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ASK A TRAINER Forget meals, aim for six 'feedings' per day
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Q: What is the best way to eat if you are trying to be lean, fit and healthy?


A: The answer really is quite simple. When you regularly consume foods that enhance metabolism, stabilize blood sugar levels, provide adequate energy and supply your body with the nutrients needed for growth and repair, you will become leaner, fitter and healthier.

This style of eating is referred to as "supportive nutrition." The term was coined by personal fitness educator Phil Kaplan and it refers to the fact that following such an eating plan is "supportive" of metabolism.

Metabolism is the speed with which your body can digest and assimilate the nutrients in food and convert them into energy. Because this process generates heat, it is often referred to as "burning" calories or fat. The rate of burning increases whenever food is eaten and decreases during periods of fasting -- going without food for more than four hours.

First and foremost, eating supportively means to put combinations of foods into your body every 3 to 3 1/2 hours. The reason for this is to provide a steady supply of calories and nutrients to maintain a fast metabolism.

Secondly, if the foods eaten throughout the day are low in sugar, fat and refined carbohydrates, the body will be in a hormonal state that makes body fat more readily available to be used as fuel.

This is due to the fact that lean proteins, low-sugar foods and complex carbs take longer to digest and are converted into sugar slowly. This means that blood sugar levels will not rise or fall dramatically.

With a stable blood sugar level comes less insulin production, which in turn means that the hormone glucagon will be produced at a higher rate.

Glucagon works in opposition to insulin. While insulin makes the body better able to store energy, glucagon releases body fat that is stored within cells.

The key to ongoing fat loss is to create a state of "glucagon dominance" in which your body excels at moving fat out of cells and into the blood stream.

The last pillar of eating supportively is to provide adequate nutrients and calories for the body to at least maintain itself and, ideally, to build additional lean, strong muscle tissue.

Significantly cutting calories, as in dieting, will have a negative effect on metabolism and on the body's lean muscle mass.

While adopting a supportive eating habit may seem daunting at first glance, it really couldn't be simpler: Every 3 to 3 1/2 hours, consume a combination of lean proteins (such as egg whites, chicken breast, fish, tofu, low-fat dairy products), starchy carbohydrates (potatoes or whole grains such as brown rice, oatmeal or quinoa) and fibrous carbohydrates (vegetables or fruit).

The foods should be un-processed, free of hydrogenated fats, low in sugar and low in refined flour. Beyond that, the combinations are literally endless.

The benefits of supportive eating can be felt within days, making it habit forming when someone tries it. If you combine this with a strength-training program and a moderate endurance program, in time you are virtually guaranteed a more efficient, stronger, leaner, fitter and healthier body.

Ernie Schramayr has a BA in health promotion from Purdue University, is an ACE-certified personal trainer, owns All Canadian Fitness in Hamilton and is a former CFL player.

Three super-easy supportive meals

Our trainers are always eating. We encourage clients to eat frequently and do our very best to put something supportive into our own bodies every 3 to 3 1/2 hours.

We don't really think in terms of meals and snacks. Instead, we think of five to six "feedings" per day. Kind of like the zoo!

Here are three meals that fit the supportive eating guidelines and take little time or effort to put together.

Mexican Egg White Omelette- Wrap

* 1/2 cup (125 mL) Naturegg Simply Egg White

* Scoop of salsa

* Handful shredded light mozzarella cheese

* Whole-wheat tortilla

* Half of a sliced red pepper OR tomato

Pour egg whites into a microwave-safe bowl. Add salsa and cheese. Microwave mixture for 3 1/2 minutes, stirring halfway through. Egg whites are done when they are no longer runny. Put them in the tortilla, roll and garnish with pepper or tomato slices.

Shrimp Cocktail

* Six to 10 large frozen, cooked shrimp

* 4 tbsp (60 mL) marinara sauce

* Three Wassa crackers

* Raw carrots, peppers, cucumbers, celery or other veggies

Thaw shrimp and place on crackers. Top with sauce. (Make your own quick marinara sauce by mixing low-sodium ketchup with horseradish.) Slice veggies on the side.

This is a more interesting and nutritious snack than a muffin or protein bar.
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>Complete protein shake

* 1 cup (250 mL) no-sugar soya milk

* 2 scoops whey protein powder

* 1/2 cup (125 mL) raw, slow-cooking oatmeal

* 1/2 banana

* 1 tbsp (15 mL) ground flaxseed

Blend all ingredients in a blender and enjoy. You will not even taste the oats, yet they add great complex carbs for energy. And the flaxseed offers a pleasant nutty taste and valuable omega 3 and 6.

Sample menu

Here is an example of a full day's menu of supportive eating:

6:30 a.m. Egg-white omelette with peppers and mushrooms and whole-grain toast

9:30 a.m. Sugar-free yogurt with half a sliced banana and a cup of whole grain cereal

12:30 p.m. Large salad with tuna and sweet potato

3:30 p.m. Rice cakes with hummus and sliced vegetables

6:30 p.m. Whole-wheat pasta with lean ground-turkey meatballs and tomato sauce containing peppers, mushrooms, zucchini or other favourite veggies

9:30 p.m. Cottage cheese with blueberries and slivered almonds

