
Learning how to live a healthy life that includes good
nutrition and exercise is one of the best gifts you can
give yourself. It can help you look and feel good
about yourself, give you energy throughout the day
and help you achieve or maintain the right weight for
you. A healthy lifestyle includes eating a variety of
foods, including three well-balanced meals (see My
Plate page 4) and one or more snacks daily and
exercising regularly to keep yourself fit.

The information below can help you get started.

Nutrients your body needs

Calories
Calories provide your body with the energy it needs.
Calories come from the protein, carbohydrate and fat
in foods. The number of calories you need depends
on your age, height, activity level and rate of growth.
Males need more calories than females. If you want
to lose weight, you may need to cut down on your
calories. If you want to gain weight, increasing your
calories will help you. Most active males need about
2,800 calories a day, while active females need
around 2,200 calories. This is only an average and
you may need more or fewer calories. If you want to
lose weight or gain weight, discuss it with your
doctor so he or she can refer you to a registered
dietitian who can help you have a healthy, balanced
eating plan.

Protein
Protein is a nutrient important in all
body tissues, organs, muscles and
bones. Protein is found in meat,
chicken, fish, eggs, beans, cheese,
milk, tofu, nuts and in other foods.
Most teens in the United States get
more than enough protein in their diets.

Diets that restrict meat, poultry, fish, eggs and / or
dairy products put people at higher risk for protein
deficiency. There are different types of vegetarian
diets that restrict meat and other animal proteins.
These diets can be well balanced and meet your 
daily protein needs when planned appropriately. If
you are not sure how much protein you need, ask a
registered dietitian.

Carbohydrates
Carbohydrates are the most abundant and efficient
energy source in our diet. These foods are your
body’s best source of energy to keep you going all
day. About half of the calories
you need each day should be
from carbohydrates.
Carbohydrates are found in
starchy foods such as bread,
cereal, pasta, potatoes, rice, beans and tortillas. These
are called complex carbohydrates. Fruits, vegetables
and dairy products also contain carbohydrates. It is
better to get your carbohydrates from the complex
carbohydrates and fruits, vegetables and dairy
products because these foods also contain important
vitamins and minerals. Simple carbohydrates (or
simple sugars) like soft drinks, candies and cookies
add extra calories and little nutritional value to your
diet. Use them in moderation, if you use them at all.

Fat
Fat is important in your diet
because it provides nutrients
necessary for your body and
can be used for energy. Your
body needs fat in order to make essential hormones
and function properly. Fats are found in foods like
oil, margarine, butter, sour cream, mayonnaise,
avocado, nuts, and salad dressing.
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Meals containing a reasonable amount of fat help
you feel satisfied and full. Monounsaturated fats are
preferred because of its heart protecting effects.
Canola and olive oil, avocados and a variety of nuts
are good sources of monounsaturated fat. High-fat
foods (like fast foods, fried foods, chips and
desserts) and high-fat meats (like bologna, salami,
pepperoni, sausage, hamburger, bacon or fried
chicken) should be eaten only in moderation,
especially if you are trying to lose weight, because
they have a lot of calories.

Vitamins and minerals
Your body needs vitamins and minerals to help build
new cells, for healthy skin, and for growth and
energy. Many vitamins and minerals are antioxidants
and can help prevent diseases such as heart disease,
cancer and other illnesses. Especially important are
vitamins A, C, D, and E, along with the B-vitamins.
Zinc, iron and calcium are all essential minerals. If
you are eating a variety of foods from all five food
groups, you are probably getting enough of these
vitamins and minerals.

Calcium
Calcium is a mineral your body
needs to build strong bones,
healthy teeth and muscles. Also,
getting enough calcium in your
diet now can help prevent
osteoporosis, a bone disease, later
in life. Four to five servings a day
of calcium rich foods will meet these needs. The best
sources of calcium are milk and yogurt. Other good
sources include cheese, green leafy vegetables,
calcium fortified orange juice and milk substitutes
such as soy, rice, and almond milk. If you cannot get
enough calcium in your diet, talk to a registered
dietitian or your doctor about calcium supplements.

Iron
Iron is a mineral your body needs for growing
muscles and increases in blood volume. Teenage
males need 12 mg per day, and females need 15 mg
per day. (Females need more iron because iron is lost
in the blood during menstruation.) The best sources
of iron are meat products, including fish and poultry,
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and eggs. Other good
sources include iron-
fortified and whole wheat
grain products such as
cereals and bread, green
leafy vegetables, beans,
nuts and dried fruit.

Fiber
Getting enough fiber in your diet helps to reduce the
risk of heart disease, some kinds of cancer and
diabetes. Fiber, along with 6 to 8 glasses of water per
day, also promotes normal bowel movements. Foods
are considered high in fiber if they contain 3 or more
grams of dietary fiber per serving. Eating a varied
diet including fruits,
vegetables, beans, and
whole grains, should
provide enough fiber in
your diet.

Food variety
The information below shows you how many
servings you, as a teen, need to meet your body’s
needs. All the different food groups provide you with
the different nutrients described above, so it is
important to eat the recommended servings from
each group.

•  Milk, cheese and yogurt (4 – 5 servings per day)
provide good sources of calcium and protein.

•  Meat, poultry, fish, beans, eggs, and nuts (2 – 3
servings per day) provide protein, iron, zinc and
B vitamins.

•  Vegetables (3 – 5 servings per day) and fruits (2
– 4 servings per day) are excellent sources of
vitamins A and C and fiber.

•  Bread, cereal, rice and pasta (6 – 11 servings 
per day) are a good source of B vitamins, iron
and fiber.

Go to www.choosemyplate.gov for serving sizes in
each group.

Exercise
Exercise is a key component of healthy living.
Exercise helps strengthen your heart muscles so you
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can live longer and healthier. It can also help you to
lose or maintain your weight and feel more energetic.
Aerobic exercise is what helps you stay fit and
healthy. Aerobic exercise increases your heart rate
and causes you to use more oxygen. Examples of
aerobic exercise are walking, running, rollerblading,
swimming laps, or biking. Aerobic sports include
soccer, hockey, track, lacrosse, swimming and
fullcourt basketball. Twenty to 30 minutes of aerobic
exercise every other day is usually enough to
maintain health; however, 60 minutes of daily
exercise is best if you are trying to become
physically fit. Strength training helps build muscles
but is not considered aerobic exercise, so try to get
regular aerobic exercise along with your strength
training program. Examples of strength training
exercises are push-ups, abdominal crunches, lunges,
squats or weight lifting.

The right weight for you
Teens are at high risk for certain nutritional problems
such as being overweight or even obese and for
having eating disorders. It is important to know what
a healthy weight is for you. Each person’s healthy
weight is different. Following a balanced diet and
participating regularly in exercise activities (at least
three times per week, if not every day) will help you
achieve and maintain the right weight for you. If you
are interested in losing or gaining weight, or are
concerned about your current weight, talk to your
doctor and / or a registered dietitian.

Notes and questions
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