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by Christina Elston or my daughter’s 7th birthday, we
went “do-it-yourself.” The kids
topped their own mini pizzas and

rather than baking or buying a cake, I made
cupcakes for the guests to decorate and
assemble into a “caterpillar.” It was a hit.
And to my surprise, most of the kids
chowed down on pizza (with fat-free cheese
and the occasional onion or olive) and were
more interested in decorating the cupcakes
than in eating them.

And that, according to Laura Jana,
M.D., a pediatrician and mother of three, is
one secret to cutting the sugar count at
your child’s next birthday party. 

“I’m not going to be the parent who
says my child is not going to have a

birthday cake,” says Jana, co-author
of Food Fights: Winning the
Nutritional Challenges of Parenthood
Armed With Insight, Humor, and a
Bottle of Ketchup (American Academy

of Pediatrics, 2008). But she does
advocate balance in children’s eating
habits.

The focus among nutrition experts has
shifted from watching every single meal
and more toward maintaining good eating
habits over time. 

So it’s OK to have some cake if a child’s
eating well as a general rule. “It’s not all or
nothing,” Jana says.

Healthy Shopping
You can tip the nutritional balance at

your child’s party by focusing on healthier
foods to serve before – or even with – the
cake. Jana says shopping for items with no
trans fats and low in saturated fats is a
good start. You can even find relatively
healthy ice cream to serve alongside that
cake.

Homemade smoothies are another
healthy (really!) stand-in for the sweet
stuff. Put some orange juice, bananas,
frozen berries or other fruit, and low-fat
yogurt or skim milk in the blender and
whip up a treat. “You’ve got an awful
lot of the things that you want your kids
to be having in a drink they think is a
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Can Balance That Birthday Meal

A tasty and healthy
smoothie can help fill

up birthday guests – so
they have less room for

candy and cake!
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dessert,” says Jana, who admits that her kids sometimes get
them for dinner.

On the crispy side, choose snacks that are baked rather
than fried. Crackers, chips and even Cheetos are available
this way. “Of course, anything that’s fluorescent orange
probably isn’t the greatest idea, but the kids still think
they’re having a party,” Jana says.

No matter what foods you’re serving, Jana says the keys
to getting kids to partake in something besides cake are
presentation and participation.

Presentation
So don’t ask, “Who wants a banana?” Fix up a pretty

tray with lots of cut-up fruit and some low-fat yogurt to dip
it in, and place it front and center. The produce sections of
most grocery stores feature packages of pre-cut fruit to save
you a little time. “A big tray of fruit sitting out, everybody
eats it,” says Jana, adding parents should take a lesson from
restaurants, where lots of time is spent making food look
appealing. “You make it look enticing, and you have it sit-
ting out.” 

Your baked chips and whole-grain crackers could look
fabulous on a platter that includes low-fat cheese slices or
cubes, plus some healthy nacho cheese and salsa for dip-
ping. “Kids like dipping things in general,” Jana says.

As a healthy stand-in for punch or soda, mix club soda
with orange juice and serve it in what Jana calls a “they
think they’re all grown-up cup,” disposable wine or cham-
pagne glasses (or the real thing if your kids are old
enough). “They’ll think they had soda at their party.”

Participation
You can get the kids into the act with a “make-your-own

bar.” Put out some healthy elements and let kids assemble
their own pizza, tacos, granola or sundaes. “Make the food
activity part of the party theme,” Jana suggests. Just make
sure that there’s fresh fruit and granola for the sundaes,
low-fat cheese and turkey pepperoni for the pizza, etc. 

Older kids might have fun making their own sushi, and
you can find the ingredients you’ll need at many grocery
stores. You don’t need any raw fish. Shrimp or crab meat,
rice and avocado will make a tasty and healthy California
roll. “The more hands-on the kids are with making it, the
more likely they are to eat it,” Jana says. “And they’ve actu-
ally got a vested interest in liking it.”

That means the kids will be happy, and happily full of
good food. And that luscious, sugary chocolate cake? “Just
a small piece, please.” !

Christina Elston is managing editor of L.A. Parent.

The keys to getting kids to
partake in something besides
cake are presentation and
participation.
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22844 Hawthorne Blvd., Torrance, CA  90505

(310) 465-0075
www.kidconceptsusa.com

• Huge Play Structure

• Rock Climbing

• Lighted Dance Floor
(with Interactive Games)

• Play Restaurant

• Arts & Crafts Room

• Dress Up Clothes

• Block Play/Puppet Play

• Karaoke Stage
Bring in ad and receive

$25 off birthday party

booked before 4/30/08*.
*Excludes minipack and weekday discount. 

Must present at time of booking.

Parties Include-
Invitations, free play in
facility, gym room 
activity, private party
room for 45 min, pizza
and drinks for kids, 
cake, party goods and
decorations, party host,
party entertainer and
goodie bags.

Socks Required


