Feeding preschoolers calls for creativity 
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Feeding a preschooler is a careful balance of what's good for them and what they are willing to eat. One day, scrambled eggs with chives are gobbled up with big smacks and yelps of "more, more, more." The next day, the little princess will turn up her nose in disgust and clamp her mouth shut tighter than a clam. 

I know from experience. 
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As my 3-year-old heads off for preschool next week, I'm determined to pack her body with the nutrients she needs for maximum growth, development and brain function. 

Generally, I like to get my daughters, ages 3 and 1 1/2, involved in the meal process, scheduling kitchen playdates about once a week. We bake homemade breakfast muffins full of fiber and flavor, experiment with oven-baked french fries and homemade ketchup (because they love dipping), and we slow-cook tomato sauce to ladle on a variety of whole-wheat noodles. 

Registered dietitian Jill Marie Johnson agrees: Introduce your preschooler to a variety of healthy foods in a positive environment. 

"The Food Pyramid for Children at www.mypyramid.gov can give a good idea of the most important nutrients they need," said Johnson, of the Center for Diabetes and Endocrinology at Saint Mary's Health Care. 

Meat provides protein, supports growth, maintains healthy cells, makes up part of the structure of every body cell as well as antibodies that help fight infection. 

Beans supply protein, fiber, vitamins and minerals, such as folate, potassium, iron and magnesium. And, unlike many other protein sources, beans are low in fat, saturated fat and they're cholesterol-free. 

Fruits and veggies supply essential vitamins, minerals, fiber and other compounds, such as phytochemicals that contribute to good health. Whole grains help boost fiber content of diet. 

For breakfast 

Start with a nourishing good morning -- a real breakfast. There's more to breakfast than a bowl of cold cereal and slice of toast. Breakfast is a great opportunity to fuel and hydrate the body for the day. Try a whole-grain hot cereal, such as oatmeal from steel-oats, kasha (buckwheat groats) and brown rice, served with raisins, dried cherries, dried figs and chopped walnuts, pecans or almonds. For a variation, try a sauteed apple topping packed with dietary fiber, vitamin C and help the immune system to fight off infections. 

Smoothies, packed with lovely flavors, are an easy way to get the five daily servings of fruits and vegetables recommended by the pediatrician. My preschooler loves a banana-blueberry smoothie made with a soft silken tofu and soy milk. Soy foods, a plant protein, provide a wealth of isoflavone phytoestrogens. 

For a weekday specialty, treat your preschooler to maple-peanut waffles with peanut buttery maple syrup. Look for organic peanut butter, such as Koeze Co., Cream-Nut Natural Peanut Butter, a wonderful way to get vitamin B3, folate and protein. 

I often build snacks around potassium-packed bananas and oats, which contain a lot of protein for a grain. 

When buying oats, look for steel-cut oats, also known as Scotch oats and Irish oats, which are groats that have been cut in a few pieces but have not been otherwise processed. Making your own granola bars is more interesting than the store-bought variety, plus you'll pack them with heart-healthy nuts, seeds and dried fruits. 

Strive for creativity: Spoon a fruit salad into a hollowed out orange -- remember we eat with our eyes. 

Finally, the whole-wheat banana muffins with chocolate chips won't send your preschooler to the sucrose stratosphere. Bananas and vegetable oil replace the butter and the whole-wheat graham flour and pure cane sugar skips the overprocessed white flour and granulated sugar. These fiber-filled muffins get lots of flavor from the banana and miniature chocolate chips. 

A tart for lunch 

For lunch at home, try the three-cheese tart, a combination of ricotta, provolone or Parmesan and crumbled feta cheese. I generally steer clear of those tasteless string cheeses marketed to children. They are insultingly inferior. Made with a puff pastry, this cheese tart is simple to put together and begging to be dressed with fresh herbs, summer tomatoes or your preschooler's favorite pizza ingredient. 

Once you figure out how to make chicken noodle soup, you'll never go back to canned. Yes, it is that easy. It takes me 45 minutes to make chicken noodle soup with a fresh, clean finish. 

Jaye's easy favorite 

I'm also sharing my favorite easy and tasty weeknight supper -- crispy orange chicken with perfectly crispy skin and tender meat to the bone. This simple roast chicken is a wonderful fallback recipe. I normally roast two untrussed birds ensuring I have enough for a future meal, whether it's chicken noodle soup, enchiladas, pot pie or stir-fry with hand-cut vegetables. 

My roasted chicken requires some prep -- namely to grate ginger root, mince garlic and zest and juice an orange for the marinade. I always marinate meat in a zipper-lock plastic bag -- it's easy to flip over. Buy a chicken that weighs 3 1/2 to 4 1/2 pounds and can be roasted in about 1 hour. Pop that bird in the oven at 5 p.m. It gives you a full hour to prepare side dishes, re-connect with your family, start a load of laundry and do all the things moms and dads do. 
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