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The O'Neill children were on the N,

path to major obesity—until their
whole family committed to eating
better and exercising more.

Mark and Gabby O'Neill, of San Jose, were born big. As
babies, they both tipped the scales at ten pounds and
couldn't fit into newborn diapers. By the time she
turned 4 last year, Gabby weighed nearly 80
pounds—almost double the average for girls her age.
At 104 pounds, 8-year-old Mark was nearly 40 pounds
overweight. Even more troubling: Both kids were
gaining an average of a pound every month. Their
parents, Michelle and Chris, who are also heavy, were
sormewhat in denial about their kids’ size, but their
pediatrician definitely wasn't. She warned that their
health was at risk and urged the whole family to sign
up for a local get-in-shape program called Bay Area
Committed to Kids. “Her concern was the motivation
we really needed,” Michelle says.

While Michelle had tried countless diets over the
years, from Jenny Craig to Weight Watchers to Richard
Simmons’s Deal-A-Meal, she liked that this program
was a family affair. “The four of us committed to doing
it together every step of the way,” she says. Rather than
trying to slim down, the kids had a different goal: to stem
their weight gain and develop healthy eating, exercise, and
lifestyle habits.

During the ten-week program, the O'Neills attended
weekly two-hour meetings that included weigh-ins, games,

exercises, and nutrition sessions led by a registered dietitian.

They got regular homework assignments, such as trying
two new fruits or vegetables every week and doing at least
ten crunches a day. And they learned how to make the
lifestyle adjustments necessary to control their weight.
Mark and Gabby stuck with these changes long after the
program was officially over.

»? Active choices

The O'Neills realized they didn't need to run endiess laps to
burn enough calories—and they found surprisingly painless
ways to get more exercise.

Scale back TV time. Mark and Gabby used to veg out
in front of the tube for three to four hours a day, but they
trimmed their viewing to ten hours per week. And when
they did watch TV they hopped to their feet during
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commercials to do push-ups, crunches, and back bends.
Initially, this was a homework assignment, but the kids

enjoyed it so much that they kept it up.

Do more sports. To free up time for exercise, Mark
stopped his piano lessons. He started taking karate three
days a week and playing in baseball and soccer leagues. To
boost her movement, Gabby signed up for soccer (instead of
arts and crafts) and three karate sessions per week. She also
kept up with a weekly hip-hop dance class and “jazzy
singing,” which is a combination of singing and dancing.

Leave the car in the driveway. Following the program
director’'s recommendation, the O'Neills bought bikes for the
first time. On nice days, Mark and his mom (or dad) biked to
karate class instead of driving, and they stopped at the
playground for an hour on the way home.

Plant a garden. The family started growing peppers,
zucchini, peas, broceoli, corn, and pumpkins in the backyard.
Not only did this get the kids more interested in eating
vegetables, but it turned out to be a great workout. Mark
and Gabby loved digging holes, planting seeds, and making
mud pies when they watered the plants. “It's good exercise,
and it's fun,” Mark says.

By Aviva Patz

JONATHAN SPRAGUE.
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2> Nutritious switches

It didn't take long for the O'Neills to realize how extra calories
had been sneaking into their diets. They'd been drinking lots
of fresh-squeezed juice because they thought it was healthy,
overlooking the fact that it's packed with'sugar and calories.
Mark and Gabby were having junky snacks every day after
school, and when the family ate meals at home, they'd often
sit in front of the TV. During their fitness program, they
learned how to eat smarter—without feeling deprived.

Keep a log. Mark and Gabby used a food board on the
fridge—with Velcro-backed pictures of fruits, vegetables,
meats, dairy, grains, and glasses of water—tc count their
daily intake. They tried te eat three fruits, four or five
vegetables, three servings of protein, four servings of dairy,
and five servings of grain a day, and to drink six to eight
glasses of water.

Make friends with vegetables. The kids tried new
vegetables each week-—and graded them. Anything above a
Cmeant they'd willingly eat it three times a month; aD
meant they'd only eat it once a month, and an F meant that
Mom had to find a new way to prepare it. “I'd never had

birthday parties. “Before, they would have eaten the pizza,
the cake, and the ice cream,” says Michelle. With the new
plan, if they decide to eat a “red light” food like pizza, they
balance it with a “green light” food like fruit instead of
having ice cream too.

Eat together as a family. The O'Neills started having
dinner in the dining room by candlelight, instead of in the
kitchen with the TV blaring. The mellow setting encouraged
them to eat thoughtfully—and eat less. Michelle also began
serving meals on plates and measuring portion sizes, rather
than putting large platters on the table and letting the kids
help themselves.

) A successful start
The kids achieved their primary objective: halting their
dramatic weight gain. After seven months, Mark stayed at
104 pounds while growing an inch. Gabby lost six pounds
while growing an inch and a half. Their mom, Michelle, lost
20 pounds, and her husband, Chris, lost 25 pounds.

And the O'Neills’ lifestyle changes had a big impact on the
kids’ bedy-mass index (BMI). Gabby reduced her BMI from

cauliflower before, but now it's my favorite vegetable,” says
Mark. "He gave eggplant a C+, so now we've been mixing it
in with spaghetti and he likes it better,” Michelle says.
Spinach got a failing grade when it was served solo, but the
kids didn't even notice when Michelle hid it inside
meatballs, She’s also been concealing pureed carrots, peas,
and celery in soups.

Snack wisely. After school, the kids munched on rice
cakes, yogurt with fresh fruit, apple wedges with peanut
butter, carrot sticks, and sliced turkey. If they really wanted
fast food, they ordered a burger with skim milk and passed
on fries and soda.

Plan ahead. Mark and Gabby made better choices once
they anticipated how to handle tempting situations like
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26 to 22, while Mark reduced his from 25 to 24—putting

themn closer to the normal range for their age and height.
If they can keep up their healthy habits, they'll slim down
simply by growing taller, says T. Kristian von Almen, Ph.D,
codirector of Bay Area Committed to Kids, who has
monitored their progress.

Today, both kids also feel better and have a lot more
energy. "When I play baseball, [ run faster and I'm hitting the
ball harder,” Mark says. Gabby says that eating veggies like
broccoli makes her feel good. “I'm done with all that junky
stuff,” she says. The family's exercise and eating makeover
certainly wasn't easy—it took dedication on everycne’s part
and a lot of extra planning by Michelle. “But we love our new
healthy habits, and we wouldn't go back,” she says.



