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(continued on page 2)

We tend to think of food as 
healthy or unhealthy. Companies 
use this to their advantage in 
their branding and packaging, 
to suggest that foods are healthy 
when the reality may be more 
complicated than that. Claims 
such as ‘natural’ and ‘low fat’ lead 
many of us to overestimate how 
healthy a food really is. Ultimately, 
it’s the Nutrition Facts Label and 
the ingredient list that tell us 
everything we need to know about 
a food.

WHAT DO LABELS  
REALLY MEAN?
Organic
It’s easy to be tricked into believing 
that ‘organic’ means a product is 
healthy. But organic certification does 
not guarantee the nutritional quality 
of food – instead it states the produc-
tion method. When food is labeled 
‘organic’, people tend to believe it’s a 
healthier option.

Superfood
The term ‘superfood’ has no 
regulatory approval and no accepted 
definition—it is more a marketing 
word than a health claim. Regardless, 
it’s been shown to have a strong effect 
on consumers, increasing the likeli-
hood of purchase.

Low fat
‘Low fat’ doesn’t always equal healthy. 
When food companies take out fat 
they often pile in sugar. Studies have 
shown that a ‘low fat’ label can trick 
us into eating more than we would 
have without the label.

Low sugar
Similarly to the ‘low fat’ label, ‘low 
sugar’ foods can be high in fat and 
calories. Furthermore, the ‘less sugar’ 
label doesn’t guarantee a low sugar 
content and may be high in non-
nutritive sweeteners. 

Natural
The word natural evokes a sense 
of healthy, unprocessed food. 
However, the U.S. Food and Drug 
Administration (FDA), does not 
formally regulate the use of the word 
“natural” on food packaging. While 
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Misleading Food Labels

Q. ��Are sausages reimbursable? 

A. �Maybe. Sausages are a 
reimbursable meat/meat 
alternate component if they 
are made with all meat and no 
fillers, binders or extenders are 
added. Check the ingredients 
and avoid any with ingredients 
such as vegetable starch, 
carrageenan, and soy or milk 
products.

Q. �Is multi-grain bread 
considered whole grain-rich 
(WGR)?

A. ��Maybe. Multi-grain means 
that more than one grain is in 
the product; however, those 
grains might not be whole 
grains. The terms “made with 
whole wheat,” “made with 
whole grains,” and “contains 
whole grains” do not indicate 
the amount of whole grain 
in the product. To determine 
WGR, look at the ingredient 
list. Ingredients appear in 
descending order from most to 
least. Look for a whole grain as 
the FIRST ingredient. The next 
two grain ingredients listed, 
if any, must be whole grain, 
enriched grain, bran, or germ.
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Misleading Food Labels

Food Funny Q. What did the bread say to the dad?    [ Answer on page 4 ]

the FDA considers the label “natural” to signify nothing 
artificial has been included in the food, they do not address 
food production methods, such as the use of pesticides. 
Furthermore, the FDA states that they do not consider the 
term “natural” to describe any nutritional or other health 
benefit.

Processed
The labels “processed” and “unprocessed” are commonly 
confused. The term “processed food” doesn’t just refer to 
unhealthy packaged foods with lots of additives. Foods 
labeled as “processed” indicate the food has experienced 
some type of change from its original form. Most people 
don’t realize foods such as roasted nuts, cut and peeled 
fruit, and tofu are processed because they aren’t in their 
original form.

HOW TO OUTSMART  
FOOD LABELS
Check the ingredient list
Don’t rely on the front-of-package claims. Always read 
the ingredient list. If you see a long list of chemicals, 
preservatives, or artificial flavoring, it’s best to put it back 
on the shelf.

Understand Nutrition Facts Labels
Learn how to read nutrition facts, focusing on calories, 
fat, added sugar, sodium, and serving sizes. Just because 
a product claims to be “low-fat” doesn’t mean it’s low in 
calories or sugar.

Look for certifications
Labels like USDA Organic or Non-GMO Project Verified 
have stringent standards. These certifications can be more 
reliable indicators of a product’s quality and integrity. 
It’s most important to look for these certifications when 
purchasing fruits and vegetables, specifically those on the 
Dirty Dozen list, meaning they have the highest pesticide 
residues.

Be skeptical of buzzwords
Words like “superfood,” “boosts immunity,” or “supports 
metabolism” often don’t have any scientific backing. The 
term “farm fresh” is not a regulated term by the FDA 

or USDA and does not guarantee local origin, organic 
practices, or a freshness timeline. A “farm fresh” product 
may still be highly processed, transported long distances 
and stored for extended periods of time. A food package 
with the word “light” on it does not necessarily mean 
healthy and may mean the product is lower in calories 
but may be high in sugar or be highly processed. Another 
common term is “keto-friendly,” suggesting the product 
fits within a ketogenic diet, but the term is not regulated in 
the US and there is no official definition for what qualifies 
as “keto-friendly.” Be cautious about products that rely 
heavily on buzzwords without offering specific details.

A front of package label gives only limited and sometimes 
deceiving information. It’s important to always turn the 
package around and read the ingredients list on the back to 
gain a better understanding of what’s in the food to make 
the best choice for you and the children in your care.

Adapted from: 
Are you being fooled by food labels? – BBC Food 
The Hidden Truth Behind ‘Healthy’ Food Packaging: How 
Clever Design Deceives Your Choices – EatEase
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Health Impacts from Climate Change
How Air Pollution and Extreme Heat Harms Children

KIDS’ HEALTH & SAFETY

AIR QUALITY
Children breathe more air for their size than adults, and their 
developing lungs and immune systems make them especially 
vulnerable to air pollution. Exposure to wildfire smoke, ozone, 
vehicle emissions, and indoor pollutants like mold or nitrogen 
dioxide and other pollutants from gas appliances increase 
the risk of asthma, chronic cough, and long-term respiratory 
harm. Fine particulate matter (PM2.5*) from wildfire smoke 
is particularly dangerous—it can penetrate deep into young 
lungs, and it is linked to premature births, ER visits, and 
potential lasting health effects. 

Signs of health impacts in young children are coughing or 
wheezing, rapid or labored breathing, fatigue during active 
play, and increased asthma symptoms. 

What caregivers can do about air pollution:

Indoors:
•	 Seal doors/windows 
•	 Use portable air purifiers with HEPA filters
•	 Upgrade UVAC systems
•	 Keep exhaust fans running when cooking on a gas stove
•	 Switch from gas to electric appliances 

Outdoors:
•	 Check outdoor air quality at AirNow.gov
•	 Limit outdoor play time on poor air days
•	 Create an emergency plan and train staff or other adults  

to respond to smoke 

EXTREME HEAT
The first heat wave of summer is often the most dangerous. 
Young children overheat quickly, cool down slowly, and may 
not be able to effectively signal heat stress. Heat impairs 
learning and higher temperatures are linked to reduced 
focus, behavioral challenges, and cognitive slowdown. 
According to Harvard Center on the Developing Child, 
“Extreme heat affects infants and young children more than 
most adults and potential impacts on their health and develop-
ment can be lifelong. Because all children should have the 
opportunity to thrive, it is critical that we understand how 
extreme heat affects children and then determine how best to 
take action.”

Signs of health impacts in young children are flushed skin or 
excessive sweating, irritability or unusual fatigue, headache 
or dizziness, nausea or vomiting.

What caregivers can do about excessive heat:

Outdoor playtime: 
•	 Schedule outdoor time before 10 am or after 4 pm. 

Shorten outdoor play during hot days
•	 Use umbrellas or pop-up tents for shade
•	 Encourage light clothing and supervised waterplay
•	 Plant trees (cooler outdoor play, cleaner air, and  

healthier planet)

Indoor environments:
•	 Provide a cool area with fans or portable AC units
•	 Use reflective blinds, fans, or foil on sun facing windows

Hydration and awareness:
•	 Offer water throughout the day; don’t wait for kids to ask 

for water
•	 Teach children to notice signs of overheating:  

“�Does your body feel hot? Let’s rest in the shade.”
•	 Watch for early signs  

of heat exhaustion
•	 Monitor daily risk forecasts using the HeatRisk Tool**
•	 Create an emergency plan 

and train staff or other adults 
to respond to extreme heat

*�PM2.5 refers to atmospheric particulate matter (PM) that has a 
diameter of less than 2.5 micrometers, about 3% of the diameter 
of a human hair). These fine particles are invisible to the naked 
eye, stay in the air longer, travel farther, and penetrate deep into 
the lungs and bloodstream. 

**�HeatRisk Tool: heat.gov/tools-resources/heatrisk-tool

Source: U.S. Environmental Protection Agency

— �Kathryn Lenhart 
Child Health & Nutrition Grants Coordinator 
CocoKids

https://heat.gov/tools-resources/heatrisk-tool/
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BAKING AND  
MEASURING HACKS

•	 Measuring out 1 teaspoon 
of vanilla extract? Measure 
it right in the lid and it is 
one teaspoon every time!

•	 To keep brown sugar soft 
place a small piece of bread in with the 
sugar, close it up and in a few hours it will 
be soft. Leave the bread in the box and it 
will stay soft for a long time. 

•	 Always spoon flour into a dry measuring 
cup and level it off with a knife. Never 
scoop or pack flour as this can add up to 
20% more flour to the recipe, making your 
baked product dense and dry.

•	 For sticky ingredients such as molasses, 
peanut butter or honey, coat measuring 
tools with a neutral oil or cooking spray, so 
it slides out easily.

•	 Always look at liquid measuring cups from 
eye level for an accurate amount.

•	 If you’re wondering how much a dash or a 
pinch is, it is about 1/8 teaspoon.

Kickin’ it 
in the Kitchen

Roasted Mushrooms and Spinach

Cremini mushrooms (or any combination you like),  
trimmed, sliced...............................1 pound

Shallots, peeled and sliced ...............3 small
Garlic cloves, peeled, chopped.........4
Olive oil ........................................... 2 Tbsp, more as needed
Kosher salt and black pepper...........to taste
Baby spinach.....................................10 ounces

1.	 Heat oven to 425°F. On a rimmed 
baking sheet, toss together mushrooms, 
shallots, garlic and 2 tablespoons olive 
oil. Season with salt and pepper and 
spread in an even layer. Roast until 
golden brown, 15 to 20 minutes.

2.	 Add spinach to the sheet pan, toss with 
mushrooms, and roast until wilted, 
about 5 minutes, turning once after 2 
or 3 minutes and drizzling with a bit of 
olive oil if the mixture seems dry. Taste 
and adjust seasoning. Serve hot or at 
room temperature.

Yield: 12 servings for 3–5 year olds at lunch/dinner
Meets requirement for vegetable

� — cooking.nytimes.com

Food Funny A.  You’re toast-ally awesome!

Chia Yogurt Blend

Yogurt, plain.....................................11/2 cups
Milk...................................................½ cup
Chia Seeds.........................................3 Tbsp
Raspberries (or other fresh fruit).....1 cup
Honey or maple syrup......................to taste
Toppings (optional) chopped nuts,  

additional fruit, granola or other dry cereal

Mix all ingredients well, cover and place in the refrigerator. After 2 or  
more hours give it another good stir to break up any clumps. This 
can be left in the fridge overnight and will make a delicious breakfast. 
Sprinkle with toppings if desired.
Yield: 2 servings for 3–5 year olds at breakfast
Meets requirement for meat alternate and fruit 

CREDIT: LAUREN MIYASHIRO


