Tips for Eating – Sitting Down and Trying New Things
by Susan Van Wyck Pope

If you want your children to eat better, it is a good idea to get them used to sitting down to eat.  Your children will do what you do, so if you tend to walk around eating, your children will want to do the same.  Your children will also want to eat what you are eating, so try to have one meal for the family.  Do not offer multiple choices for each family member.

If you want your child to sit at the table and eat, you will need to sit with them and eat with them (at least initially).  Turn off the TV, talk to your child, and try to make it enjoyable.  

Tips for “on-the-go” eaters:

If you currently have a child who runs around the house eating and you want them to stop and sit at a table, here are some steps you can take.

1. Establish that food is kept on a plate on the table.  You child is free to get up between bites or take breaks, but must actually sit at the table to eat.  

2. Do not give your child attention for leaving the table, only give them praise for coming back and sitting for longer periods of time.  Children want your attention, so give it to them for doing what you want them to do, sitting at the table.

3. Eliminate distractions, put the toys away before dinner, turn off the TV, and try to make the table the most interesting place to be in your house at the time of a meal.

4. You child must be hungry to eat so if you want to have specific mealtimes, make sure that snacks are not available for at least 90 minutes prior to eating.  This includes juice and milk.  Water only, 90 minutes before meals.

5. Once your child has the concept of “eating at a table”, start putting a time limit on how long they have to eat.  A good starting place is 30 minutes, your child can come and go at will, but the food will be taken away at 30 minutes.  It helps to have some sort of timer so that kids can see that you are not “making this up”. It is VERY important that you stick to your guns during any tantrums that may happen because dinner time is over and your children are still “hungry”.

6. Encourage your child to take several bites at a time before leaving the table to wander.  Do this while shortening the time that the child has to eat to about 15 minutes.  You can shorten by 1 minute a day, or one minute a week.  It is not realistic to expect kids to sit at a table to eat for more that about 15 minutes on a daily basis.  There may be days when they want to stay longer, but have 15 minutes be the minimum.
7. If you want to offer dessert as an incentive, do it within the confines of the established time limits.  For example, if your child wants dessert, they must finish their dinner (or however much you determine is appropriate) and be given dessert within the established time frame.  After the established time frame is up, if they leave the table, all food is taken away.

Your child may go to bed hungry or upset, but the reality is that they will not starve. Make sure that you do not give them a big glass of milk or juice (it is the same as food) before bed.  This way, they will wake up hungry and you can give them a good breakfast.

Tips for picking the menu:

Give your children choices, do not let them dictate what you will serve.  I advocate picking most of the items on a menu and then giving your children choices such as: milk or juice, green beans or carrots, potatoes or rice.  Once they pick, they have picked and cannot change their mind.  DO NOT GIVE BOTH CHOICES.  If you have two children, let each child make one food decision (for everyone) and then let each pick their drink.  For example: serve chicken, let one child choose between green beans and carrots, and the other child choose between rice and potatoes.  Then let each choose what they would like to drink.

DO NOT ASK YES or NO QUESTIONS unless the child can actually choose.  Don’t ask “Are you ready to eat?” if it is time for dinner.  Say “It is dinner time, come the table and sit down”.

Introducing New Foods:

Children are naturally defensive towards new foods and new things can be scary to children.  Remember that children like schedules and sameness. It makes them feel safe.  Different children have different tolerance to newness.  You know where your child is on this spectrum.
First!  PLEASE do not let your own preferences play out on your children. If you don’t like something, don’t make a big deal of it, it may be something your child DOES like, and the goal is for your child to eat a variety of foods and textures to be health.

Experts say that children must try a new food between 5 and 20 times to actually decide if they like it or not.  This works for adults too. The more stress put on a situation, the more likely your child is to “not like” new foods.  Here are some basic guidelines using carrots as an example:
Children should tolerate carrots on the table without difficulty.  In a bowl, on a plate move the plate closer to your child.  

Children should tolerate carrots on their plate/tray.  Tell them they don’t have to eat it, it just needs to be there.  Once they know you are not going to try to make them eat the carrot, they will usually ignore it. That’s fine.

Children should tolerate touching the carrot.  You can have your child pick up the carrot to throw it away or move it to make room for more food.

Children should tolerate the food to smell or lick it.  Again, when the pressure is off, children will usually smell and even lick new foods as a way to growing more confortable with them.  

Cut the carrot in to TINY pieces, talk about how much you love carrots, talk about how lucky we are to have carrots.  Eat carrots yourself.  Ask your child to smell, lick and taste the carrot.  If they do, say “Great!  I love it when you try new things!”  If they like it, encourage more bites and serve carrots again soon.  If they say they don’t like it, say “Great!  I love it when you try new foods.”, move on, serve carrots again soon.

