
Developing Healthy Attitudes and Habits 
By Patti Tveit Milligan, MS RD 

Did you know how you think about food can affect your workouts and 
performances? Did you know nutrition and food are really another gymnastics 
event you should train? Did you know YOUR body is uniquely made and has a 
built-in system to let you know 30 minutes before your energy level is going to 
drop? 

Read ahead if any of these questions peaked your interest! 

As we all know, food is really the fuel to feed our muscles and brain. That is why 
as a training athlete, you want to feed your body the fuel that will maximize your 
workouts, help repair your injuries and allow you to perform your best. However, 
this is not as simple as it sounds because how we view food and our bodies can get 
in the way of choosing the best food. We are talking about eating attitudes-the 
relationship we have with food and our bodies. 

What is Healthy Eating? 

Healthy eating is trusting your body to eat when you are hungry and stopping 
when you are full. It is viewing food as fuel and not as something to fear and 
resist. 

Healthy eating is flexible and may vary with your schedule, emotions and your 
hunger level. 

Healthy eating takes up some of your daily schedule to plan and eat, but should 
not take central focus over all of your thoughts and feelings. 

Healthy eating involves enjoying food. It does not involve judging yourself just by 
the food choices you make one day. 

There are several fun activities that you can do in the gym to promote healthy 
eating attitudes and encourage experimenting with food! Look below and try one 
of these activities:  

1. Try different recipes and share with your fellow teammates.  
2. Another activity is to clip pictures of foods that are 

healthy for a gymnast's diet and paste them with a 
gluestick on a poster board for your room or the 
gym. High carbohydrate and lean protein foods are 
good choices. I bet you can name many foods but 
here's a start: banana, oatmeal, fig bar, black beans, 
whole wheat tortilla, baked potato, corn, and turkey 
breast.  

3. Save different nutrition articles and share them with 
the coach and fellow gymnasts. Discuss the article 
to check proper information and helpful hints. 
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Remember: Just as there are no two beam routines alike in the gym and no two 
smiles the same-each of you has a wonderful and unique body to perform 
gymnastics. Celebrate the differences! Getting your unique body to be the 
strongest, healthiest it can be is a great goal! To help you achieve this goal, begin 
thinking positively about food and developing healthy eating attitudes, which will 
benefit you all through your gymnastics career and even beyond the sport! 

Patti Tveit Milligan is a former collegiate gymnast and a registered dietitian. 
Milligan has been providing nutritional education to gymnastics clubs and other 
sports groups for the past six years. She also is the corporate nutritionist for a 
natural food grocery chain called Henry's Marketplace, Inc., in San Diego, Calif. 

Do You Have a Healthy Eating Attitude? 

Below are questions that can help you see how your thoughts may affect your 
eating attitudes and your view about your body and food. 

Answer these seven questions honestly and then total up your points. Look at the 
key and see how you score. 

Never=0  
Sometimes=1  
Often=2  
Always=3 

1. I think about food all the time.  
2. I compare my body with others and wish I looked like them.  
3. I dislike seeing myself in the mirror.  
4. I feel guilty, depressed or mad when I eat.  
5. I have tried to lose a few pounds by one of these methods: fasting, not 

eating, induced vomiting, laxatives or diet pills.  
6. I feel if I lost weight, I would perform better in gymnastics and I would like 

myself better.  
7. My thoughts about my body and food are mostly negative and self-critical. 

Add up your score. 

Score of 0-8: Your eating attitudes and personal image 
of your body are within the healthy range for most 
athletes. Check yourself in another six months to see if 
any of your attitudes have changed. 

Score of 9-16: Your eating attitudes and personal image 
of your body reveal some concern about the way you 
look at weight and food. Take time to learn about 
nutrition and how food can work with you to achieve 
your gymnastics goals! 

Score of 17-21: This score indicates that you are 
struggling with your relationship with food and your body and may have some 
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unhealthy eating attitudes. You may need a little help getting your eating attitudes 
back in the healthy range. 

*If you suspect that you may be struggling with your eating attitudes or know 
someone who might be, remember admitting this does not mean you are a bad 
person. It is important you bring your concern to an adult or coach you feel 
comfortable discussing this with. There are great resources to help you. Just like 
needing extra help with strength or conditioning, nutrition and healthy eating 
attitudes is another gymnastics event, so getting a little help with it makes good 
gymnastics sense!! 

RECIPES 

Fresh Fruit Pizza 

(serves 4)  
1 package pizza dough mix for 10-12" pizza, sweeten with 2 tsp. sugar or honey  
2 (6 ounce) containers of lemon flavored nonfat yogurt  
3 cups sliced fresh fruit (go for variety in color such as: kiwi, strawberries, grapes, 
cantaloupe, mandarin oranges, etc...  
3 tbsp. orange juice frozen concentrate  
1 tsp. powdered sugar  
1 sprig of mint  

1. Prepare pizza dough mix according to the package directions and add in the 
sugar or honey. Shape dough into a large circle on round pizza pan. Bake 
according to the package directions. Cool the finished crust.  

2. Spread evenly the lemon yogurt over the crust. Begin with the kiwi and 
arrange each group of fresh fruit in a circle around the crust.  

3. Mix orange juice concentrate with powdered sugar until smooth, then 
drizzle over the top of the fruited pizza. Add the garnish of mint for color. 
Chill for at least 1 hour.  

4. Enjoy.  
5. This pizza travels very well to school or gym for a snack. 

Nutrition content per serving: 309 calories (only 3 grams of fat-(9% fat calories) 
77% carbohydrate calories and 14% protein calories and 247 mg of calcium. 

Black Bean and Veggie Quesadilla 

This is so easy and Mexican food is the fastest growing food in the U.S., right 
behind pizza. Serves 1-2, depending how hungry you are. 

2 Whole Wheat Tortillas (or try the new different colored tortillas-most are from 
veggie sources)  
1 1/2 tbsp. black beans (you can use canned, just rinse them to reduce the sodium 
content or buy reduced sodium)  
2 tbsp. of your favorite veggies (try to include at least 2 different kinds) Examples: 
chopped tomatoes, chopped green or red peppers, corn, broccoli, even peas or 
chopped string beans-go for the color!)  
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2 tbsp. shredded lowfat cheese (try to find cheddar and mozzarella mix-makes for 
nice flavor)  
1 tbsp. salsa  
2 tsp. nonfat yogurt or nonfat sour cream  

1. On a plate, lay out one tortilla, spread the beans and veggies on top of it. 
Sprinkle the cheese all around. Lay the other tortilla on top.  

2. Heat in the microwave until the cheese is melted  
3. Top with the salsa and nonfat yogurt  
4. Enjoy. 

Nutrition content per serving (estimating above serves 2): Calories: 223 (3 grams 
of fat) only 12% fat calories, carbohydrate is 66% of calories and protein is 22% 
of calories. 

This article is reprinted from the July/August 1997 USA Gymnastics magazine. 
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