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Recently I had the delightful opportunity of spending 
a weekend away with my two nephews, Andrew and 
Kurt, who are 2 and 5 respectively. It was especially 
enlightening, as well as entertaining to observe both the 
children and their parents at mealtimes. 

Andrew usually had a smorgasbord of food at meals. 
He reminded me of a professional taste tester. Andrew 
seemed oblivious to the rest of us as he sampled a variety 
of small morsels artfully served to him by his mom and 
dad. He was thoroughly engrossed in the sensory experi
ence of dining. His hands, face, table, floor, and sometimes 
the wall, were telltale signs of his enjoyment. 

On the other hand, Kurt was more interested in trying 
the same foods as the adults. It was also very important to 
Kurt that the food be served on the exact same dishware 
that his parents were using. Kurt tried a little of every
thing but after a short time at each meal he would retreat 
to his legos. 

The most notable aspect of my observations of meal
time was the calm manner and understanding approach of 
the parents. Too often we worry needlessly about our 
children's eating habits making mealtimes stressful and 
placing too much importance on food. With a little insight 
and a lot of patience we can make, mealtimes a snap 
instead of a struggle. 

Did you know most infants triple their weight during 
the first twelve months of life, so they spend a great deal 
of time in their parents arms drinking their bottles or 
nursing? After the first year the growth rate of babies 
slows down considerably and therefore less food is 
required. The toddler becomes more independent and 
mobile. There are many more exciting things to do besides 
eating. During this developmental stage the toddler has 
little tolerance for sitting in one place for any length of 
time. They often eat on the move. Preschoolers sometimes 
have more staying power, but small quick meals are more 
compatible with the under five crowd. 

Children can be the best judge of what and when they 
eat. Our responsibility is to purchase, prepare, and serve 
good wholesome food. The rest is up to the child. We can 
be positive role models by showing children good habits 
around eating but basically each child will develop their 
own patterns. If a child's daily intake seems low, remem
ber that youngster's nutritional intake can be measured on 
a weekly basis. It does not necessarily have to meet daily 
standards as we would for ourselves. Also, our habits 
have been developing over many years where they are 
only just beginning to experiment with what is comfort
able for them. So if you feel time is a battle, you may want 
to employ these ideas to foster good eating habits. 

s	 Toddlers like to sample a wide variety of food. Try a 
nibble tray using a muffin tin, ice cube tray, or any 
serving dish with sections. Put bite size portions in each 

section. Some suggestions are banana slices, small 
broccoli florets (steamed), cantaloupe slices, cheese 
cubes, cereal O's, tomato wedges, hard boiled egg 
wedges, and orange slices. 

.. Dipping food is always a hit and you may be tempted to 
join in. Healthy but fun dips include cottage cheese, fruit 
juice or preserves, guacamole, cream cheese, peanut 
butter, pureed fruit or vegetables, French vanilla yogurt, 
or plain yogurt with juice added. 

.. Servingware has a lot to do with sparking appetites. For 
a change try using your child's toy dishes. The colors are 
usually bright and alluring. You can also use a set of 
plastic measuring cups, or wafer ice cream cones. 
Munchkin size food ensures success, for instance, mini 
bagels, chicken nuggets, miniature muffins, and tater 
tots. 

.. On to the real challenge. For some reason veggies spell 
doom in most households. Children should be offered 
three to five servings per day. The serving size for 
children under five can be a tablespoon for each year of 
age. In other words, a two year old who consumes two 
tablespoons of veggies three to five times per day is on 
target. To encourage this habit try a vegetable garden 
this summer. Have your child help plant, tend, and 
harvest. They should be curious enough by the end of 
summer to actually eat the fruits of their labor. If none of 
the above work, you can always camouflage vegetables 
in other favorite dishes such as rice, mashed potatoes, 
cottage cheese, cream cheese, and macaroni and cheese. 
At our house we used a plain white sauce, with food 
coloring added, to pour over carrots, onions, cauliflower 
and brussels sprouts. 

.. It is most important to remember that children's 
tummies are tiny. You may be surprised to know that 
your child's stomach is the size of his/her fist. Serve 
small portions and give refills only if the child requests 
them. Food should be available to children every two 
hours during the day. Following this timeframe allows 
for stabilized blood sugar which helps keep the child on 
an even keel. Hungry children tend to get"cranky" and 
irritable. 

.. Some days children may not want solid foods but prefer 
to drink their meals. This is fine occasionally. Make silly 
shakes with fruit juice or milk. Mix with wheat germ, 
yogurt, vanilla extract, peanut butter, or egg beaters, 
and serve with a wide straw. Avoid any drink made 
with raw eggs. 

.. Let your child choose the menu. Pizza for breakfast is 
great, as is fruit and cereal for supper. Be flexible. Let 
the children decide. 

These suggestions and ideas should ease mealtime 
stress for you and for your child. But remember that your 
child's appetite and choices will vary day to day. The key 
is to relax and enjoy watching your child grow. 


