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LODI, N.J. — The cafeteria

lunch line at Columbus Ele-
mentary School moves quick-
ly as students grab portions of
carrots, celery, apples and or-
anges.

French fries and hamburg-
ers, once cafeteria staples,
aren’t even offered.

“I eat carrots or apples
every day,” said Alan Espino,
10.

He didn’t notice that the
bun holding his hot dog was
whole wheat. 

Even the pizza has whole
wheat crust.

The school cafeteria looks
different from those of his
parents’ generation, and it ap-
pears many kids aren’t turn-
ing their noses up at the new
offerings.

In fact, according to a sur-
vey of food service directors,
french fries are decreasing in
popularity and interest in car-
rots is skyrocketing.

As choices on the lunch
line change, many children
are accepting them, said

Martha Conklin, an associate
professor at Penn State Uni-
versity who conducts research
about school nutrition pro-
grams and school food serv-
ice.

“If you present these
healthy offerings to children,
they may turn them down the
first time, but you can’t give
up,” she said. “Children will
adapt. Choice is important,
but they can make those selec-
tions from healthy offerings.”

The School Nutrition Asso-
ciation’s annual survey given
to food service directors
around the country shows just
that. Among students in
kindergarten through 12th
grade, french fries dropped in
popularity from 1998 to 2006,
while carrots and fresh veg-
etables rose in popularity.

“We are dealing with much
more sophisticated audiences
now, and working hard to
meet their needs in a healthi-
er way,” said Janey Thornton,
the association’s president.

More states are enacting
nutrition standards to ensure

healthy food and beverage op-
tions are available to stu-
dents, said Amy Winterfeld, a
health policy analyst for the
National Conference of State
Legislatures.

A 2004 wellness program
requires school districts re-
ceiving federal reimburse-
ments for school meal pro-
grams to develop policies that
promote the health of stu-
dents and address the grow-
ing problem of childhood obe-
sity.

In 2005, at least 17 states en-
acted some form of school nu-
trition legislation and at least
11 more approved them last
year.

Mark Vidovich, president of
Pomptonian Food Service,
which runs programs in 11
north and central New Jersey
counties, recalled that stu-
dents were turned off by
whole wheat bread just five
years ago.

“The children wouldn’t eat
it. It didn’t look right to them,”
he said. “Now their dining
preferences have changed
and they’re now accepting of
making healthier dining op-
tions.”

Pat Johnson, food service
director in the Maplewood
and South Orange district,
said she started reforming
her cafeterias before the new
state law. The district is reno-
vating its kitchens to remove
fryers and add grills and
ovens.

She said younger children
seem more open to tasting
healthier foods and are likely
to continue the patterns to
middle and high school.

“If you put it there and
make it look appealing to
them, they like it,” she said.
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WASHINGTON — A widely

used blood-pressure drug re-
duced muscle damage in mice
with the most common form of
muscular dystrophy, research-
ers report.

A team at Johns Hopkins
University found the drug
losartan seemed to improve
muscle regeneration in mice
with a rare condition known as
Marfan syndrome and in mice
with Duchenne muscular dys-
trophy — the most common
form in children.

“The results are very intrigu-
ing and certainly worthy of fur-
ther investigation,” said Dr. Va-
lerie Cwik, medical director of
the Muscular Dystrophy Associ-
ation.

While noting that it is only a
single study, Cwik said the drug
is currently used in children
and has a good safety profile.

The only current treatment
for Duchenne has side effects,
so it is worth investigating
whether this can offer an alter-
native, said Cwik, who was not
part of the research team.

In Marfan mice treated with
the drug, the aorta was strength-
ened, reducing the chance of an
aneurysm in which this major
blood vessel bursts.

“In addition to the aortic de-
fect, children with severe Mar-
fan syndrome often have very
small, weak muscles, and
adults with Marfan often can’t
gain muscle mass despite ade-
quate nutrition and exercise,”
Dr. Harry C. Dietz of Johns Hop-
kins, the lead researcher, said

in a statement.
In Marfan mice, treatment

with losartan completely re-
stored muscle architecture and
vastly improved strength, ac-
cording to Dietz. He is planning
a test in people with Marfan
syndrome.

Researchers wondered if the
muscle response was specific
to Marfan or if they had discov-
ered something basic about
muscle biology. So they then
tested the drug in mice with
Duchenne muscular dystrophy.

After six months of treat-
ment, the mice showed a signif-
icant reduction in muscle dam-
age. 

The mice showed increased
grip strength in their fore and
hind limbs and experienced
less fatigue in repetitive tests,
the researchers reported in to-
day’s online issue of the journal
Nature Medicine.

Losartan was approved for
use as a blood pressure med-
ication in 1995 by the Food and
Drug Administration. It is
known to block a protein
known as TGF-beta.

Excessive activity by TGF-
beta is associated with reduced
muscle generation and repair,
leading Dietz’s team to test it
against Marfan and then mus-
cular dystrophy.

Duchenne muscular dystro-
phy is a muscle-wasting genetic
disorder that affects only boys.
It occurs in about 1 in every
3,500 male births. It is the most
severe and most common child-
hood form of muscular dystro-
phy and the best known.
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Report: Blood-pressure drug
aids mice with muscle disease
The medication losartan seems to improve muscle
regeneration in mice with Duchenne muscular
dystrophy, the most common form in children.
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The 14-year-old boy was just

trying to rev up with energy
drinks and caffeine pills he
bought on the Internet so he
could stay up all night playing
video games.

Instead, he ended up in an
intensive care unit with a se-
vere caffeine overdose.

While that boy’s experience
is an extreme example of what
can happen in our on-the-go,
caffeine-fueled lives, cases like
his are showing up more fre-
quently at hospitals and in calls
to poison hot lines.

“We are starting to see cases
where people are being admit-
ted with caffeine toxicity,” said
Dr. Michel Cramer-Bornemann,
co-director of the Minneapolis-
based Minnesota Regional
Sleep Disorders Center, who
described the case of the 14-
year-old.

Caffeine is the most powerful
legal stimulant available with-
out a prescription, and in the
past decade it has become the
drug of choice of millions. It is
an ingredient in dozens of soft
drinks and has its own bever-
age category — energy drinks,
an industry valued at $3.7 bil-
lion and growing.

And in a trend that has some
health experts worried, energy
drinks, especially Red Bull, are
now one of the most popular
mixers with alcohol.

It’s a party animal’s dream
combination because it makes
you both drunk and wired —
until you crash.

“You drink a lot of them and
you’re all alert, but the minute
the caffeine comes down,
you’re at a whole new level of
being hammered,” said Bill
Lee, 28, on a recent Friday
night in a Minneapolis bar.

As drugs go, caffeine is pretty
benign when taken in modera-
tion.

Coffee, after all, has been
with us for centuries and is still
one of the most concentrated
sources of caffeine. Even soft
drinks such as Mountain Dew
and some of the more popular
energy drinks have less caf-
feine than a large cup of coffee.

Chris Bovitz, 38, starts his
workdays with a 20-ounce
Mountain Dew. He opens it at 6
a.m. and drinks it during the 30-
minute commute between his
home in Lakeville, Minn., and
his job at the National Weather
Service.

At lunch he switches to Diet
Coke and later in the afternoon
he often has another caffeinat-
ed soda.

“It perks me up,” he said.
The magic in caffeine is what

it does to adrenaline. Caffeine
makes adrenaline last longer
and feel stronger, enhancing all
that biological messaging that
goes on among the cells in your
body.

“It will do three things,” said
Dr. Dan Halvorsen, an expert in
exercise medicine at Chil-
dren’s Hospitals and Clinics of
Minnesota. “Increase alertness,
reduce tiredness and increase
competitiveness and aggres-
siveness. ”

So how much is too much?
Experts say that for most

people anything above 250 mil-
ligrams of caffeine a day, about
three cups of strong coffee, will
develop into an addiction. That
means if you don’t get that
much, you’ll probably feel tired
and cranky and get a headache.

At 600 to 800 mg per day, very
few people would feel normal,
said Dr. James Miner, an emer-
gency-medicine specialist at
the Hennepin County Medical
Center in Minneapolis. “The
doses that kill people are 5,000
milligrams, or (the equivalent
of) 40 or 50 cups of coffee in an
hour.”

It’s pretty hard to hurt your-
self with coffee or energy
drinks that have an equivalent
amount of caffeine in them, he
said. But caffeine pills, which
contain 200 mg of caffeine, are
another thing. Ten at once
could cause serious heart prob-
lems.

Experts say that medical
problems related to caffeine
may be far more common than
is known because doctors
rarely ask about caffeine con-
sumption.

Cramer-Bornemann said it’s
no coincidence that insomnia is
the most common sleep disor-
der in a country drowning in
caffeine.

Caffeine
poisoning
cases rise
The chemical is the most
powerful stimulant
available without a
prescription. The nearly
$4 billion energy-drink
industry is built on its
effects.

Students turn down junk food
if healthful choices offered
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Carrot and celery sticks with low-fat dips and other healthful items are popular in a New Jersey
high school where typical junk food isn’t even offered.

A national group’s survey shows french fries
dropped in popularity from 1998 to 2006 while
carrots and fresh vegetables rose.
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