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Nutrition

PEDOMETER FACTS AND

FOOD GUIDE PYRAMID
A pedometer is a small, simple device about the size of a pager that you wear at your waist. It automatically records the number of
steps you take by responding to the motion of your hips. It measures any form of activity that involves vertical movement at the hip. This
includes walking, climbing stairs, running, walking on the treadmill and lifestyle activities, such as gardening and raking.
Pedometers are available at most sporting goods or discount stores and cost between $10 and $50. In addition to counting steps,
some models also measure distance traveled, speed, and calories burned.

Benefits of using a pedometer
Pedometers are motivational devices that can:
• Encourage you to increase your physical activity by overcoming barriers to exercise and help you set fitness goals
• Track your progress toward those goals
• Measure the effectiveness of your workout by providing
immediate feedback
• Help you enjoy being physically active by improving your selfconfidence
Take this many steps to improve your health
Experts estimate that aiming for 10,000 steps a day is one way to
reach the recommended target for getting regular exercise. You can
work toward this goal by taking a moderately intense walk. Most
people take about 2,000 steps per mile. You also can accumulate
steps throughout the day doing routine activities, such as house and
yard work. Many people will not reach 10,000 steps per day unless
they schedule exercise into their daily activity. Most people have
fairly sedentary jobs, so we need to get out and walk, jog, dance or
do some kind of movement that increases heart rate, even for short
periods of time.

If you’re just starting out, determine your average steps
per day for one week. Then increase your steps by 500
per day per week until you reach 10,000.
Correct technique helps you stride toward your goals
Here are some helpful guidelines on how to start using a pedometer.
• Decide on personal walking goals.
– Write down your goals, as well as daily step totals.
• Follow directions carefully to make sure the pedometer is in the
proper position and securely attached to your waist-band or belt.
– Be sure the pedometer is straight up and down (not tilted) or
it may not register the steps properly.
• Use the pedometer for several test days to find out how many
steps you are already taking.
– The average American takes about 6,000 steps a day.
Those who are overweight or have a chronic medical condition may take only 2,000 to 4,000 steps a day.
• Take 500 to 1,000 additional steps each day to reach your
personal goal or fit in more steps by walking a little faster as
you progress.
• Children should accumulate 12,000 to 16,000 steps per day.
• Increasing your amount of daily physical activity can have
health benefits even if you cannot reach 10,000 steps per day.
If you want to log minutes one day and pedometer steps the next,
that’s okay as long as you meet your daily activity goal of minutes or steps.
• Girls, 6 to 17: At least 11,000 steps a day
• Boys, 6 to 17: At least 13,000 steps a day
• Adults, 18 or older: At least 10,000 steps a day
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PORTION DISTORTION:

HOW MUCH IS TOO MUCH?
Children and teens who are physically active on a regular basis expend more energy than those who aren’t, so they need to take in
more calories from healthy-choice foods (i.e., lean meats, leafy greens and whole grains).

All children require special dietary needs to promote growth and
development. For youth athletes, a strong emphasis should be placed
on instilling healthy habits at a young age. Athletes should focus
on obtaining whole grains, quality proteins, leafy greens, fruits and
natural foods that are minimally processed with high fiber content
and low amounts of added sugars. Young athletes need to make
sure they consume the right amount of food to replace what they use
during exercise. They also need to pay attention to portion sizes,
timing of meals, and the various food groups. The goal is to promote
healthy eating habits for sports and for life.

How much?
Daily caloric intake for youth varies based on age and activity
level. The Food Guide Pyramid (www.mypyramid.gov) can provide
guidance on what kinds of foods and drinks to include in each
child’s meals and snacks. To determine caloric needs based on
physical activity, what a child does on a regular basis matters more
than what a child does every once in a while. Most kids and teens
require somewhere between 1,600 and 2,800 calories per day.

		

Age
6-7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14

Caloric Intake
Males
1600-1800
1600-2000
1800-2000
1800-2000
2000-2200
2200-2400
2200-2600
2400-2800

Females
1400-1600
1600-1800
1600-1800
1800-2000
1800-2000
2000-2200
2000-2200
2000-2400

Children and teens who aren’t involved in regular physical activity
will require the lower-end of the suggested total calorie intake levels,
while athletes involved in moderate- to high-intensity sports and
training (i.e., gymnastics, soccer, basketball, tennis, football, sprints
and endurance running) will require the higher-end number of total
calories. Use the table below to reference the suggested total caloric
intake levels for your athlete based on his/her age and sex.

Relate the portion sizes of what you are eating to everyday items.

		
Each person in your family needs a different amount of servings per day based on their sex,
age and activity level. Use serving cups or a food scale to see how much food amounts to a serving size, which helps
you judge a reasonable serving. Keep track of how many Food Guide Pyramid servings are in your portions for one
day. When in doubt, guesstimate, or consult with the U.S. Department of Agriculture’s Web site (www.mypyramid.
gov) for tips on how to choose sensible portions.
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WHAT TO EAT?

CARBOHYDRATES
Carbohydrates are the primary energy source for physical activity
and are found in nearly all foods we consume (grains, vegetables,
fruits and dairy). At least 50-60 percent of a young athlete’s total
daily caloric intake should come from carbohydrates. There are two
categories of carbohydrates: simple (fast absorbing) and complex
(slow absorbing). Complex carbohydrates are generally high in fiber
and low in refined sugar. These are better for sustaining energy and
should be the largest component of an athlete’s diet. Simple carbohydrates (high in sugar content) are most appropriate during and immediately after exercise. It is at these times that the body best benefits
from foods/sports drinks that provide quick energy and repletion of
drained energy stores.

		
The next time you choose cereal
at the grocery store, check out the nutrition labels. Opt
for the cereal with more fiber and less sugar rather than
the cereal with higher sugar content, which includes hot
cereals such as oatmeal.

Carbohydrates: desirable vs. less desirable
Group

Desirable choice

Less desirable
choice

Grains

Rye bread, whole wheat White bread, fried
bread, multi-grain toasted breads, sugary cereals
oats or high fiber cereal

Vegetable

Fresh vegetables (fresh or
frozen)

Canned vegetables,
fried vegetables

Fruit

Fresh fruits (fresh or
frozen)

Canned fruits in heavy
syrup

Dairy

Non-fat and low-fat milk,
cheese and yogurt

Whole milk, fattening
cheeses, heavy creams

Fats, sugar,
snacks

Food items prepared in
a plant oil (canola, olive,
vegetable), fruit snacks,
low fat granola bars

Food items prepared in
animal source fats, oils,
margarine, trans-fats,
fried snacks
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WHAT TO EAT?

PROTEINS

Protein is necessary for proper hormone and
enzyme production in young children, as well
as muscle build and repair after strenuous
exercise. Active children and young athletes
need slightly more protein than non-active
children. Young athletes should have a protein consumption of 20-25 percent of total
caloric intake. Protein should come from lean and
low-fat animal sources, as well as beans, legumes and lentils.
Lean protein sources should be consumed at every meal.

Protein: desirable vs. less desirable
Desirable choice

Less desirable choice

Meats

lean cuts, upper
quarters

fatty cuts, lower quarters

Poultry

white meat

dark meat

Fish

baked

fried

Beans

black beans, white
beans, navy beans
(fresh or frozen)

refried beans, canned
(sodium)

		
Are you getting enough protein? Another formula used to estimate daily protein intake requirements
for 4-13 year olds is: multiply the child’s body weight (in pounds) by 0.95 and then divide by 2.2. For children ages 1418, multiply the child’s body weight (in pounds) by 0.85 and then divide by 2.2. This will give them a range of how many
grams of protein they should eat in a day.

34 2012 USA Gymnastics Fitness Program

Nutrition

WHAT TO EAT?

FATS AND SUGAR
The smallest area on the Food Guide Pyramid is the fats and
sugars group. Some fat is important for protecting and insulating
organs, producing hormones and for supporting vitamin uptake.
However, some fats are better than others. Avoid saturated and
trans-fats, especially after being physically active because it slows
down the intake of necessary nutrients. Healthier choice fats

include unsaturated fats (plants versus animals, and liquid versus
solid), referred to as monounsaturated or polyunsaturated fats.
Refined sugar (i.e., grain sugar, high fructose corn syrup) should
also be avoided as much as possible. Choose foods and beverages low in added sugars and other caloric sweeteners.

Fats and sugar: desirable vs. less desirable
		
Where are fats hidden in foods?
Make your next sandwich without mayonnaise; try a
low-fat dressing or honey mustard instead. The next time
you have milk, yogurt or cheese, look for a reduced- or
fat-free version.

Desirable choice

Less desirable choice

Fat-free or low-fat salad dressing,
non-fat or low-fat milk smoothie,
sugar-free Jell-O pudding, vegetable spreads, olive oil, canola
oil, vegetable oil, nuts, avocados,
sugar-free candy.

Mayonnaise, heavy salad dressings, milk shakes, cakes, cookies,
pastries, margarine, butter, lard,
animal fat oils, candy.
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WHAT TO EAT?

HYDRATION
Stay hydrated! Few things are more counterproductive to physical
performance than inadequate hydration, so consume water throughout the day. Minor dehydration, even as little as 2 percent, impairs
concentration, coordination, reaction time and stamina. Children
do not tolerate temperature extremes as well as older athletes; they
produce more body heat and sweat less than adults. Therefore, special attention should be placed on making sure young athletes have
adequate fluid intake before, during, and after activity. The thirst

		
Are you hydrated enough?
Young athletes should drink fluids often. Have parents purchase a water bottle (at least 24 oz.) for their
children and fill it at the beginning of the day. Children
should take sips from the water bottle during the day
and refill it at least two or three times before an afterschool practice.

mechanism is not a perfect mechanism; once you are thirsty, you are
already dehydrated. Drink before you get thirsty.
The following are suggestions to help maintain proper hydration:
• 10-12 cups of water a day
• 1.5-2.5 cups before activity
• 1-1.5 cups during activity (every 15-20 min.)
• 2 cups for every pound lost after activity (1 cup = 8oz)

Protein: desirable choices vs. less desirable
choices
Desirable choice

Less desirable choice

Pure water, low-sugar flavored
water, low-sugar or no-sugar added
juices (100% fruit juice), sports
drinks

Coffee, tea, soda, alcoholic
beverages, eggnog (fattening),
milkshakes, sugary fruit juices
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WHEN

TO EAT?
The average stomach requires about three to four hours to empty
its contents, depending on what and how much was eaten. In an
ideal situation, a child athlete should not go more than four hours
without eating. Within the normal waking hours for most children, 3
meals and 1-2 snacks should be consumed throughout the day. Going for long periods of time without eating may cause energy levels
to drop and encourage binge eating. Without eating ever 3-4 hours,
a child’s muscles typically do not get the fuel they need to repair,
which results in less than desirable recovery and possible growth or
developmental delays.

Read below for some pre-, during and post-event tips.
Pre-event
The ideal pre-event snack should contain 300-500 calories primarily from complex carbohydrates rather than simple carbohydrates,
as they burn slower. The meal should also contain small amounts
of protein and healthy fat to sustain energy during the competition.
The pre-event meal should be eaten at least 1.5-2 hours before
competition to allow proper digestion. This may vary depending on
the amount of nervousness the athlete may feel in his/her stomach.
The youth athlete should drink at least 1-2 cup (8-16 oz.) of water
an hour before exercise, and 4-6oz 15 minutes prior to maintain
optimal hydration. Here are some examples of pre-event meals:
• Low-fat yogurt and a whole wheat or rye bagel with cream
cheese
• Apple slices with peanut
butter and 100% fruit
juice
• Low-fat cottage
cheese, grapes
or peaches and
unsweetened juice
• Turkey sandwich
on rye bread (small
serving)

36 2012 USA Gymnastics Fitness Program

During an event
Athletes get tired after 1-3 hours of continuous moderate to high
intensity exercise. You could possibly delay fatigue by 30-60 minutes
by giving your athlete sources of carbohydrates during exercise or
rest periods. A cup of sports drink should be consumed every 15 to
30 minutes during long bouts of exercise, which will help replenish
fluids and carbohydrates. Sports bars, granola bars and fruit are
examples of small digestible snacks that may be used to replace
carbohydrates between routines.
Post-event
During the first 30 minutes after exercise, an athlete’s body can
take in and utilize nutrients better than waiting for longer periods of
time. Therefore, a recovering athlete should have a healthy postgame meal or snack as soon as possible. An immediate post-game
snack of fruit, granola bars or sports bars will aid in immediate
replacement of carbohydrates used during the event. If you have
an athlete who is not hungry right after exercise, encourage him/
her to drink sports drinks, juice boxes, or low fat chocolate milk until
the desire for eating returns. A full post-event meal should consist of
complex carbohydrates and proteins to aid in restoring and repairing
his/her young body.
Incorporating small healthy snacks throughout the day controls
your appetite and promotes
growth and recovery. Add
small snacks (100-300
calories) to your daily
caloric total. Make sure
your snacks contain healthy
servings from various
food groups from
the Food Guide
Pyramid (see
MyPyramid on
page 32).

Nutrition

HEALTHY

SNACKING
Proper planning by parents and coaches ensures that athletes
won’t be tempted to snack from the vending machine or concession
stand. Plan to bring snacks that contain healthy servings from various
food groups in the Food Guide Pyramid (www.mypyramid.gov).

		
What types of food are betterchoice snacks for on the go or at competitions? Incorporate healthy snacks from the various groups of the Food
Guide Pyramid, where you can get ideas of natural,
colorful food sources within the food groups. Healthy
snacks include:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Portable low-fat yogurt
Cottage cheese with fruit and/or fruit cups
Peanut butter on whole wheat toast and half an apple
Baby carrots, celery
Whole-grain, ready-to-eat cereal with low-fat or skim milk
Animal crackers and a box of raisins
Teddy Grahams
Fat-free pudding cups
String cheese
One slice whole wheat pita bread with 1 oz. sliced
turkey breast and mustard
½ oz. baked tortilla chips with 2 tbsp salsa
Fig Newtons
½ whole wheat toasted bagel (4-inch diameter) with 1
tbsp sugar-free jam
3-4 cups microwave popcorn
Low-fat pudding and 100 percent, no-sugar added
apple juice

Approx. calories:
100

Approx. calories:
200

Approx. calories:
300

Try these snacks when
you’re not extremely
hungry, but you’d like
a little something.

Try these ideas for
small meals before
early morning workouts
or between lunch and
dinner

Try these snacks to give
yourself a boost before
an afternoon workout
or following one.

1 large apple

½ bagel with 1 tbsp
light cream cheese

1 large handful of trail
mix

1 medium banana

1 cup vanilla soy milk
with half banana

energy bar (watch out
for fat content!)

string cheese

cereal bar and 4 oz.
orange juice

1 cup yogurt with
¼ cup grape-nuts

9 baby carrots with
hummus

1 cup low fat milk and
two Oreos

Hummus in a whole
wheat pita

1 small waffle

4 oz. pudding and
two sugar-free cookies

Peanut butter sandwich
on raisin toast

3 cups of light microwave popcorn

1 medium apple and
1 oz. cheddar cheese

1 cup of hot chocolate
and 1 ½ graham
crackers

½ Pop-Tart

English muffin with
1 tbsp peanut butter

1 cup skim milk
1 fun-size candy bar
1 mini box of cereal
1 can of soup
1 squeezable yogurt
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