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Nurseries and schools offer a great opportunity for children with selective eating to build new food experiences. These settings will often have clear daily routines with established meal and snack patterns throughout the day.
This is really important as it gives the child a sense of security, allowing them to know when and what to expect from a mealtime. It also helps them stimulate and recognise hunger cues.
Environment
Childcare settings also offer a unique opportunity to explore new foods through mealtimes and play experiences. These new experiences allow children to build interest and confidence to try new foods. Watching other children and adults
eat allows the child to copy and model the same behaviours.
The following information can be used to help consider ways to support a child who struggles with foods:
Routines
•
•
Create a calm and relaxed dining area.
Ensure children are sitting in appropriate seating to support their posture. The ideal sitting position for eating requires the hips, knees and feet to be at around a 90-degree angle with the weight evenly distributed and the feet grounded on a flat surface.
The child should be able to reach the table with ease.
Consider the noise level, smells and how busy the dining area is – many children may find noisy environments or bright lights
overwhelming. Others may benefit from having something to distract them if they find meals challenging, for example gentle/soft music playing in the background.
It’s important to allow children to explore foods therefore ‘traditional rules’ around table manners may need to be relaxed to support the child.
Consider allocating a member of staff to support the child so they can build more confidence and seek help if they need it.
Allow children to explore food without the need to eat it. Activities could include growing and picking fruit/vegetables, role play cooking and picnics, arts and craft activities using food, reading stories and singing songs about foods.
•
•
•
Use a visual chart to display daily meals and schedules.
Give a 5-minute warning so they can finish what they are doing and prepare for a meal.
Implement small tasks before eating such as washing hands and setting table. This allows children to become focused and minimise other distractions.
Limit meal times to around 30 minutes and snacks to 15 minutes.
Use non-food rewards to support positive eating
e.g. stickers and reward charts.
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
Cookie
Apple
Banana
Carrot
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Food choices
Anxiety
•
Empowering children with choices by giving an option of two foods from the daily menu
e.g. pasta or rice, this gives them a sense of control without having too many choices
Always offer accepted foods alongside new foods
Even if they only eat a few foods from each food group, this will still be contributing valuable nutrition.
Be responsive to feeding cues and allow the child to eat to appetite. Signs that may tell
a child has eaten enough for their appetite include playing with food, pushing food away, turning head away when offered a food, closing mouth when food is offered, losing interest in the mealtime, slowing pace of eating, appearing tired.
Being aware of our own relationships with food: children are able to pick up on signs and signals that we show towards foods. Labelling foods as ‘good’, ‘bad’, ‘nice’ or ‘yucky’ can result in children developing poor relationships with food. Trying to engage children’s senses to explore and describe the foods properties
e.g. this tastes sweet and juicy
Avoid offering excessive bottles of milk as this will limit appetite at mealtimes. Offer all drinks in open cups or free-flow beakers.
It will be important to make sure that you understand the ‘safe’ foods that the child will eat and ensure that these are available.
If a child feels anxious and worried at mealtimes this can reduce their appetite and increase their sensitivities around the foods being offered and the environment they are in.
•
Strategies to help support children to feel relaxed at mealtimes:
•
•
•
•
•
•
Cool sips of water Singing a song
Taking a break from the action
A moment to stop and look at something interesting (also known as mindfulness)
Squeezing a soft ball or play dough Blowing bubbles
Go outdoors for some fresh air
Breathing exercises
•
•
•
•
•
Communication
•
To allow the child to thrive in different settings it is helpful for families and carers to discuss experiences and progress. It is not always
helpful to discuss challenges in front of the child so consider how you will set time aside to update each other on what’s been happening at home or in nursery/school.
•
Approaches that should be avoided: -
or
•
•
•
•
Describing food as good or bad. Pressure or forcing a child to eat Bribing the child
Hiding or mixing foods the child refuses in foods they enjoy
Letting a child go hungry or withholding accepted foods
Not allowing the child to partake in play or other activities until foods are eaten
•
•
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