Iron and Your Child

Ever wonder why so many cereals and infant formulas are fortified with iron?  Iron is a nutrient that’s an essential part of a child’s regular diet and is needed to make hemoglobin, the oxygen-carrying component of red blood cell. (RBCs).

Red blood cells circulate throughout the body to deliver oxygen to all its cells.  Without enough iron, the body can’t make enough RBCs, and the body’s tissues and organs won’t get the oxygen they need to function will.  So it’s important for kids to get enough iron in their daily diets.

How much iron do kids need?  Kids require different amounts of iron at various ages and stages.  Infants who are breastfed tend to get enough iron from their mothers until 4 to 6 months of age, when iron-fortified cereal is usually introduced.  Infants who are formula-fed should get iron-fortified formula.  Infants ages 6 to 12 months need 11 milligrams of iron a day.  Babies younger than 1 year should be given iron-fortified cereal in addition to breast milk or an infant formula supplemented with iron.  Kids ages 1 to 12 years need 7 to 10 milligrams of iron each day.   
What is iron deficiency?  Iron deficiency (when the body’s iron stores are becoming depleted) can be a problem for some kids, particularly toddlers.  After 12 months of age, toddlers are at risk for iron deficiency because they no longer drink iron-fortified formula and may not be eating iron-fortified infant cereal or enough other iron-containing foods to mike up the difference.  Iron deficiency can affect a child’s growth and may lead to learning and behavioral problems.  And it can progress to iron-deficiency anemia, a condition in which there’s a decrease in the number of red blood cells in the body.  Many people with iron-deficiency anemia don’t have any signs and symptoms because the body’s iron supply is depleted slowly.  But as the anemia progresses, some of the following symptoms may appear:  fatigue and weakness, pale skin and mucous membranes, rapid heartbeat, irritability, decreased appetite, dizziness or lightheadedness.  If your child has any of these symptoms, talk to your child’s doctor; he or she may do a simple blood test to find out if your child has iron-deficiency anemia and may prescribe iron supplements.  However, because excessive iron intake can also cause health problem, you should never give your child iron supplements without first consulting your doctor.
Iron in your everyday diet.  Although the nutrient can be found in various kinds of foods, iron from meat sources is more easily absorbed by the body than iron found in plant foods.  Iron rich foods that can make your family’s diet all the more nutritious include:  red meat, dark poultry, tuna, salmon, eggs, enriched grains, dried beans and peas, dried fruits, leafy green vegetables, blackstrap molasses, iron-fortified breakfast cereals.  Serve iron-rich foods alongside foods containing vitamin C (such as tomatoes, broccoli, oranges and strawberries) which improves the body’s absorption of iron.  If your child is a vegetarian, monitor his or her diet to make it include sufficient iron.  Because iron from meat sources is more easily absorbed than iron from plant sources, you may need to add iron-fortified foods to a vegetarian diet.  
Be sure you’re stocked up on iron-rich or iron-fortified foods for meals and snacking.  Serve iron-rich foods every day and teach kids that iron is an important part of a healthy diet.  
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Learning Objective:  After reading the newsletter, the provider understands 

 the importance of iron in a child’s diet.

1. Hemoglobin is the oxygen carrying component of red blood cells.
a.) true
b.) false
2. Red blood cells deliver ______________ to cells throughout the body.
3. Infants who are formula fed should be given an ______________formula.

4.  Kids ages 1 to 12 need 700 to 1000 milligrams of iron each day.
a.)  true
b.)  false
5. Not getting enough iron in a child’s diet can cause learning and behavioral problems.

a.)  true
b.)  false
6. A child with iron-deficiency anemia may not have any signs or symptoms.  
a.)  true
b.)  false
7. You should always consult your _____________before giving an iron supplement.  
8.  Iron from ________ is more easily absorbed by the body than iron found in ________ foods.

9. _______________helps the body’s absorption of iron

10.  If you are a vegetarian you do not need to worry about getting enough iron in your diet.  

   a.)  true
b.)  false

