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Helping Children Eat Healthier

Q. I have a child who is a very picky eater, how can I get them to make healthier choices and try new foods?

A.  Kids often learn by watching others. If they continuously observe you making healthy choices, then they may learn to make them as well. It is also important to include them in planning and preparing snacks and meals. At meal times, provide some foods that they like, but also offer a new food and encourage them to try it, or have them try some of the food off your plate. You can also offer healthy foods like fruits and vegetables in fun and tasty ways. Cut up a variety of veggies and serve with a healthy dip. Try to add extra veggies to soups or pastas like broccoli in macaroni and cheese. Make a smoothie out of fruit, yogurt, and ice. Add raisins to oatmeal or cereal. Make pancakes with bananas or topped with berries. The more you expose your child to a variety of healthy foods, the more likely they will eventually try them and learn to enjoy them as well. Remember, it may take up to ten tries for a child to finally start eating a certain food. 

Q. My family and I are always on-the-run, are there fast, healthy choices out there?

A. Believe it or not, it is possible to find healthy foods at a quick-serve or convenience store.  Many convenience stores now offer salads, soups, and sandwiches as well as healthy snacks like fruit, yogurt, trail mix, and granola bars. A good choice may be a small turkey sub or sandwich on whole-wheat bread topped with lettuce, tomato, onions, pickles and mustard. If you choose a salad make sure to get low-fat dressing. One packet of regular dressing can contain a surprising amount of fat and calories. Be sure to read labels, when possible and make choices that are lower in calories, saturated fat, and sugar. At quick serve restaurants go for a grilled chicken sandwich or wrap but hold the cheese and mayo and be sure to top it with lettuce and tomato. A small hamburger with ketchup and mustard is also lower in calories but skip the fries and choose a baked potato, apple slices, or grapes. There are also many entree salads such as a chicken Caesar or grilled shrimp salad but again, watch the amount of dressing.  For dessert try a small fruit parfait topped with low-fat yogurt and granola. 

Q. My children seem like they are always hungry, I know they are growing but how much food do they really need?

A.  Because children are growing, unless they are overweight restricting calories is not recommended. It is more important to look at what your children are eating and help them get a balance of the healthiest choices. According to the USDA My Pyramid for kids (www.mypyramid.gov ), children ages 6-11 need around 1,800 calories, 6 ounces of grains, 2 ½ cups of vegetables, 1 ½ cups of fruits, 3 cups of milk or low-fat dairy products, and 5 ounces of meat or beans. It is also important for kids to get enough whole grains like oatmeal and whole-wheat bread, cereal, and pasta. They should also limit sugary foods like soda, cookies, and candy and foods high in saturated fat like chips and fast-food.  For the health of your growing child make sure they are eating a well-balanced diet, limiting treats, and being physically active. If your child is overweight, talk to your pediatrician and a registered dietitian to get advice about the diet and exercise plan that’s appropriate for your growing child.
Q.  My family and I eat out often, how can we make healthier choices at our favorite restaurants?

A. Choosing healthy options when eating out no longer means you have to sacrifice taste. Many restaurants are offering healthier options like whole-grain breads and pastas, vegetarian choices, and even whole sections of the menu for the “health conscious.” If these choices are not offered you still have many options. Start out your meal with a broth-based soup or a salad with low-fat dressing. Look for entrees that are grilled and are prepared without a lot of extra sauces, gravies, or cheeses. Pair up your meal with a side of steamed veggies, a baked potato topped with salsa, or even a sweet potato. If the portions are large, try to share a meal or take half home for the next day. For dessert have a fruit cup, Jell-O, or sherbet. All of these are lower in fat and calories than the traditional piece of pie or cake. If you know what to look for it is possible for you and your family to continue to enjoy eating out and still eat healthy. 

Q. I am having difficulty getting my child to eat vegetables; what is a parent to do?

A. It is important to keep offering children vegetables even if they don’t like them the first time. It could take up to ten attempts before they start to eat a certain food. You can also serve them in different ways. For example if your child doesn’t like cooked broccoli, try giving it to them raw with a healthy dip. At meal-times always give something they like as well as a new veggie. Keep doing this until they at least try the new food. Another way to get kids to eat veggies is to incorporate them into a favorite food. You can add diced vegetables to meatloaf, burgers, and 
pureed veggies to sauces. Remember it is also important to set a good example, if children see you eating your veggies, they will be more likely to do so as well. 
Q.  My kids are starving when they get home from school and eat anything they can find, then when it comes time for dinner they aren’t hungry, how can I prevent this?

A. This is a common problem among school-aged children. You can reduce this by preparing a healthy and substantial snack that is easily accessible that will hold them over until dinner. A fruit cup with yogurt and granola, a half sandwich, or even bowls of cereal are good options. They could also eat the first course of dinner such as a cup of soup or mixed greens salad. If possible, you can also move your dinner time up and allow them to have a healthy snack later in the evening. 

Q. I sometimes prefer to pack my children’s lunch, please suggest some wholesome foods that kids will eat but are still good for them?


 A. There are many kid-friendly foods from each food group that you can pack in your child’s lunch.  Younger kids like finger-foods so make a peanut butter and jelly sandwich on whole-wheat bread and cut it into squares. Grapes, strawberries, or mandarin oranges are good choices from the fruit group. Baby carrots or other cut-up vegetables with a healthy dip may help kids to eat their veggies. You can also try topping sandwiches with lettuce and tomato. Vegetable soup in a thermos is another good option. From the dairy group you can pack milk, low-fat yogurt, or string cheese. As a treat pack a granola bar, an all-fruit roll-up, or a low-fat pudding.  For safety purposes use an insulated lunch bag instead of brown bags because most schools do not provide refrigeration.  

Q.  I want my kids to be more active, how can I get them off the couch and outside more often? 

A. First explain that being active is important for strong bones and muscles, having energy, and even doing well in school. Try to make it fun by making frequent trips to the park or playing Frisbee in the yard. You can also participate in activities with them such as walking, bike riding, or playing outdoor games. As a family you could make it a ritual to go for an after-dinner walk together.  You can also get them involved in after school activities or sports.  If television, video games, or the computer are posing problems, set a time limit.  To motivate your child even more try setting small goals and rewards to achieve together.
Q.  I am worried that my child is on the path to becoming overweight, is it safe to put them on a diet?

A. Diets for children are usually only recommended if the child is overweight and at risk for health problems. Otherwise diets may risk the health and growth of the child. Instead of putting your child on a diet, try to make healthy changes to the way they eat. If they are eating a lot of empty calorie foods like soda, chips, or cookies try to replace them with healthier options such as low-fat dairy products, fruits and veggies, and whole-grain foods. Children usually have a good sense of when they are hungry or full so allow them to use this as a guide and don’t force them to eat or not eat. Activity is another important piece to keeping your child at a healthy weight. Encourage this by going on walks or playing outdoor games with them. As long as your child is eating a balanced-diet with treats in moderation, and is physically active you should not have to worry about their weight while they are still growing. If your child is overweight, talk to your pediatrician and a registered dietitian to get advice about the diet and exercise plan that’s appropriate for your growing child.
Q. My child will rarely eat what I make for dinner; I don’t want them to go hungry so I cave in and give them what they want, what can I do in this situation?
A. You are the gatekeeper of what’s in the cupboard or refrigerator, so stock up on nutritious foods and allow kids to help you choose what’s for dinner from the available ingredients. Get kids involved in preparing meals; they may be more likely to try the foods. Offer variety, including foods that were rejected in the past, sometimes you may need to offer the same food many times before it’s accepted.  Try saving the meal for later and when they are hungry they can eat it. These are strategies you can try in order to help kids eat what’s on their plate. Choose the one that’s right for you.
Q. I get home from work fairly late, how can I still provide a healthy dinner for my family?

A. Planning is an important key to preparing meals when you are pressed for time. If you have time on the weekends, prepare and freeze foods like soups, stews, and casseroles and thaw them during the week when needed. Dishes like spaghetti, salads topped with tuna, or even some casseroles can be cooked in a short amount of time. You can also have family make-your-own nights. For example, buy pre-made pizza crusts and have everyone top their own with sauce, cheese, and veggies. Pair it with a salad or fruit.  You can also purchase deli meat, cheese, veggies, and condiments and have everyone make their own deluxe sub or sandwich. Many grocery stores also offer fully prepared meals and sides that you can pick up and take home. Be sure to choose food that are grilled or baked, and prepared without a lot of sauces, gravies, or cheeses. 

Q. What are the best choices for kids when eating out?

A. Most restaurants offer the usual kid-friendly items such as pizza, hot dogs, chicken fingers, and burgers, all served with fries. Some of these choices are better than others. A small personal size pizza paired with a salad or fruit can be a nutritious meal. You can also ask for grilled chicken instead of the fried chicken fingers. Many places usually have pasta as well. Top it with red sauce and add a salad for another healthy choice. Also be sure to substitute a baked potato, veggies, or fruit for the fries and start out with water, low-fat milk, or 100% juice instead of soda.  If there are no suitable options on the kids menu, order a healthier choice off the adult menu and share it with them, or take the rest home. 







Since everyone’s health history and nutritional needs are so different, please make sure that you talk with your own doctor and registered dietitian to get advice about the diet and exercise plan that’s right for you.  We hope that you find this information useful as general background relating to the topic you are interested in.
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