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Fostering Healthy Eating 
Habits in Your Child Care 
Facility 

 

As a child care provider, you play an important role in supporting children to develop 

good eating habits and to feel good about eating. Young children are learning to accept 

a wide variety of foods and master eating skills and table manners. Learning to accept 

a new food can take many tries. Pressure from adults to taste or eat a food slows down 

the process.  

It works best when adults and children take on separate roles at meal and snack times. 

 

Caregivers are responsible for: 

•  What food is offered (some parents 
may send food from home) 

•  When food is offered 

•  Where food is offered 

 

Children are responsible for: 

•  How much to eat (and in what order)                       

•  Whether and what to eat from the    

     foods offered 

 

Create a Positive Eating Environment 
 

· Offer routine meal and snack times, about 2-3 hours apart. 

· Sit and eat with the children, role modeling good eating habits, manners, etc. 

· Avoid distractions at eating times (e.g. 

screens, toys, other children playing). 

· Let children serve and feed themselves, 

with help when needed. 

· Avoid pressure to eat or taste a food. 
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What if a child doesn’t want to 
eat? 

Avoid pressuring a child to eat. It’s nor-

mal for children to eat only a small 

amount or sometimes not eat at all.  

Consider that the child: 

· May not like/be familiar with the food 

· May not be hungry 

· May be feeling unwell (illness, stress) 

· May be tired 

Invite them to sit with you and the other 

children at the table to keep you       

company.  

You can remind the child there won’t be 

another opportunity to eat until the next 

meal or snack time.  

What if a child wants to eat 
more? 

Allow children to decide how much to 

eat at meal and snack times. Have extra 

food available.  

If a child wants food between eating 

times, offer water to drink and remind 

them it will be time to eat soon.  

Appetites go up and down from day to day.  

Children know best how much food they need. 

Plan Regular Snack Times 

Routine snacks are part of healthy eat-

ing. Snacks help prevent hunger-related 

mood swings, give children energy for 

active play, and are needed to meet the 

overall nutrition needs of young chil-

dren.  

 
Serve snacks at regular times (2-3 hours 

before or after a meal) and have chil-

dren sit and eat together at the table. 

Grazing on food from an open snack ta-

ble and sipping on milk or juice between 

eating times can result in poor eating at 

mealtimes. It can also lead to tooth    

decay.  

Trust children to eat the right 
amount  

Teach children to listen to and trust  

their bodies to know how much to eat. 

Pressure to eat a certain amount (e.g. 

coaxing, bribing, rewarding, withholding 

dessert, or requiring a certain number of 

bites) interferes with a child’s ability to 

self-regulate their intake. 
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When Parents Provide a Packed Lunch 
 

Support children as they make choices about what, 
how much, and in what order to eat the foods from 
their lunch box (until around 2 years of age, toddlers 
will need you to choose what to offer). 

 

 

 

 

 

· When a variety of nutritious foods are provided, a child will gain adequate nutrition 
over the course of the day regardless of what order food is eaten.  

· Avoid commenting to children about foods brought from home in a way that labels 
food as “healthy” or “unhealthy” and “good” or “bad”. 

· Children may be curious about the food in another child’s lunch box. Invite children 
to talk about the different kinds of food they like to eat at home.  

Tips for Offering New Foods 

· Let children know how a new food might taste or feel in their mouth. For example: 

 “This is tapioca pudding”.  It is smooth and sweet with little bubbles in it”. 

· Let children decide for themselves if they like a new food.  Use language like:  

“See what you think” instead of “Try it, you’ll like it”  

· Keep offering foods, without pressure to eat, even if they have been rejected be-
fore. It is common for young children to refuse a new food 10-15 times (or more) 
before they will eat it. Try preparing it another way  (e.g. instead of carrot sticks, 
try grated carrot, roasted carrots, or carrots in a soup). It’s ok to use a rejected 
food as an ingredient (e.g. carrots in a carrot muffin), but don’t try to hide it —
children won’t learn to like carrots that way.  

Can you pick out 
the foods you 
would like to eat for 
lunch?” 

So far you’ve picked 
your cookie; what else 
would you like? 

You don’t want your 
sandwich right now? 
Let’s see what else 
is in your lunch. 

     When Child Care Facilities Provide Food 

· Plan menus with variety. Don’t limit your menu to 
“kid” foods. 

· Offer foods from all 3 food groupings in Canada’s 
Food Guide at meals and from at least 2 food 
groupings at snack time. 

· Include familiar foods along with new foods. 
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Communicate with Parents/Guardians 

Let parents/guardians know about your nutrition and 

feeding policies and communicate about how eating 

is going. It’s helpful for parents to know how much 

of a packed lunch their child eats, but avoid sending 

uneaten perishable food home as this poses a food 

safety issue. 

When there are concerns about food sent from home:  

Avoid commenting to a child if their lunch contains less nutritious foods or not enough 

food. Many factors (e.g. income, culture, familiarity and parent work schedules) influ-

ence what  is packed. Instead, have nutritious foods on hand to supplement a child’s 

lunch and offer resources on packing lunches to all parents. If this is an ongoing con-

cern, speak to the parents/guardians privately to assess the situation and see if sup-

ports are needed.  

 Online Healthy Eating Courses and            

Workshops for Child Care Providers 

Appetite to Play 

www.appetitetoplay.com/training 

The Healthy Eating E-Learning module shares how to sup-
port healthy eating, create a positive food environment, how 
to engage and support families, and about cultural practices 
in various communities.   

For more information: 

· Resources on the Interior Health website: 

 Nutrition resources for Child Care Providers 

 Healthy Eating in Child Care 

· Appetite to Play www.appetitetoplay.com/ 

· Call 8-1-1 to ask a registered dietitian your feeding and nutrition related questions. 

Talking to Children about Food 

Children are likely to be more hesitant to try foods that are labeled as “healthy” and 

more eager to try foods labelled as “treats”. Labeling food as “unhealthy” or “junk 

food,” can also lead to feelings of shame and guilt around eating. Call a food by its 

name or simply call it “food.” 


