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				Foreword

			by Jessica Dudley, MD

	

			Appearance. Weight. Health. Diet. Exercise. These are things that many of us (most of us) think about daily. 

			As a former practicing physician, it was my job to think about them. Like so many of us, my patients struggled with the everyday challenges of getting regular exercise and eating a balanced diet or wrestling with weight that may have been impacting their physical or emotional well-being. Over the years, I’d try different approaches to counseling around health, weight, diet, and exercise. In some cases, my patients made a shift or change which led to improved health and emotional outcomes, but for the overwhelming majority the struggle continued.

			As a parent to three young children (now grown), it also felt like it was my job to think about health, diet, and exercise. I encouraged my kids to eat healthy foods; I tried to make sure we ate together as a family even when they were very little; and we were always very active. But the job wasn’t as straightforward as I thought it would be. One of my kids always seemed hungrier and ate faster and more voraciously. I worried about her and became focused on her physical well-being. I restricted sweets in our home and monitored her eating habits. I got her a Fitbit, which she diligently wore, and then later I found her a personal trainer to help her with exercise. I thought I was helping. Then, one day, she revealed to me that she dreaded going to the personal trainer—the visits made her anxious and she begged me to not make her go. That’s when I realized that my efforts had been harming my child, not helping her. 

			My child is now an adult on her own journey. If I had read Kids Thrive at Every Size twenty years ago, I believe I would have been a better partner and advocate for her when she was young. I would have been more of a listener and supporter and less of a fixer and a solver. I would have understood that health isn’t just appearance and weight, diet, and exercise, but far more comprehensive and holistic. I would have learned that as parents, our job is to help our children develop their own positive approach to health and wellness. And to do this requires a whole-child approach—one that centers their emotional well-being alongside their physical health. 

			If this seems like an overwhelming task, fear not. With this book, Jill Castle provides a road map for parents, one that connects health across disciplines—physical, emotional, and behavioral. She shows us that raising kids who are healthy and physically and emotionally well starts with the family. It is not a game that you win or lose, but one that evolves as you move forward, stay positive, and keep learning.

			As I read Jill’s book, I thought about the many things I wished I had done differently. But as I read on, I realized that this is not about “right or wrong,” but instead a learning journey . . . and I have learned a lot along the way. Jill’s book helped pull so many of my experiences into a clear focus and left me feeling empowered and optimistic. 

			I’ve read countless books on parenting, but never one quite like this. Kids Thrive at Every Size guides parents forward with supportive, actionable habits while centering on both physical health and emotional well-being.


	
		
			The impossible exists only until we find a way to make it possible.

			—Mike Horn

		
			Introduction

		

			So, what prompted you to pick up this book? Maybe your child is a bigger kid, and you’re worried about their size and eating habits. Or your child loves sweets, sneaks food, and can’t seem to stop eating . . . and this scares you. Perhaps you have a family history of heart disease or diabetes, or you grew up with a larger body yourself. Maybe your kid is smaller in size, struggles with picky eating, or there’s a family history of an eating disorder. You’re keen on preventing history from repeating itself. Possibly, your child was bullied about their size or is asking questions you’re not sure how to answer. More likely, though, you’re in the thick of parenting, want to do right by your child, and picked up this book as your guide to establishing good habits.

			I’m glad we’ve found each other! If you are worried, suspect you’re on the wrong path, or don’t have a path at all, you’re absolutely in the right place. Because without a road map for healthful lifestyle behaviors, chances are good you’ll face challenges down the road. And for those of you asking,  What is the right path? I hear you.

			“Peter’s the biggest kid in his second-grade class. He’s always been a big boy, but he’s started to notice he’s bigger than the other kids,” said Ann, mom of eight-year-old Peter. “I think he’s getting comments about his weight at school. He hasn’t mentioned it—but I have a hunch.” Ann worried that Peter’s self-esteem was suffering. She wanted help—the “right” kind of help that would encourage his health and protect his self-esteem. Parents of children who are smaller, like Shelly, are equally concerned about their kid’s self-esteem, growth, and health. “My five-year-old Max has always been small and is barely on the growth curve,” Shelly said. “I worry about him starting school, not eating enough during the day, and getting teased for his size.”

			Kids come in all shapes and sizes. Today more families are raising kids with larger bodies than at any other point in our history. At the other end of the spectrum are kids who have smaller bodies. And then there are those in between. No matter your child’s size, you may fret about the habits they’re developing, and whether they’re happy and secure. The instinct to protect your child, whether they’re larger, smaller, or in-between, is universal and totally appropriate, especially today.

			Kids are growing up in a world that values what they look like above almost everything else. As an extension, unfortunately, your child’s health may be summed up based on their size or appearance. If they’re larger, they’re presumed to be eating too much, choosing the wrong foods, or neglecting a healthy habit like exercise. Yes, some children do exceed their nutritional needs and live a sedentary lifestyle, but it is also true that size is genetically inherited and larger children can be healthy and free from health concerns. The size of a child does not predict their health.

			If a child is smaller, you may get questions about whether they’re getting enough nutrition, are ill, or have an eating disorder. True, some children may have ongoing challenges that affect their size and stature, such as a history of premature birth, picky eating, food allergies, or another chronic health condition. Or they may experience food insecurity, which may prevent them from getting enough consistently available nutritious food. But many children who are smaller are genetically inclined to be so.

			The most dangerous assumption we make is about kids who are not small or large, but in-between. We think they’re healthy simply because of their size. But kids who are midsize aren’t necessarily as healthy as they appear. They may have nutrient inadequacies, unhealthy eating habits, and lifestyle behaviors that gamble their future health. One only has to look at the eating and lifestyle behaviors of all children in the United States to know they’re facing an uncertain future. Many children eat too many nutrient-poor foods, don’t get enough sleep, and fall short of their age-appropriate physical activity goals. 

			Adding to health concerns is what  every parent of  every child is worried about today: the struggle with self-esteem and mental health. Increasingly, children of  every size are experiencing mental health concerns. According to the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC), prior to the COVID-19 pandemic about 7 percent of children and teens had anxiety, and 3 percent had depression. However, during and after, rates dramatically increased with generalized anxiety at a prevalence of 20 percent and depression at 25 percent in school-age children. And the latest statistics from the CDC suggest that “teens girls and teens who identify as lesbian, gay, bisexual, and questioning (LGBQ+) are experiencing extremely high levels of mental distress, violence, and substance use.” We’re seeing the highest rates of sadness, violence, and hopelessness ever reported. If your child has a larger or smaller body, you may be very concerned about their mental well-being.

			#TruthBomb: Children of all shapes and sizes can be healthy. Don’t assume a child’s size, shape, or appearance is a marker for ill health.

			Societal norms and biases about appearance may disturb a child’s body image. Children as young as three show dissatisfaction with their bodies, and girls and boys as young as six wish they were thinner. By middle school, half of all girls and a third of all boys want a thinner body. Girls diet to lose weight, obsessively exercise, and sometimes develop an eating disorder along the way. Seventy-five percent of teen boys are unhappy with their bodies and want to be bigger and more muscular. “Bigorexia,” a new term for boys who have a preoccupation with leanness and muscularity, increases their desire to bulk up at all costs, even when they don’t have the hormones to support it. It’s troubling that so many children don’t like their bodies. For all children a negative self-image informs their self-esteem, worthiness, and well-being, especially if they’re growing up with a larger or smaller body.

			We live in an appearance-focused, health-obsessed world, where societal standards about what it means to be “healthy” ring loud and clear. Often, larger and smaller kids don’t fit into the social definition of “health” and are scrutinized and rated against these standards. If your child eats poorly, isn’t an athlete, adores sweets, is hooked on social media, or isn’t putting vegetables on their plate at mealtime, you, too, have a child who falls outside the norms of what it means to be “healthy.” Unfortunately, society will blame  you. Despite a real-world environment that encourages food at every turn, conveniences that sacrifice positive lifestyle habits, and other factors not under your control,  you are held responsible for your child’s size and habits.



			An Impossible Choice: Restrict, Push, or Do Nothing

			Ann was very concerned when she called me about her son Peter eight years ago. As we talked, it was clear Ann had a lot of skills and was tuned in to her child. She was a good cook who served family meals most nights. She and her husband were interested in nutrition for themselves but grappled with translating this into feeding their son.

			Peter loved food, but Ann was concerned about his eating habits. He ate large amounts and was always the first one done, asking for more food. “I can tell he’s gaining,” she told me at one point. “He’s eating more than his older brother, and I’m not sure what to do. It’s hard to watch.” She asked me whether she should teach him about nutrition, but worried this would backfire and send the wrong message. Peter wasn’t athletically inclined or interested in sports, but she wondered if she should sign him up anyway. Ann was in that space many concerned parents find themselves, wanting to do something (because doing nothing meant things may get worse), but worried about doing it all wrong.

			Like Ann, you may be faced with impossible choices every day. And it’s not like you haven’t tried to make things better. New recipes and sneaking veggies into smoothies and casseroles? Check. Healthier snacks? Yes. But you stop for a variety of reasons—it’s expensive, time-consuming, your kid doesn’t eat it and you’re wasting food, or you’re tired of the complaints. You know your child loves sweets and probably eats too many, so you’ve limited them, only to find your child overeating at parties, friends’ houses, and school. When your child barely touches their food, you’ve reminded them to eat and threatened to remove their TV privileges, but it backfired with your kid dissolving into tears and ending the meal. So you go back to allowing more sweets than you’re comfortable with or making your child what they want to eat in the hopes that it’ll help. You know your child needs to exercise, but they complain and drag their feet, and you feel like a drill sergeant. And tame social media? That’s a jungle for which you don’t have a machete. Raising a kid with healthy habits? It all feels impossible!

			You’ve even tried subtle motivation, but it falls flat. You shudder at the thought of talking about size or the concerns about your child’s health. You’re not alone. Over a third of parents avoid talking with their children about their size due to fears of harming their self-esteem or causing an eating disorder. This number jumps to 65 percent when parents identify their child as larger. The last thing you want to do is make your kid feel bad or add problems.

			The pressure to raise a healthy, trim, fit kid with healthy habits is overwhelming. You know the habits your child develops now are the habits they take into adulthood. The clock is ticking. So you promise to do something different. But you get up the next day and just don’t have the energy. Life gets in the way. No matter what you do, you can’t seem to get traction.

			#TruthBomb: Fear that you may be missing an emerging health concern, or damaging your child’s self-esteem, or creating more challenges for your child can leave many parents stuck in an uncomfortable limbo.



			It’s Harder Than Ever

			You face many challenges as a parent: a world of abundant, accessible food; technology that encourages sitting around; a culture that emphasizes beauty, thinness, and fitness; “armchair experts” and professionals telling you what to do; children who are exposed to the pressures of society earlier and earlier. Additionally, social determinants of health, or the conditions of where you live, learn, work, and play, affect your child’s health, quality of life, and risks, too. For instance, your economic stability affects what you can afford in the grocery store, and your neighborhood impacts whether your child can get outside and play, or get to sleep at night. While you’re a primary influence on your child’s physical health and emotional well-being, you’re not the only factor. Ironically, many of the modern technologies and scientific advances we have today make raising healthy kids who feel good about themselves harder than ever.

			“Every day I’m wracked with guilt that the way I’m dealing with my daughter’s weight and her eating habits is wrong, doing more damage, and contributing to an adulthood where she may misunderstand the place food has in her life,” wrote Kate in reply to my weekly newsletter. Questioning oneself and feeling guilty are par for the course.

			If you have a smaller or larger child, you know that every parenting decision is that much harder. You’ll ask yourself,  Should I encourage more food, or should I cut back? Should I sign them up for sports, or let them be? Should I try to change their size, or ignore it? The questions about what to do never end. “We’ve got one child who is heavy and one who is thin,” said Diane, mom to seven-year-old Blake and ten-year-old Ben. “It’s impossible to plan dinners that will be good for both. We’re telling Ben he’s had enough, and telling Blake to eat more,” she said. “I know I’m probably not handling this right, but I’m at a loss.” Guilt and feelings of ineptness don’t end, no matter the size of your child. The desire to raise your kid right, without causing harm, is one every parent feels.  So how do you raise a physically healthy child without causing emotional harm? You need a clear path that addresses both goals.

			But here’s the thing: Not even health professionals agree. It turns out that health-care providers, educators, researchers, and anyone who cares about children and their health are asking this question, too.

			The medical model, or what I call the Fix Size Model, considers size as a primary influence on health. On the opposite side, what I refer to as the Embrace Size Model believes that interventions to change body size cause harm. While both models embody the Hippocratic oath— First, do no harm—they embody this philosophy in different ways. Let’s briefly look at each one.



			The Fix Size Model: A Focus on Treatment

			Fix Size seeks to change the bodies that are deemed to be too small or too large. The goal: support normal growth and improve body functioning. For kids who are larger, it means arresting or slowing down unhealthy weight gain by altering their diet or instituting more movement or other helpful lifestyle behaviors, so children can “grow into” their height. For those who are smaller, it may mean changing food or eating patterns to favor weight gain.

			The Fix Size Model has plenty of research data to support its stance. For instance, there’s an association between bodies with more adiposity (body fat) in childhood and the occurrence of type 2 diabetes, high blood pressure, fatty liver disease, high cholesterol, sleep apnea, and other respiratory problems later. The Fix Size Model attempts to address these negative health outcomes by improving lifestyle behaviors, such as incorporating more nutritious foods, limiting foods like desserts and high-fat foods, and encouraging more physical activity and better sleep habits.

			#TruthBomb: Despite the best of intentions, focusing on a child’s size and physical health may harm their emotional well-being.

			Fix Size asserts long-term health challenges can be reversed by changing body size (losing weight) and improving lifestyle behaviors. But, size reduction is not only hard to achieve, it’s also very hard to sustain for the long haul, especially for children. The pursuit of long-term positive health outcomes may make children more vulnerable to collateral damage like poor self-esteem and metabolic damage from repeated efforts at weight loss. Children who are smaller in size and who aren’t getting enough nutrition can experience effects on their mood, nutritional status, and physical health. Helping these kids change their size (gain weight) may come with its own set of consequences, namely, a disturbed relationship with food and eating.

			The Embrace Size Model: A Focus on Emotional Well-Being

			The Embrace Size Model does not see size as a problem. In fact, dieting or gaining weight to change one’s size (or talking about size and poor health) feeds the roots of what this model believes is inherently problematic: a society that values thinness and health at the expense of psychological well-being. Embrace Size unites around fighting diet culture, a set of values that emphasize thinness, appearance, and size over health and well-being. Rallying against these, the Embrace Size Model believes interventions to change body size are more problematic than size itself, and are especially psychologically harmful to long-term health. Rather, the Fix Size Model focuses on behaviors that enhance health. Their goal: to preserve the well-being of the individual and avoid the emotional strain that stems from dieting and diet culture.

			There is research that supports this perspective. For instance, older adults (sixty-five and older) who carry extra body fat do not have shorter life spans. Healthy lifestyle habits significantly decrease the risk of mortality (death), regardless of body size or body fat. And weight cycling, or the process of losing weight and then regaining it back, causes more harm to heart health than simply keeping body weight at a steady state. An emphasis on physical activity rather than weight loss may improve health and reduce mortality. And, when it comes to kids who are larger, a positive body image results in less weight gain five years later, according to research.

			#TruthBomb: Positive lifestyle behaviors support the whole child, helping kids establish habits that encourage both physical health and emotional well-being.

			The Embrace Size Model understands that pressures from diet culture cause anxiety, stress, and problematic eating. Social media, where diet culture is pervasive, has been implicated in body dissatisfaction, poor self-esteem, and eating disorders in children and teens. Embrace Size asks,  What’s the benefit of addressing body size if it sacrifices a child’s well-being?

			Both Fix Size and Embrace Size desire to help all children be well-nourished and physically and psychologically healthy. Although discord and disagreement exist over how this is accomplished, they  are aligned in one area: positive lifestyle behaviors. Ultimately, the polarization of the two philosophies trickles down to parents and caregivers like you, making things more confusing. Confusion leads to indecision, which leads to inaction. Meanwhile, your child may miss out on the support they need the most. But even parents who  are ready to act may still feel stuck. “I will do anything to help my daughter,” said Kristen, a mom from Massachusetts. “But I don’t know where to start. My doctor told me to get an app and have her start recording her food. Is that a good idea? I just don’t know.” Despite all the science, media coverage, and emerging treatments, the practical resources for parents, especially those who have children with larger bodies, are scant.

			Online “How To” articles offer what to do (and not do) if your child is overeating, a picky eater, or gaining or losing weight. (I know, I’ve written some of these!) Many books center on food, offering recipes to help. Or they cover one aspect of eating, like intuition, adventurousness, overeating, or picky eating. Apps that track eating aren’t necessarily the answer, either, as they may draw too much focus to food. None of these available resources cover  everything you need to know and do to start helping your child grow up healthy, inside and out.


			Comparison of the Fix Size versus Embrace Size Models

						
							
								
										Fix Size

										Embrace Size

								

							
							
								
										Prioritizes physical health

										Prioritizes emotional well-being

								

								
										Advocates for dietary and lifestyle changes to improve body function

										Avoids restrictive diets, especially those promoting weight loss

								

								
										Sees larger or smaller as a potential problem

										Believes changing size, food, or eating may create health and emotional problems

								

								
										Goal: change size and embrace health behaviors

										Goal: embrace size and health behaviors

								

							
						



			The Impossible Is Possible

			Many of the families I’ve seen over the years have tried everything . . . and nothing had worked. With desperation rooted in confusion, frustration, societal pressures, and the nagging feeling that health problems would be part of their child’s future, they looked for answers and a better way. My first call with Ann was the beginning of a relationship that progressively addressed proven lifestyle behaviors, one by one. First, we directed our attention to their family culture, as she wanted to make sure Peter felt accepted, respected, and secure within their family. We looked at the language used and perspectives about food, bodies, and eating; they reflected on their food history and how it showed up in their parenting; and we improved how the family interacted around mealtimes. We then turned to food, revamping the food balance, planning nutritious meals and snacks, and building more structure around sweets and treats. Peter was a fast eater, so Ann implemented strategies to slow him down and teach him mindfulness and pace with eating. One by one, we tackled all the lifestyle behaviors. Ann encouraged Peter to explore different sports and activities offered by his school, adopting an attitude of adventure, fun, and learning. Peter found he had many interests, especially tennis and strength training. He was a great sleeper and loved to read, so screen time wasn’t a challenge, but Ann understood the role they played in Peter’s overall health and was committed to tending to them as he grew. My work with Peter highlights a whole-child approach, addressing lifestyle behaviors: Family culture. Sleep. Movement. Feeding. Eating. Food. Screens. Self-care. I’ve always used these, which I call the 8 Pillars of Wellness, oftentimes with different priorities, to address the needs of the child and family.

			Today, Peter is a teenager. He enjoys working out, can cook, and by all accounts lives a healthier lifestyle than most of his peers. He’s grown into his body and he’s physically healthy, but more important, he’s confident, secure, and feels good about himself. In my thirty-plus years as a pediatric dietitian, this has always been my goal: to empower parents to create an environment that nourishes and nurtures their children, without creating an emotional toll, and to help children grow up physically healthy, functioning well, and feeling good about themselves at every size.

			In my career, I’ve helped families whose children had larger and smaller bodies, eating disorders, and health conditions. Most of these families felt lost when they came to me, but with the right tools and knowledge, they felt empowered. I’ve learned and gained insight from my pediatric training and work, from counseling real families, and as a mom. I’ve learned from the research and the experts who’ve joined me on my podcast, and from the medical model and the Health at Every Size® approach, both of which I use in my practice. But the polarization between these models only muddies the water, confusing parents like you who want to do right by their child. I know there’s a better way—a meeting of the minds—and that’s how I came to an approach that considers the  whole child.

			Addressing the Whole Child 

			It’s time for a fresh approach that addresses both the physical health and emotional well-being of the  whole child. A path for cultivating healthful behaviors in  every child. One that takes the science and principles of health behaviors and transforms them into a system that helps you cultivate a variety of healthful habits, regardless of your child’s size.

			#TruthBomb: All children, no matter their size, need to develop and participate in a variety of healthful behaviors and attitudes. These become the roots of positive lifestyle habits, influencing future health and well-being.

			 Kids Thrive at Every Size is an operating manual—a road map—for navigating the ins and outs of raising children who are larger, smaller, or in-between. Drawn from science and experts in medicine, psychology, exercise, sleep, media, and nutrition, this book not only helps you establish healthful habits, but it delivers a heightened awareness of the social issues, health concerns, and psychological impact of growing up in today’s culture, especially when larger or smaller. Just like assembling a piece of furniture, you need all the bits and pieces and a good instruction manual. If you don’t have all of these, putting together your new desk will feel impossible (and it will be). Similarly,  Kids Thrive at Every Size lays out a holistic approach with the most important lifestyle behaviors you need to raise a healthy child, inside and out. It all begins with what I call the Whole-Child Healthy model.

			The Whole-Child Healthy Model

			The Whole-Child Healthy model places equal emphasis on your child’s physical health  and emotional well-being. It rests on a belief that it’s possible to nourish and nurture children simultaneously as they grow and develop, resulting in kids who grow up physically  and emotionally well. Using this “nourish and nurture” approach solves the conundrums of achieving physical health while avoiding emotional harm and cultivating emotional well-being without sacrificing physical health. Whole-Child Healthy is a model for all children, of  every size.

			Whole-Child Healthy is a prevention approach, helping you set up specific health habits to support your child from an early age as they grow. It can also be the guide if you need to reset health behaviors in your home. Whole-Child Healthy relies on the latest research while keeping things practical and user-friendly. It has several core tenets:

			
					 Every body is a growing, good body, no matter its shape or size.

					All children need to build health-enhancing lifestyle habits, no matter their size.

					Enjoyment is fundamental to health and well-being.

					Children learn, grow, and change, and their parents need to be aware of the changes, support them, and adapt.

					Parents are role models and the gatekeepers of myriad influences on their children and should be fully empowered to lead their children to health and well-being.

					Children are respected, engaged, and protected on all levels.

			

			The Whole-Child Healthy model knows that all children benefit from healthy habits and behaviors, but  how we instill these, and educate, and help children implement them, makes all the difference. With a sensitivity to child development, temperament, and readiness, the Whole-Child Healthy model takes a wide lens, recognizing there’s more to raising healthy, secure children than the mainstream advice of a healthy meal or daily movement. It’s about nourishing the whole child with all foods, positive eating experiences, movement, and sleep while nurturing the child’s relationship with food, eating, and self through the family culture, feeding, and the active cultivation of self-love. And this is where the 8 Pillars of Wellness are key.

			The 8 Pillars of Wellness

			The backbone of the Whole-Child Healthy model is the key health behaviors that promote and protect your child’s health and well-being. I call these the 8 Pillars of Wellness. They focus on the most important influences on your child’s developing health and well-being. They are: 

			
					Family Culture

					Sleep

					Movement

					Feeding

					Eating

					Food

					Screens

					Self-Love

			

			Like the foundation of a building, each Pillar needs to be strong and deeply rooted to stand the test of time. From cultivating a positive family culture to understanding the power of sleep, each of these Pillars provides a guide to formulating positive health behaviors from an early age. The Whole-Child Healthy model and the 8 Pillars of Wellness will make you a whole lot wiser—in fact, Size Wise—making the path to raising a healthy and happy child crystal clear.

			
				
					
							Whole-Child Healthy Understands

							Whole-Child Healthy Cultivates

					

				
				
					
							
							
									Physical and emotional development need equal emphasis.

									Key health behaviors are foundational to health and well-being.

									Psychological vulnerabilities exist for all children, but especially for the larger and smaller child.

									Parents are primary facilitators of children’s health behaviors.

									There’s a healthy person in every child.

									Small behavioral changes over time lead to dramatic improvements in health and well-being.

									Every body is a good body.

							

						
							
							
									A child with a strong body and sense of self.

									Health habits that can last a lifetime.

									Confident parents who have a clear understanding and path for raising a healthy child, inside and out.

									A holistic, inclusive, whole-child approach to health.

									Connected families and secure children.

							

						
					

				


			

			
				
					
							The Size Wise Parent Understands

							The Size Wise Parent Cultivates

					

				
				
					
							
							
									Health includes physical functioning and emotional well-being.

									Behaviors form habits and habits inform future health.

									Kids come in all shapes and sizes.

									Genetics create the blueprint; environment influences health outcomes.

									There’s more to raising a healthy kid than good food and exercise.

									Children’s emotional well-being needs protection, especially when bodies are larger or smaller.

									Enjoyment is foundational to wellness.

									Diet culture is a danger to emotional well-being.

							

						
							
							
									A structured, positive, nurturing home environment.

									Opportunities for a variety of healthful lifestyle behaviors.

									A shame-free, inclusive home.

									A model of lifestyle behaviors that promote overall health and well-being.

							

						
					

				
			



			 Why You Need This Book

			Research tells us about physical health and mental well-being, but nobody has put together a resource for raising healthy kids who feel good about themselves no matter their size. Nor has anybody delivered a solution that strikes when the iron is hot—during the preschool to preteen years, when establishing habits and self-­esteem is easiest.  Kids Thrive at Every Size lets you break away from tired messages like “eat less, move more,” and focus on the behaviors that truly help your child establish good habits without psychological consequences.

			 Kids Thrive at Every Size details  how to set up health behaviors with added guidance if your child is smaller or larger. The focus is on your child and your family system, encouraging you to implement small changes that stack up to big results. You will encounter information that’s “good to know,” nerdy science to offer you a deeper understanding, and other advice that you’ll find eye-opening and fundamentally critical to helping your child. I know that every child and family is different, and my goal is to give you information and options. Take what you need. And know that you’ve got a resource as your child grows.

			From preschool to preteen,  Kids Thrive at Every Size gives you an implementable plan, helps you overcome common obstacles, and highlights practical strategies for healthful lifestyle behaviors. Most important,  Kids Thrive at Every Size answers the most significant question you have:  How do I help my child grow up healthy without harming them along the way?



			How to Use This Book

			I’ve divided  Kids Thrive at Every Size into two parts. In Part 1, you’ll learn the basics about physical health and emotional well-being. I’ll cover the genetics of size and growth; the tools that evaluate your child’s health; and conditions that may influence your child’s organ function, metabolism, and health outcomes. Additionally, you’ll learn about how your child’s mind and social-emotional health develop, and how these influence their self-esteem, worthiness, and body satisfaction. These are the building blocks of the Whole-Child Healthy model. Health and well-being are connected, both influencing the other as your child grows and develops, and they provide the basis for entering Part 2 of this book.

			In Part 2, you’ll be introduced to the 8 Pillars of Wellness: family culture, sleep, movement, feeding, eating, food, screens, and self-love. These are the key habits and attitudes you’ll need to raise a healthy, happy child, especially if they have a larger or smaller body. Within each Pillar of Wellness, I break down the science about each health behavior, cover the obstacles that prohibit the development of each habit, and provide practical advice on how to cultivate positive behaviors, whether you’re just starting out or are well on your way. Throughout this section, I tease out specific information for children with smaller and larger bodies. My goal is to help you define age-­appropriate, developmentally sensitive, small, repeatable changes. Over time, these become your child’s habits.

			At the end of each chapter, you’ll have a chance to evaluate how you’re doing in each Pillar with a screening tool called  The Whole-Child Checkup. Based on a rating scale of  Learner,  Striver, or  Thriver, you’ll get clarity on how you’re doing and a focus area to work on (and by the end of the book, you may have several!). For example, if you identify as a  Learner, that Pillar will be an area where you’ll want to make changes. If you’re a  Striver, you’re on the right track. You’ll be asked to level up those health behaviors with specific suggestions. If you’re a  Thriver, you’re all set. No need to work on this; just keep doing what you’re doing. But you’ll be encouraged to keep your eye on things as your child grows. As a result of knowing how you’re doing in each Pillar, you’ll understand where you need to focus your attention. No more  “I don’t know where to begin!”

			I’ve put the Pillars in the order in which I believe they’ll be most impactful, but you can tackle any Pillar in the order that benefits you most. If you are struggling in one particular Pillar, feel free to go there first. And, of course, if you find my suggestions aren’t working for your child, you don’t have to implement them. The spirit of this book is to give you options, not instill blame or harm your child. The final chapter takes the self-assessments from each Pillar and brings them together as a master blueprint for moving forward. This will help you see your strengths and priority areas of improvement. You’ll also get a suggested method for tackling other health behaviors I haven’t covered in the book. I’ll answer a few Frequently Asked Questions (FAQs) and offer you some parting words of wisdom. All the references are in the back, and supportive resources can be found in the Appendix. Building lifestyle habits is a long game! Keep this book handy so you can refer back for guidance, get inspired to tackle something new, or unravel unhelpful habits.

			My aim is to show you how to set up a healthy home environment, one Pillar at a time, imprinting a way of life that encourages physical health and emotional well-being, no matter your child’s size. I hope you feel like Ann did—empowered—and learn that raising healthy and happy children of  every size is possible and attainable. Let me show you how!
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