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1. Love Carbs – Contrary to the wild health claims out there saying carbs are your enemy, the truth is, they are NOT bad for you!

· Carbs are the main energy source for the brain and body and are an essential component of healthy and well-balanced meals.
· [bookmark: _GoBack]The Dietary Guidelines for Americans recommends that carbohydrates make up 45% to 65% of your total daily calories. 
· Choose whole grains instead of refined (think wheat bread vs. white) and load your plate with fruits and vegetables!
· Research shows that increasing your soluble-fiber intake (found in carb-rich foods like oatmeal and beans) helps to lower you “bad” LDL cholesterol levels over time.
· Make 3/4 of your plate carbs! That number may look scary, but realistically your plate should be filled as follows: 1/2 vegetables and fruits, 1/4 whole grains, and then 1/4 with lean protein.

2. Swap your Sugar – Sugar occurs naturally in foods that contain carbohydrates, like fruits, vegetables, grains, and dairy. It is perfectly OK to consume foods that contain these naturally occurring sugars. These foods are also loaded with fiber, essential vitamins and minerals, and even protein. The issue arises when food contains “added” sugars. The average American consumes 22 teaspoons of “added” sugar a day, which amounts to an additional 350+ calories. Evidence links these types of sugars to obesity, diabetes, heart disease, and tooth decay. The Dietary Guidelines for Americans recommends that adults limit added sugars to less than 10% of their daily calories. 

· Drink fruit-infused water (raspberries, lemon, watermelon) instead of sodas containing high-fructose corn syrup or fruit juices which have had the fiber stripped out and extra sugar added in. 
· Eat chia pudding instead of “flavored” yogurt, which may contain heaps of added sugars.
· Skip the desserts loaded with sugar and empty calories, and instead opt for fresh or frozen fruit like sliced strawberries, watermelon, bananas, or grapes. Fruits are an excellent source of fiber, vitamins, minerals, and antioxidants like flavonoids, all of which are important to your overall health and well-being.
· Choose no-added-sugar versions of salad dressings, sauces, and other condiments.

3. Stop Restricting Yourself and Stop Counting Calories – Forget the mindset of “all or nothing.” Counting calories causes you to focus more on the numbers and less on the food in front of you. It’s a battle between your calculator and your stomach, often leading you to choose something less tasty or less appealing, all because the calories are lower. Bottom line, you’re going to be miserable.

· Focusing on calories means you’re going to restrict healthy foods. Healthy fats are an example of this. They’re higher in calories, but are necessary in our diet, especially when it comes to absorbing fat-soluble vitamins, or ensuring we get omega-3 and omega-6 fatty acids in our diet, both of which have a multitude of health benefits. 
· If you avoid foods naturally high in fat, you’re missing out on the important nutrients found in meat, fish, eggs, cheese, avocados, olives, nuts, and seeds.
· Truthfully, calorie counts on nutrition labels are only an estimate. The FDA allows for a 20% margin of error of calories reported on the label. Plus, most of us don’t measure out exact portion sizes when we eat, we’re ballparking what we think is the “right” amount to eat.
· Following strict numbers or rules means you’re letting outside factors overrule your internal cues. Listen to your body when it’s hungry and when it’s full, and eat a well-balanced meal containing healthy fats, lean protein, and carbohydrates. 
· Food is meant to be enjoyed! We all have enough stress in our daily lives, worrying about what foods you can and can’t eat shouldn’t be one of them. Food brings people together and promotes a sense of happiness and fulfillment.

4. Eat More Veggies – You may have hated it when your Mom forced you to finish your vegetables at the dinner table when you were a child, but she was right, they are good for you!

· Loaded with antioxidants and phytochemicals, they help to fend off inflammation within the body.
· Potassium-rich vegetables like beets and spinach can reduce the damage of a high-sodium diet and improve your blood pressure.
· The daily recommended fiber intake is 38g/day for men and 25g/day for women, and most of us aren’t even coming close to hitting those amounts. Fiber is great for your heart and gut, and all vegetables have fiber, so be sure to choose a wide variety to fill up on.
· Carotenoids, found in vegetables like corn, red peppers, spinach, and broccoli, help to protect your eyes from age-related macular degeneration.
· While all vegetables have benefits for you heart, leafy greens and tomatoes are routinely designated as top heart-healthy foods.
· Make your plate “pop” with color by eating a variety of vegetables, all of which contain different levels of important vitamins, minerals, and antioxidants.

5. Try Plant-Based Proteins – Not just for those who follow a vegan or vegetarian diet! Eating less meat can help lower your risk of chronic diseases. Plus, it’s a more sustainable choice for the environment, something I think we can all get behind.

· Chickpeas, beans, and lentils pack 10-20 grams of protein in a 1/2 cup serving and are a great source of fiber, B vitamins, and various minerals. 
· A handful of nuts and seeds, like peanuts, cashews, walnuts, and sunflower seeds, can be a great mid-day snack that provides you with protein and healthy fats.
· Tofu is one of the most well-known vegetarian protein sources, but don’t overlook Tempeh, which is made from fermented soybeans. Either of these can be chopped or crumbled and used in place of meat in a stir-fry or scramble.

6. Say NO to Fad Diets – There is a reason they are called “fad” diets, they come and go, but never stick around. No foods or pills will magically burn fat, alter your genetic makeup, or make you lose weight while you’re fast asleep.

· Studies prove time and time again that most people who attempt fad diets, ultimately quit! Why? These diets usually require restrictions or eliminations of entire food groups, the demonization of certain foods, or practices that make you feel stressed, overwhelmed, or exhausted. Plus, you’ll be depriving yourself of essential nutrients necessary to keep you in optimal health.
· If a product sounds too good to be true, it most likely is. Think: “lose 10 pounds in 5 days!” It’s near impossible to achieve this without seriously damaging your overall health.
· Be wary of Fitness and Health gurus, especially on Instagram, as most are offering bogus advice with little scientific research or backing. They are in it for the money and fame and you’re just one of their pawns. Listen to credentialed individuals or browse through reputed research articles.

7. Try Different Spices – Lower your sodium intake without sacrificing flavor. The American Heart Association (AHA) states that almost 1/2 of adults in the U.S. had high blood pressure. One specific cause of this is an absurdly high intake of sodium for most Americans, close to 3,400 mg a day. The Dietary Guidelines for Americans recommends consuming less than 2,300 mg a day (1 teaspoon) with an ideal limit closer to 1,500 mg a day.

· Recent research shows that antioxidant activity in some herbs and spices is 10 times higher than certain fruits and vegetables. For example, a 1/2 teaspoon of cloves has a higher level of antioxidants than a 1/2 cup of blueberries.
· Cinnamon offers a sweet taste, lowers blood sugar levels, and reduces high blood cholesterol and triglyceride levels.
· Turmeric, which contains curcumin, is often used in curry dishes. It has become a trendy “superfood” due to its ability to reduce inflammation, pain, and swelling.
· Ginger has been used in various cultures for thousands of years to treat upset stomachs, diarrhea, and nausea. Some studies have found that it helps to cut the severity of motion sickness.
· Garlic isn’t just for warding off vampires! Research shows that garlic intake may protect your heart from some changes that lead to heart disease. It can keep blood vessels flexible and may reduce cholesterol and triglyceride levels.

8. Cut Back on Ultra-Processed Foods – Technically, any food that goes through a manufacturing plant is processed in some way. It’s truly a spectrum that spans from freezing food all the way to incorporating additives to increase shelf stability.

· As a rule of thumb, choose unprocessed or minimally processed foods in your daily diet for optimal health. 
· Evidence shows an association between poor health outcomes and ultra-processed foods that contain added sugars, extra sodium, and saturated or trans fats. These ingredients are considered markers of poor diet quality and contribute to heart disease, obesity, and high blood pressure. 
· Foods fortified with nutrients, like iron, B vitamins, folic acid, iodine, and vitamin D, help to prevent deficiencies and related health problems. These nutrients are added after processing because they were lost during the processing method or are lacking in the average diet.
· Pasteurization, cooking, and drying are forms of processing that help to destroy or inhibit the growth of harmful bacteria.
· Some other drawbacks of processing include removing layers from fruit, vegetables, and grain, which strips away phytochemicals and fiber. Heating and drying during processing can also destroy important vitamins and minerals. 
· Be sure to evaluate the nutritional content of the food you’re eating or buying, and whenever possible, avoid ultra-processed foods that contain a high number of calories without much nutritional value. Aim to eat nutrient dense foods more often than calorie dense foods.
Derek Fiacco, RDN - Campus Dietitian
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HEALTHY EATING PLATE
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