
Butterfly Radio: Part 3 
Trust their tummies: How a child’s 
positive eating experience makes a 
lifetime of difference 

FLORENCE 
Hi Sylvia. Long-time listener, first-time caller. Love your show! 

SYLVIA 
Thanks, Florence. What’s on your mind? 
 
FLORENCE 
Our program is focused on serving children a diverse 
selection of healthy foods. But my kids are so picky! One 
little girl, Michelle, won’t eat a thing I serve, especially if 
it’s veggies or anything new. But the real problem is the 
amount of food they leave on their plates. I was 
throwing away so much food that I decided to make 
them sit at the table till their plates are empty. It’s the 
only way for them to get the nutrients they need. But I 
wonder whether it’s okay, forcing them to finish 
everything like that?  

SYLVIA 
I think there might be more effective ways to get Michelle to eat what you 
offer and, at the same time, not to throw away so much food—all without 
forcing her to eat. The key is to create a positive eating 
experience for young children, which simply 
means making mealtimes happy and enjoyable.  
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You can do this by regularly serving different types of 
foods in a pleasant and secure environment; then 
stepping back and letting them eat according to what 
their tummy tells them. It’s a simple idea with positive lifelong 
consequences.  

The idea comes from child feeding expert Ellyn Satter; she calls it the 
division of responsibility. I’ve put up a link to her work on our website. 
Basically, this means you’re responsible for when food is available, where 
you serve it, and what food is served, and the children are responsible for 
how much to eat or whether to eat at all.  

Are you with me Florence? 

FLORENCE 
This is a little different. But I’m listening. Go on.  

SYLVIA 
Ok, good. So, let’s begins with the “when” and “where.” 
 

You should serve children food during regularly 
scheduled meal and snack times, and only during 
those times. That way, children can be certain that if they don’t 

eat or don’t like the foods, or simply aren’t hungry at one mealtime, they’ll 
be able to eat at the next mealtime. This scheduling creates a secure eating 
environment free of anxiety. And as a result, kids can listen to their 
tummies and stop eating when they feel full. (Have a simple activity 
available so that children who don’t want to eat have something to do while 
the other children eat.)  

And just as you serve foods at the same time every 
day, you should also serve it in the same place 

Healthy Habits Champions © 2015 JD Andrews Foundation



every day: the table! It’s important to understand that having meals 
and snacks at the same table every day is key to creating a positive eating 
experience, and that table should be clean and organized, which of course, 
kids can help with.  

FLORENCE 
I mean, I think we do that. At least we try—with both meals and snacks. At 
our program, we actually serve family-style meals at the same times of the 
day. 

SYLVIA 
Excellent! That’s wonderful way to get kids to the table! For programs that 
can manage family-style meals, it’s a great way to introduce children to new 
foods, new tastes, and new menus. Children are often unsure about new 
foods, so seeing them and watching others serve themselves gets them 
interested. Family-style meals also let children decide exactly what is on 
their plate and how big a portion they want. They might choose not to serve 
themselves any food, or to serve themselves a lot or a little, and that’s just 
fine, provided that you ensure there are regular mealtimes each day.  

For those of you that don’t serve meals family-style in your program, you 
can still create a similar experience by asking children to open their lunch 
boxes or bags at the same time. Children can then put the food they want 
from their lunch boxes on their plates before they start eating. This will 
replicate the children’s experience of serving themselves and will allow 
them so see what others brought to school and are eating. It’s also an 
excellent opportunity to talk about cultural food preferences that families 
have. Again, they may choose to eat a lot or not at all, and that’s fine. 

If meals are provided by outside meal companies on pre-made individual 
platters, you can allow children to choose what they want to eat from the 
platter and not pressure them to eat more than that.  
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FLORENCE 
Ok, I get that, but still I’d worry that when children are allowed to decide 
whether to eat, they won’t get the nutrients they need—don’t I need to care 
about that? And if so, when food is catered or when families prepare 
lunches, that’s totally out of my hands.  

SYLVIA 
This is a good point since nutrition is the what in our discussion. 
Deciding what food is available to children is a 
major responsibility of adults when it comes to 

feeding them. But, it’s never totally out of your hands, even if the food 
comes from home. You can still help by creating a positive eating 
experience. You can also work closely with families or your director to show 
them how regularly serving children a diversity of foods from the five food 
groups is a great way to develop healthy eating habits – and that applies to 
any cultural setting or tradition.  

So again, adults are responsible for when food is available, where it’s 
served, and what food is served. 
 
Now, the child’s responsibility is to decide how much 
to eat of the different foods or whether to eat at all. 
Remember, if Michelle doesn’t want to eat, there’s no need to force 
her to eat. And if she only eats a little bit, or if she’s eating a lot that’s okay, 
too! If children are not being pressured, they will eat the amount that their 
body needs.  

FLORENCE 
That’s difficult to do, you know. I want the kids to grow up strong and 
healthy, but when I watch them pick at their food it breaks my heart, and I 
worry that I’m failing them, that I’m not doing my job. 
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SYLVIA 
Your heart’s in the right place, Florence! Don’t worry even when children’s 
intakes wildly fluctuate from day to day, even meal to meal—research has 
shown that over time, they will get the nutrition and calories they need 
when presented with a variety of healthful eating opportunities in a 
pleasant eating environment during a regular time. It’s important to trust 
the process, and with the right strategies, you can still help them grow up 
strong and healthy. Let’s talk about some of those strategies. 

Don’t pressure children about what they eat, if 
they eat, or how much they eat. Young children can tell 

when a caregiver is frustrated or worried, but they don’t understand why, so 
it only causes them anxiety and disturbs their meal.  

What do I mean by “pressure”? Pressure is, “If you don’t finish that 
spinach, you can’t go out and play.” But pressure is also, “Eat your spinach, 
it’ll make you strong!” Both types of pressure can have a negative impact on 
a child’s food choices. And since we more often pressure children about 
healthy foods, they are more likely to develop negative feelings about those 
foods.  

Instead of pressuring children to eat, use mealtime as an opportunity to 
introduce other key concepts related to the food they’re eating, for example, 
colors, shapes, textures, and sizes. Mealtimes are about so much more than 
just food. When children sit at the table together, they’re observing each 
other, learning new vocabulary, talking about their ideas and interests, and 
practicing skills like taking turns, passing things, and sharing. 

FLORENCE 
One of the little girls in my class won’t ever touch a vegetable, so I’ve 
stopped even trying. It seems like there’s nothing I can do to help her. 
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SYLVIA 
Believe it or not, young children might need to be 
served new foods up to fifteen times before they try 
them. Fifteen! Some children might take fewer times—and others 
might even take more—but kids need to be exposed to new foods A LOT 
before they voluntarily eat them.  

FLORENCE 
But what about the throwing away of food?   

SYLVIA 
Hard as it might sound, you might have to throw away some foods from 
time to time, because you don’t want to pressure the children to eat when 
they don’t want to eat. This may be especially hard to discuss with families 
where food is scarce, but if you practice what we discussed here, the food 
waste will get smaller as children learn to enjoy food and be open to food 
diversity—and you’ll have a better sense of how much food to make 
available. One way to limit food waste is to make available smaller portions 
of new foods to start, and then give them more of the foods if they want to 
continue to eat.  

You can also help by modeling good eating behavior, which means when 
you introduce a new food, you should be eating it as well. Children love 
their teachers, so if you eat the cauliflower, the children will see that, and in 
time, they might be willing to try it also. 

FLORENCE 
Okay…well, I’ll give these strategies a shot! This has been great Sylvia. Can 
you recap what you said? I don’t want to miss anything. 

SYLVIA 
Sure...Building a positive eating experience for children is about trusting 
that the children know how much food their tummies need, providing a 
good variety and balance of food for them to choose from each day at 
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regular times, not pressuring them about what to eat or what not to eat, 
sitting with them during mealtimes, and eating what they’re eating, 
especially when introducing new foods! And as part of your partnership 
with the children’s families, you can share this information with them! 
Remember, your job is to get children to the table and to put food on it—
their job is to eat!  

FLORENCE 
Thank you, Sylvia. I just have to do my part, and trust that the kids do 
theirs. What a relief not to feel like I have to control everything and get into 
a power struggle over food with the children. It sounds like a lot more fun 
for everyone, doesn't it? 

SYLVIA  
It certainly does!
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