and high-fiber breakfast cereal. Both protein and fiber are 
shown in research to be particularly satisfying. 
 
So does this mean that potato chips and French fries belong on a "Foods You Should Never Give 
Your Kids!" list? I don't think so. As a dietitian, I think kids (and grown-ups) can eat these foods 
occasionally without worry. But the mainstays of the diet should still be fresh, minimally 
processed foods. That means fresh fish a lot more often than frozen fish sticks, baked potatoes a 
lot more often than French fries, and fruits and veggies at snack time a lot more often than potato 
chips. 
 

10 Medical Reasons Your Child Is Overweight 
A child’s weight isn’t always the result of poor dieting or exercise habits. Genetic and biological 
causes could also be to blame. 
 
Leptin resistance 
When a child is overweight, it can be easy to point fingers at parents. But the true causes of 
weight gain and loss can be pretty subtle—for 
example, check out how your fat cells work to 
produce leptin and control weight. In some 
cases, a lack of daily physical activity, poor nutrition, 
and over-eating can be the culprit. As Eboni 
Hollier, MD, a board-certified pediatrician practicing 
in Houston, Texas, explains, “Less than 5 percent of 
cases of obesity are thought to be due to genetic 
syndromes or metabolic abnormalities.” But, that 
doesn’t mean they don’t exist. Dr. Hollier says that 
leptin resistance, although especially rare in 
children, can be to blame. Leptin is a hormone produced in the body’s fat cells that tells the brain 
when you’re full and helps balance the calories you burn and fat stored in the body. In some 
people, the body doesn’t regulate leptin correctly, causing leptin resistance. “It is thought that 
when pathways including leptin (or other parts of the brain involved in this pathway) are 
disrupted, that obesity may be the result,” Hollier says. 
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Hypothyroidism 
Although rare in children, hypothyroidism can 
lead to weight gain. This condition causes the 
thyroid gland to produce too little of the thyroid 
hormone, which regulates metabolism, blood 
pressure, energy levels, and more. According 
to Maria Maguire, MD, MPP, FAAP, and a 
board-certified pediatrician with the University 
of Maryland Community Medical Group-
Pediatrics, “usually hypothyroidism by itself 
only causes mild weight gain, rather than true 
obesity or severe weight gain.” The thyroid 
may also cause other health problems, like 
fatigue and depression that can play a role in obesity. 
 
Your Child’s Medications 
If your child is currently on medication for an illness or disorder and seems to be gaining weight, 

her medications could be to blame. (Look for 
these 11 silent signs that medication could be 
making them sick.) Esther K. Liu, MD, FAAP, 
and chair of pediatrics for the University of 
Maryland Baltimore Washington Medical Center, 
states that “some medications can make you feel 
hungrier, decrease your metabolism, or increase 
fluid retention,” which can contribute to weight 
gain. The most notable ones to affect a child’s 
weight are antidepressants, anti-seizure 
medications, oral steroids, and some 
antihistamines. 
 

 
Unhealthy gut 
Sure, an unhealthy diet can lead to obesity in children. 
Consistent grazing on salty or sweet snacks can pack 
on the pounds even if your child is active. But, what if 
you try your best to feed your child a healthy 
diet filled with fruits and vegetables, yet it doesn’t 
seem to make an impact on his weight? According 
to Walter Gaman, MD, a family practice physician at 
Healthcare Associates of Texas, an unhealthy gut 
microbiome could be to blame. “[Recent findings from 
studies] show that if we don’t have enough healthy 
bacteria in our gut, especially as children, it can lead 
to obesity and then continue on to diabetes and other health issues,” says Dr. Gaman. “The 
packaged and processed foods, artificial sweeteners and colors, along with the use of antibiotics, 
all play a role in destroying the good bacteria and causing an overgrowth of the bad bacteria.” In 
some cases, changing your child’s diet to include more foods rich in prebiotics or probiotics, like 
Greek yogurt without additives, can help. But, other underlying issues may also cause an 
unhealthy gut, like undiagnosed food allergies or lactose intolerance. If your child seems to be 
experiencing consistent tummy problems, it’s best to get him evaluated. 
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Cushing’s Syndrome 
Cushing’s syndrome causes the body to produce too 
much cortisol, a hormone that regulates things like blood 
pressure and blood sugars, and it’s triggered by an 
improperly functioning pituitary gland. According to Dr. 
Maguire, Cushing’s syndrome can slow a child’s growth 
while encouraging fat retention around the waist and 
belly. Children with the syndrome are at risk for early 
puberty, diabetes, and high cholesterol and blood 
pressure. (It’s also just one of several medical causes 
of a slow metabolism.) 
 
 

 

 

 

 

Prader-Willi Syndrome 
Prader-Willi syndrome (PWS) is a rare genetic disorder that can affect children and is associated 
with behaviors leading to weight gain, like binge eating. According to Nicolette D. Morris, MD and 

physician director of Pediatric Outpatient Care at the 
University of Maryland St. Joseph Medical Center, 
PWS is “the most common syndromic form of obesity.” 
She notes that doctors will look for it in infants up to 
two years of age who have poor or reduced muscle 
tone and strength (called hypotonia); if a child between 
two to six years of age has hypotonia and global 
developmental delay, PWS may be the cause. When 
combined with harmful eating habits, the symptoms of 
PWS—including developmental delays and cognitive 
impairment—can cause weight gain. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
Gestational Diabetes 
Women with gestational diabetes, a pregnancy 
condition that can cause high blood pressure and 
difficulty regulating sugar, may have a baby with an 
increased risk of high birth weight that can carry 
over to childhood. Expecting mothers should be on 
the lookout for these potential signs of gestational 
diabetes. Dr. Maguire notes that babies born to 
mothers with gestational diabetes may be between 9 
and 10 pounds at birth and that “there is higher risk 
that children of moms with gestational diabetes will 
also have increased BMI and obesity.” 
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Formula Feeding 
Although formula fed babies don’t always result in 
overweight or obese children, some medical experts to 
believe there is a link. According to Dr. Maguire, “one 
[theory] suggests that breastfed babies have a better 
ability to control their intake of food, whereas formula 
fed babies are fed a set amount in the bottle—although 
the same is true of infants fed breast milk through a 
bottle.” And, the higher protein content in formula may 
have a link to obesity. Breast milk can better adapt to 
whatever baby’s needs are than formula. One study by 
German researchers said that 4.5 percent of non-
breastfed children in the study were overweight upon entering school, compared to 2.8 percent 
of children who were breastfed. Did you know that breastfeeding may also reduce anxiety and 
hyperactivity in children? 

 
Depression 
According to Dr. Maguire, depression does not cause obesity, but its devastating effects could 

play a role in a child’s weight gain. Is your child 
exhibiting any of these danger signs of 
depression? Maguire says, “Depression is common 
in the U.S.—the prevalence is about 2 percent in 
school age children and about 5-8 percent in 
adolescents. However, the weight gain associated 
with depression is usually mild.” She explains that 
excessive eating and lack of desire to participate in 
physical activities, two common side effects, may 
cause weight gain. However, “the association is 
often the other way around—obese children may be 
more likely to have depression.” 

 
Asthma and Allergies 
Asthma and allergies don’t directly cause obesity in 
children, but they may indirectly affect a child’s 
weight. “Children with asthma and allergic rhinitis 
have difficulty breathing which can limit their 
physical tolerance for exercise,” says Dr. Liu. And, 
oral steroids and antihistamines that can help these 
conditions may also contribute to weight gain. If 
your child’s having difficulty participating in physical 
activity, talk to your child’s doctor about asthma 
symptoms. 
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CERTIFIED CHILDREN’S HEALTH COUNSELOR ONLINE COURSE - SESSION 12 
QUESTION & ANSWERS 

 
NAME: ________________________________________________________________ 
 
ADDRESS: ________________________________________________________________ 
 
CITY, STATE, ZIP, PC:________________________________________________________ 
 
PHONE: ________________________________________________________________ 
 
FAX:  ________________________________________________________________ 
 
E-MAIL: ________________________________________________________________ 
 
Please be sure to fill out the information above, complete the test and e-mail or mail it back to us 
at iridology@netzero.net or P.O. Box 485, Weimar, CA, 95736-0485.  We will grade your 
question & answer session and will let you know if we have any questions or concerns. Please 
use a separate sheet to do this assignment. 
 
All information will be kept private.  If you would like comments and suggestions let us know and 
we will respond to you. 
 
 

1. What medical conditions can cause weight gain in children? 

2. List each of the glands in the endocrine system and list their functions. 

3. What foods cause more weight gain? 

4. What is a BMI? 


