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Back to school time means
helping your children develop
sound eating habits that can
last a lifetime.  Children get
the energy they need to grow
and learn from healthy food
choices.  Learn what you can
do, as a parent or caregiver, to
help children learn to eat well
and take the struggle out of
mealtime!

Helping Children Learn 
to Eat Well

Few things bring people
together like food.  Sharing a
snack or a meal creates the
chance for us to enjoy each
others company.  But with
children, too often food
becomes one more struggle.
When an adult tries to bribe,
tempt, nag and beg just to
get a child to eat healthier
food - it’s not much fun for
anybody!  There are ways that
you can reduce the struggle
and increase the enjoyment-
for you and for your children.
Planning meals and snacks for
children has two important
things - the food and the
company.  While working
together you are also helping
them to have fun learning
about food.  When everyone
is enjoying each others
company, it's easier to tempt
children to try more and
varied foods. 

Teaching children to explore
food can be fun for you and for
them!  The Food Guide Pyramid
is a helpful way to introduce
children to nutritious snacks and
meals. (see diagram on next
page)  Experts from the USDA
suggest that we eat a wide
variety of foods to help us get
all the nutrients we need.  So,
you need to offer lots of
different foods to children –
especially those with grains, fruits
and vegetables.  Because
many children don't like to try
new foods, involve them in the
preparation and offer each new
food several times.  By  the third
or fourth time you offer children
a food, they may forget that it is
new! 

(Resource:  Children In My Care, NYSOC&FS
and Cornell Early Childhood Program, Publ#
4598.12)

7 Things You Can Do
To Develop Healthy

Food Habits 
1. Learn sound nutrition and use the 

Food Guide Pyramid to plan snacks
and meals.

2. Offer a variety of foods and offer them
several times so children can get used
to them.

3.  Remember that you are responsible 
for what and how food is offered but
children are responsible for how much
or whether they choose to eat.

4. Eat snacks and meals with the
children. They're more likely to try
foods that they see you enjoying.

5. Involve children in cooking, setting the
table, and cleaning up.  Children often
are more willing to try new foods that
they help to prepare.  
(Even toddlers can help count and set
napkins at each place!)

6. Encourage a relaxed conversational
atmosphere at the table.  Never force
a child to eat.  Never use food as a
reward or punishment.

7. Help children learn about food by
reading stories and talking about food.

(Continued on next page)
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Breast milk is the recommended first food for almost
all children.  It provides all the nutrition a child needs up
to six months of age, and is free!  It is also easiest to
digest, protects against infection, and requires no
preparation.  In general, babies who are breastfed have
fewer problems with allergies, diarrhea, constipation and
colic.  Recently, research has also suggested that
breastfeeding can be
linked to children's
IQ's and later school
success.  For those
who choose not to
breastfeed, or can
not for a medical
reason, there are
quality formula
alternatives.  Ask your
pediatrician which is
best for your baby.

For both breast or
bottlefed babies,
solid food may be
introduced between
4-6 months of age.
This time frame may
vary depending on
the needs of your
child.  It is best to start
one food at a time
and wait about five
days before giving
the next new food.
This allows your baby
time to adjust to
each new food. If the baby is sensitive to a specific food,
it will be easier to determine which food may have
caused the reaction.

Six months is a good time to introduce the baby to a
cup for their formula or juice.  Using a cup will both
introduce a new skill and prevent baby bottle tooth
decay; this dental disease can be prevented by not
allowing sugars from formula and juice to stay in contact
with the baby's teeth, as they would with a bedtime
bottle.   Most generally, your doctor will recommend a
transition from formula to whole milk at one year of age,
but breastfeeding may continue beyond the first year.  

It is best to follow your doctor's guidelines regarding
your child's diet in the first year of life. Never feed your

infant honey during their first year as it may cause infant
botulism. 

Toddler, pre-school and school aged children will
continue to have slow and steady growth while they
gradually increase the amount of food that they eat.
Breakfast continues to be an important meal.  After
fasting through the night, the level of blood sugar (the

energy that is
available for the body
to use immediately) is
low.  It is important to
offer children low sugar
foods at breakfast,
including a protein
source, bread and/or
cereal, a fruit or
vegetable and milk.
Good lunches should
also include foods from
the four food groups
and portions will be
slightly larger for each
age group.  Dinner
should include a
variety of healthy
foods and is often a
time for the family to
relax and come
together after a busy
day.  

Toddlers are so
busy that they may
find it difficult to sit still

for meals.  Consider placing their food in bite size pieces
where it is easy for them to reach.  Then allow them to
"graze" on these healthy foods while they go about their
day.  Pre-schoolers and school aged children have a little
more patience for meals; but remember that it will be
hard for them to sit for a long time, and that their
stomachs "get full" faster than yours!

Recommended serving sizes for children are often
much smaller than a parent or caregiver realizes.  When
provided with a variety of healthy foods from which to
choose, most children will eat until satisfied.  Do not force
a child to "clean" their plate, nor reward them for "eating
everything" with a sweet dessert.  Instead, encourage
children to try many different foods and treat all food as
"fuel for the body and brain."  By doing so, you will help

Limit fats and sweets

2 servings from milk 
and meat groups

3 servings vegetables
2 servings fruit

6 servings 
from grain 
group

Use the Food Guide Pyramid to Plan Nutritious Snacks & Meals

Healthy eating begins at birth and should continue 
throughout the lifetime.  Parents are the first teachers for

setting the tone for sound nutrition.



your children to experience many new and different
tastes from whole foods that are rich in nutrients, and
avoid the empty calories that too many junk and sweet
foods provide.

Snacks are an important part of children's diets
because it is difficult for them to get enough calories in just
three meals (remember their small stomach size!) By
adding healthy snacks to your young child's daily food
intake, you need not worry that they are filling up, in
between meals, on "empty calories."   Snacks can be
nourishing as well as enjoyable; by arranging the foods in
a pattern on a plate, or involving the children in
preparation, you are helping your child learn to enjoy
their food.  If they get used to eating wholesome snacks
at an early age, they will be more likely to continue this
habit when the food choice is theirs.  Some examples of
healthy snacks might be fresh fruits and vegetables (lightly
steamed for older infants and toddlers), yogurt, shakes
made with fresh fruit and low fat yogurt or ice cream, low
fat cheese, peanut butter and whole wheat crackers.

Food allergies are the body's way of telling you that its
"immune system" mistakenly thinks the food is harmful for
the child.  Children can also suffer from food intolerances,
such as "lactose intolerance" which is the inability to digest
the sugar in milk products. Food allergies can occur at any
time and are common during infancy because their gut is
more permeable to proteins than the mature intestinal
tract.  Heredity also plays a role in putting the child at risk
of developing allergies.  If any family member is allergic
to foods, you may watch your child more closely for the
same sensitivity.  Families with a history of allergies should
strongly consider breastfeeding to strengthen the baby’s
immune system

Eight foods account for nearly 90% of food allergies -
milk, eggs, peanuts, tree nuts (walnuts and cashews, etc.)
fish, shellfish, soybeans and wheat.  Most children outgrow
allergies to eggs and milk, but allergies to peanuts, tree
nuts and shellfish are life long.  Because food allergies can
occasionally be life threatening, it is important to consult
your doctor immediately whenever you suspect a food
allergy.  Also, follow their recommendation before the
reintroduction of foods to which your child may have
previously been allergic.   

Ten Tidbits of 
Children's Nutrition 
"Do's and Dont's"

1 DO: Give your child 1% milk and low-fat dairy
products after age 2 years.

DON'T: Give your child whole milk and foods
containing whole milk after age 2 because other
food choices will provide enough fat.

2 DO: Remember that serving sizes are smaller for 2-3
yr. olds, slightly larger for 4-6 yr. olds, and nearly adult
sizes for 6-10 yr. olds.

DON'T: Fill a large plate with food for your child.
(Instead use smaller plates and utensils and serve less
– let your child ask for more!)

3 DO: Offer food to your child 5-7 times per day (3
meals plus snacks) at pre-determined times.

DON'T: Offer food to your child any time your child
asks for it.

4 DO: Make meal time a happy time and let your
child decide how much to eat .

DON'T: Force feed your child and make the child
finish her plate.

5 DO: Cut food into small pieces for toddlers, feed your
child when he is sitting down, and supervise him
while eating.

DON'T: Give very young children whole foods that
may cause choking (nuts, popcorn, raisins, grapes,
hard candy, hot dogs, baby carrots). 

6 DO: Give your child up to 8 ounces per day of 100%
fruit juice (orange grapefruit, pineapple blends) or
100% fruit juice mixed with seltzer.

DON'T: Give your child fruit drinks (Koolaid, fruit
cocktail mixes) which are usually water sweetened
with sugar and artificially flavored. 

7 DO: Give your child whole fruit (oranges,
strawberries, bananas, apples) and vegetables
(carrots, tomatoes, peppers, broccoli) which are
richer in important nutrients than even 100% fruit and
vegetable juice.

DON'T: Peel many fresh fruits and vegetables
because there are important nutrients in the skins of
these foods.  (but do scrub skins well!)

8 DO: Offer a whole meal to your child, which includes
foods from all of the food groups (whole grains, fruits,
vegetables, dairy, and proteins).

DON'T: Let your child request and be offered “empty
calorie” foods on a regular basis for meals or snacks.

9 DO: Keep your child physically active (play ball,
walk, dance).

DON'T: Let your child become a "couch potato" who
spends hours every day in front of TV.

10 DO: Remember that parents are responsible for the
food provided, when it is eaten, and where it is
eaten.  The child is responsible for how much to eat,
and which foods to eat, from the foods offered .

DON'T: Use food as a punishment or a bribe.  Do not
take away food or dessert if your child does not finish
a meal.
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About The Orange County Eating Disorders Action Team…
CLIP & SAVE!

Trail Mix
Mix together the following ingredients:

2 cups unsweetened oat cereal (circles)
2 cups unsweetened rice or corn cereal (squares)
2 cups unsweetened rice/corn cereal (hexagons)
1 cup small pretzels
1 cup raisins

This is an excellent snack to "take along" because it doesn't need to be kept cold or need
to be heated up. It is always ready to eat. This mixture can be made in bulk and kept in a gallon plastic resealable
bag or a 3-pound coffee can. For individual servings, use sandwich size resealable plastic bags. Let your children choose
their own favorite ingredients from healthy choices.

Eating disorders affect more than 5 million
Americans, the majority of them females.  According
to the National Institute of Mental Health, 15-20% of
young women have disordered eating, whereas the
male population is 5% and climbing.  A recent study
revealed that 50% of 4th graders (9 year olds) and
89% of 17 year olds have dieted, underscoring
America's obsession with thinness.  Left untreated,
eating disorders can have life threatening
consequences for females and males.  It is important
to know that treatment and help are available.

Under the leadership of the Mental Health
Association in Orange County, Inc., the Eating
Disorders Action Team was formed to address the
critical issue of eating disorders.    Their mission is
threefold:  Public Awareness, Identification of Need
and Development of a Community Response.  The
Coalition is comprised of individuals from schools,
colleges, mental health agencies, county government
and individuals recovering from eating disorders.  

For more information about eating disorders or to join the Coalition, contact the Co-Chairs:  
Debbie de Jong 294-7411 x248 or Dr. William Bassett 569-3530.

For Additional
Information on this topic:

Parent Resources:
Parents' Guide to Nutrition:  Healthy Eating
From Birth Through Adolescence, Boston
Children's Hospital.  Baker/Henry
Food and Your Child, Ed. Time-Life Books
Healthy Kids For Life, Dr. Charles Kuntzleman
Food Allergies - Keeping Kids Safe, Pulman,
Heidi, RN Magazine, June 2002

Children's Books:
Bread is for Eating, David and Phillis Gershator
Growing Vegetable Soup, Lois Ehlert
Cloudy With a Chance of Meatballs, 
Judi Barrett
Stone Soup, Ann McGovern
Web Sites:

www.aai.org – American Academy of
Allergy, Asthma and Immunology.  
800-822-2762

www.foodallergy.org – The Food Allergy and
Anaphylaxis Network. 800-929-4040

In Orange County:
Cornell Cooperative Extension – 
845-344-1234 Nutrition Program, EFNEP, 
Eat Smart New York
www.cce.cornell.edu/orange
Women, Infant and Childrens Program (WIC)
845-291-2044; 800-522-5006
Orange County Department of Health
ICHAP/Child Find 845-568-5280
Mid-Hudson Lactation Consortium
(Breastfeeding Information) 
845-928-7448 ext. 15
Eating Disorders Action Team 
845-294-7411 ext. 248


