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Cholesterol Screening: Why it is Important 
to Have a Cholesterol Test?
CHOLESTEROL BUILDS UP SILENTLY, SLOWLY 
CHOKING OFF BLOOD SUPPLY TO YOUR 
HEART AND BRAIN. GET YOUR 
CHOLESTEROL CHECKED.

You see TV commercials, ads in 
magazines, and pamphlets 
lining your doctor’s 
office walls – all touting 
the dangers of high 
cholesterol. But you 
feel healthy, and have 
never worried about 
your cholesterol or heart 
problems. So, why do you 
need to have a cholesterol 
test?

WHAT IS CHOLESTEROL 
AND HOW DOES IT 
AFFECT ME?

Cholesterol is a fat-like 
substance that your 
body needs to function. 
Your body makes some 
cholesterol because 
it is needed to form 
cell membranes, some 

hormones and bile acids (which digest fat), 
for example. But people consume extra 

cholesterol through foods, especially 
animal foods like meats and dairy 

products. Trans fats also raise 
cholesterol. Trans fats are found 

in processed foods.

When there is too much 
cholesterol in your blood, 

it can build up on the 
inside walls of your 
arteries. Over time, the 

cholesterol buildup, called 
plaque, can narrow the 

space for blood to flow through. 
This can happen in the arteries 

everywhere in the body. It is most 
dangerous, though, in the arteries that 
feed the heart, brain and other vital 
organs.

When plaque buildup narrows the 
coronary arteries, which supply 
oxygen-rich blood to the heart, it can 
cause chest pain, shortness of breath 
and other symptoms of coronary heart 
disease. If a clot forms on the plaque, it 
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can block the blood flow to the heart muscle, causing a heart 
attack. If a clot blocks the flow of blood to the brain, it can 
cause a stroke.

The higher your cholesterol levels, the greater your risk of 
heart disease and stroke. Given that heart disease is a top killer 
of men and women in the U.S., this is not a risk that you should 
ignore. But, eating a heart-healthy diet, being physically active 
and losing weight are things everyone can do to help lower 
their cholesterol levels and their risks.

What’s being measured when your cholesterol is checked? 
Why is some cholesterol referred to as “good,” while other as 
“bad?”

TYPES OF CHOLESTEROL

Your doctor may order tests to check your blood levels of 
cholesterol. Because cholesterol can’t dissolve in the blood 
(it’s not water-soluble), it doesn’t circulate by itself. Instead, 
cholesterol travels through the bloodstream linked to “carriers” 
called lipoproteins.

There are three different types of lipoproteins. The two that 
are most important to remember in terms of your possible 
risk of heart disease are high-density (HDL) and low-density 
lipoproteins (LDL).

〉〉	 LDL. Cholesterol that is carried on low-density lipoprotein-
sis called LDL cholesterol (the “bad” cholesterol). Higher 
levels of LDL cholesterol are linked to an increased risk for 
heart disease.

〉〉	 HDL. Cholesterol molecules that are linked to high density 
lipoproteins are called HDL cholesterol (the “good” 
cholesterol). If you have higher levels of HDL cholesterol, 
you’re at lower risk for heart disease.

“GOOD” AND “BAD” CHOLESTEROL

Why is one type of cholesterol be labeled “good,” putting 
people at lower risk for heart disease, and another labeled 
“bad?” Because experts believe that LDL is the main carrier of 
cholesterol to body tissues, and HDL carries cholesterol away 
from body tissues.

When you have a lot of LDL cholesterol, there is more of 
a danger that too much may be deposited in artery walls. 
This may then damage the walls. The arteries may develop a 
cholesterol and fatty buildup called a plaque on the inside. 
This is called atherosclerosis, or “hardening of the arteries.”

When you have higher levels of HDL in your blood, it means 
that more high-density lipoproteins carry cholesterol away 
from arterial walls and to the liver. The liver then eliminates the 
cholesterol from the body by excreting it in the bile. Clearly, 
the more this happens, the less likely that cholesterol will 
accumulate in arterial walls and worsen the progression of 
atherosclerosis.

WHY TEST?

Cholesterol buildup as plaque can prevent adequate amounts 
of blood from flowing to the heart muscle. It is the most 
common cause of coronary heart disease, and happens so 
slowly that you are not even aware of it. This plaque can 
rupture, forming a blood clot that leads to a heart attack 
or stroke. The higher your LDL cholesterol, the greater your 
chance of heart attack or stroke. This is why cholesterol 
screening is so important. Cholesterol can build up for many 
years before any symptoms develop. So, you can feel healthy 
and not realize you have high cholesterol.



Desirable Borderline
Associated 
with Higher 

Risk

Total 
Cholesterol Less than 170 170-199 200 or more

LDL 
Cholesterol Less than 110 110-129 130 or more

If you think your child may be at higher risk, talk to your 
child’s doctor about your concerns and whether an evaluation 
is needed. Your child’s doctor is your best source for 
recommendations on how to guide your child toward a heart-
healthy adult life.

DON’T RESTRICT CHOLESTEROL IN BABIES AND TODDLERS.

Fats and cholesterol are important for normal growth and 
development in young children. Very young children (from 
infants old enough to eat solids up to about age 4) who are 
physically normal and healthy should not have their diet 
influenced by adult concerns about foods containing fats and 
cholesterol. Depriving children of adequate amounts of these 
substances can hurt them.

Once they are old enough to eat solids, young children should 
be given healthy foods such as whole milk that provide fats as 
nutrients. But children shouldn’t be eating french fries every 
day.

See your pediatrician and ask questions if you have any 
concerns about the appropriate diet for your child.

OLDER CHILDREN AND CHOLESTEROL

Older children from about 4 or 5 should be transitioned to 
heart-healthy foods such as nonfat or low-fat milk. A healthy 
diet plus a healthy level of physical activity is most likely to 
give them a good start in life and minimize the risk of CHD.

ARE KIDS AT RISK? CONTROLLING CHOLESTEROL BEGINS IN 
CHILDHOOD.

Evidence shows atherosclerosis (fatty deposits of plaque in 
artery walls) begins in childhood and progresses slowly into 
adulthood. Then the condition often leads to coronary heart 
disease (CHD), the single largest cause of death in the United 
States. Other evidence says:

〉〉 Elevated cholesterol levels early in life may play a role in 
the development of atherosclerosis in adults.

〉〉 Eating patterns and genetics affect blood cholesterol 
levels and CHD risk.

〉〉 Lowering levels in children and adolescents may be 
beneficial.

Many studies show high blood cholesterol levels play a role in 
developing coronary heart disease (CHD) in adults. Research 
has also shown fatty buildup in arteries begins in childhood 
and is more likely with higher blood cholesterol levels.

WHO SHOULD BE TESTED?

Most children don’t need to have their blood cholesterol 
checked. Those who should be tested at age 2 or older include 
children with:

〉〉	 At least one parent with high cholesterol (240 mg/dL or 
greater); or

〉〉	 A family history of early heart disease (a male parent or 
grandparent with CHD before age 55 or a female parent   
or grandparent with CHD before age 65); or

〉〉	 Diabetes; or
〉〉	 Obesity.

In some cases, a doctor may recommend screening a child’s 
cholesterol level even without these conditions, especially if 
the child has other risk factors.

Cholesterol levels for children are not evaluated by the same 
criteria as those for adults. According to the National Heart, 
Lung, and Blood Institute of the National Institutes of Health, 
the following cholesterol levels apply for children between 2 
to 19 years old. 
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ADDING CERTAIN FOODS TO YOUR DIET MAY ACTUALLY 
HELP LOWER YOUR CHOLESTEROL AND DECREASE YOUR 
RISK FOR HEART DISEASE.

You know the rules. Eat less red meat, cheese and butter. 
Limit fried foods. Avoid trans fats. With so many things to cut 
out, what’s left to eat?

While heart-healthy eating includes lots of “no’s,” there are 
plenty of delicious foods you can eat without guilt. What’s 
more, adding certain foods to your diet may actually help 
to lower your cholesterol and decrease your risk for heart 
disease.

Unless you have a strong family history of high cholesterol, 
changing your diet is often enough to lower cholesterol to a 
healthy level. The key? You need to work certain foods into 
your diet - not just once in a while, but every day.

So get your shopping list ready! The foods listed below have a 
high soluble fiber content (and rich nutrients), or a healthy fat 
ratio. Soluble fiber binds with cholesterol, helping to remove 
it from the body. Certain fats, when replacing saturated and 
trans fats, can help lower cholesterol levels.

OATMEAL (AND OAT BRAN)

〉〉	 Take a half-cup of old-fashioned oats and add a couple of 
tablespoons of oat bran, some skim or soy milk (instead of 
water) and a sprinkle of ground flaxseeds.

〉〉	 Add a small handful of walnuts, sliced banana or chopped 
apple and a teaspoon of maple syrup for a touch of 
sweetness.

CARROTS/YAMS/SWEET POTATOES

〉〉	 Blend with chicken broth and sautéed onions for a creamy 
low-fat soup.

〉〉	 Bake or mash, then add trans-fat-free margarine and 
cinnamon.

〉〉	 Roast with onions and parsnips.

BRUSSELS SPROUTS

〉〉	 Sauté with leeks and garlic.
〉〉	 Bake in a casserole with brown rice and shredded low-fat 

cheese.
〉〉	 Roast with onions and add a dash of grated Parmesan.

DRIED APRICOTS/PRUNES

〉〉	 Mix with nuts for a quick afternoon snack.
〉〉	 Chop into cereal.
〉〉	 Dice and add to chicken salad.

BERRIES

〉〉	 Blend fresh or frozen into smoothies.
〉〉	 Add to cold cereal.
〉〉	 Top with low-fat sour cream or yogurt.
〉〉	 Add to low-fat cottage cheese and top with sesame seeds 

or nuts.

APPLES AND PEARS

〉〉	 Slice and eat with a smear of natural peanut butter.
〉〉	 Chop and add to tuna salad.
〉〉	 Bake and eat for dessert with a sprinkle of walnuts and 

cinnamon.

Combating Cholesterol: 
Fight it With Food
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BEANS/LEGUMES

〉〉	 Add chickpeas or kidney beans to your salad.
〉〉	 Make a hearty split pea soup.
〉〉	 Enjoy a lentil curry.
〉〉	 Mix pinto beans and brown rice with onions and stewed 

tomatoes.

OLIVE OIL

〉〉	 Use as a base for salad dressing with lemon or lime juice, 
garlic, salt and pepper.

〉〉	 Use to sauté your favorite vegetables.
〉〉	 Add to diced potatoes and roast with fresh pepper, onion 

and garlic powder.

AVOCADO

〉〉	 Spread onto toasted whole-grain bread and top with sliced 
tomato.

〉〉	 Mash for guacamole.
〉〉	 Chop into salads.
〉〉	 Slice and add to a turkey sandwich instead of mayo.

WALNUTS AND ALMONDS

〉〉	 Bake into quickbreads.
〉〉	 Add to cold or hot cereal.
〉〉	 Eat a handful with a piece of fruit for an afternoon snack.
〉〉	 Chop and sprinkle on a whole-wheat English muffin withn 

light cream cheese.

SALMON AND OTHER FATTY FISH

〉〉	 Bake with a topping of low-fat sour cream, mustard and 
dill.

〉〉	 Add cold fish to a mixed green salad.
〉〉	 Make salmon cakes with fresh or canned salmon.

FLAXSEEDS (GROUND) AND PSYLLIUM SEEDS

〉〉	 Blend into smoothies.
〉〉	 Mix into hot/cold cereal.
〉〉	 Use as a topping for yogurt.

No one food or supplement can work miracles, but upping 
your intake of nutritious foods can make a big difference in 
your cholesterol level. However, remember that any successful 
strategy must combine healthy eating, diligent exercise and 
stress reduction.



PHOTO©THINKSTOCK.COM


