Teenagers Opt for a Vegetarian Lifestyle
What do you say when your teenager announces a desire to become a vegetarian? 
When teenagers decide to follow a plant-based diet, most parents worry both about their child’s ability to eat well enough and the practicality, particularly in a household that still eats meat. Fortunately, keeping a Kosher home shouldn’t have an impact in accommodating this change. 

“Following a vegetarian diet is not about observance, its about flexibility,” says Rabbi Sharon Litwin, director of education at Temple Israel of Ridgewood, NJ. However, its important from the outset, for the teenager to be able to explain his/her reasoning for choosing this lifestyle be it to support animal rights, the environment, widespread hunger, health reasons, and/or to establish food independence and to be able to discuss a plan for eating that is reasonable and responsible. 
The teenager who sees a better way to a healthier future should be commended and supported. Let’s face it, the highly processed, fat laden, excessive portions that must come fast, and presweetened or salted has little redeeming value other than good taste and the promise of a shorter lifespan. If this sounds overly dramatic, it is only because the American diet is failing us.  

When approached right, a meat-free diet is a very good choice since the foods that most teens don't get enough of such as: beans and other legumes, nuts, fruits, vegetables and whole grains, are the mainstay of a vegetarian diet. According to the American Dietetic Association, a vegetarian diet is a “healthful, nutritionally adequate, and may provide health benefits in the prevention and treatment of certain diseases,” including a decreased risk of heart disease and diabetes, lower blood pressure, reduced risk for some cancers, and much less chance of becoming overweight. And, is appropriate for individuals during all stages of the life cycle
The precise nutrient needs will vary based on the type of vegetarian diet chosen. A lacto-ovo vegetarian will eat eggs and dairy where as a vegan will eschew any food of animal origin. All known nutrients with the possible exception of iron, and vitamin B12 are adequately met by a varied vegetarian diet that supplies enough calories to support growth, less so when seafood, eggs and dairy are avoided:
· Protein: as long as the diet contains enough energy (calories) to support growth, getting eough protein is usually not a problem. Dairy products (skim or low fat), beans and other legumes, soy based products (tofu, tempeh, Edamame, miso), nuts and nuts butters and eggs as well as grains such as Quinoa are good sources of protein. If your child is willing to include fish, all the better. The more limiting the options, the more effort must be taken to assure sufficient nutrients are met.
· Iron needs are relatively high so including a vitamin C-rich food (ie., citrus, tomato, broccoli) as part of the meal will boost absorption of iron in plant foods such as broccoli, prunes and raisins, watermelon, spinach, black-eyed peas, blackstrap molasses, chickpeas and tihini, and pinto beans. Food preparation methods like soaking and sprouting beans, fresh peas, seeds and grains; leavening bread and fermenting soy to make miso and tempeh also boosts iron availability. 
· Vitamin B12 should be taken supplementally by strict vegans.. Some cereals and fortified soy milks add vitamin B12 or incorporate Red Star T-6635 nutritional yeast flakes (Vegetarian Support Formula) to meet this need..

One word of caution: findings from a recent study in the Journal of the American Dietetic Association indicates that some teenagers who choice a vegetarian diet may do so as a way to mask a binge eating disorder. Therefore, experts suggest that parents remain vigilant when teens suddenly become vegetarians to be certain that the eating choices are healthy rather than attempted as a means to loose weight. 
.
To help you and your teenager find peace with the vegetarian diet, here are some useful resources:
Helpful Resources:

The Vegetarian Society offer a brochure: Parentt and Teenager Guide to Vegetarianism a at www.vegsoc.org/youth/Parentteenager.pdf
The Vegetarian Way: Total Health for You and Your Family, by Virginia Messina, RD and Mark Messina, PhD (Three Rivers Press)
www.vegnutrition.com which has a parent directory. 

http://vegfamily.com/dietician/index.htm
http://www.vrg.org/nutrition/teennutrition.htm
Vegetarian Diets. American Heart Association. February 22, 2009. http://www.americanheart.org/presenter.jhtml?identifier=4777

Vegetarian Diets. United States Department of Agriculture. February 23, 2009. http://www.mypyramid.gov/tips_resources/vegetarian_diets.html
How to Be a Healthy Vegetarian: A Guide for Teens from the Center for Young Women at Boston’s children’s Hospital http://www.youngwomenshealth.org/vegetarian.html
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