
 

Butterfly Radio: Part 4 
Celebrate special occasions: How to 
teach children excitement about all type 
of food  

SYLVIA  
Okay, we have Kaylee from Sacramento, California. You’re on Butterfly 
Radio.  

KAYLEE  
Oh my God! I love your show Sylvia!  

SYLVIA  
Thank you Kaylee. How can I help?  

KAYLEE  
Okay! So two months ago, I was really thrown for 
a curve ball. We were in a training session and the 
trainer was talking about nutrition and health, 
and she says, point blank, don’t serve young 
children birthday cake on birthdays. (pause). 
Exactly. I was like, hold up, what?! Don’t serve 
birthday cake? I make birthdays the most fun days 
of the year! Our entire class looks at the birthday 
chart every day to see when the next birthday is. And if I stopped baking the 
strawberry caramel chocolate love bomb cake on someone’s birthday, I 
mean, my kids would revolt or go on strike or something.  

SYLVIA  
Sounds like a pretty good cake.  
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KAYLEE  
I think it’s a little extreme to say you can’t ever serve cake to young 
children. The kids are so ex- cited to have the cake for that special person 
on that special day!  

SYLVIA  
I think it is a little extreme. Here’s the deal: if adults didn’t make such a big 
deal over sugary foods, then children wouldn’t either.  

Adults are so conflicted these days about serving sugary foods to children 
that oftentimes we either choose to ignore the issue altogether and end up 
serving sugary foods or dessert everyday, or we totally banish sweets from 
the menu, forever! Instead, we want to balance sugary foods in children’s 
diet with all other foods, because our bodies need sugar to function. We 
want children to see sugary foods as just another food, not as something 
super special or forbidden.  

Let me show you, Kaylee, how we can serve sugary foods to children to help 
build up their healthy habits.  

KAYLEE  
Okay. I’m really curious now. It seems like you’re saying it’s okay for me to 
serve the birthday cake, but there’s more to the story right?  

SYLVIA  
Right. It all comes down to how we frame sugary 
foods; how we talk about them; and how we 
present them to children. Let’s examine what happens at 

one end of the spectrum, when, for example, we serve sugary foods as 
dessert every day.  

Calorie-dense sugary foods can taste really good to young children. 
If you set up a pattern of desserts after every meal, 
then children might only eat lunch or dinner in 
order to get to dessert; they see dinner or lunch food as an obstacle 
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on their way toward enjoyment of the dessert. In the short run, this might 
get children to eat their lunches or dinners, but they’re not developing a 
habit for appreciating and enjoying balanced meals that are so important 
for their lifelong health. We don’t want children to develop a habit of loving 
only sugary foods, but to find happiness and joy in all kinds of food.  

KAYLEE  
Ok, we shouldn’t serve dessert every day....  

SYLVIA  
Another challenge with dessert is that if children eat lunch or 
dinner AND then dessert, they can get into the habit of 

overeating. Why? Well, a child might eat dinner until he’s full, 
and then eat dessert, even though his stomach already feels full. 
Alternatively, he might not eat enough of the high 

nutrient foods at lunch or dinner, because he is “saving 
room” for dessert. Both of these situations aren’t great, but they 
come about from a regular pattern of serving desert.  

KAYLEE  
Interesting, are there any ways to avoid that?  

SYLVIA  
One thing to consider is to serve dessert with the 
meal itself. I know that might sound a little radical, but child 
feeding expert Ellyn Satter suggests that’s one way you can help. Children 
will then see sugary foods as just another food to eat, and not a special 
thing at the end of the meal. Of course, I know that might be difficult to 
implement since it’s so engrained to have dessert after the meal, so just be 
mindful to not make dessert a regular event, but something that’s only 
served occasionally. And remember, dessert doesn’t have to include typical 
sweets. You can serve fruit or cereal for example.  
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KAYLEE  
Okay. Okay. So what happens on the other end of the spectrum?  

SYLVIA  
Great. Let’s go there. At the other end of the spectrum is never exposing 
children to sugary foods or restricting their access to it.  

Beware of restrictions. Psychologically, restrictions with food are very 
tricky. If we restrict or eliminate dessert or sugary 
foods entirely, that can backfire by children 
developing a longing for those very types of foods. 

Eventually children ARE going to be exposed to the foods that are not the 
healthiest, and adults won’t always be there to guide them, and children 
will eat those foods not because they’re hungry or because they really like 
those foods, but as a response to not being allowed to have them in the past. 
I’ll give you an example that comes from a caller several weeks ago. We 
were talking about sugary cereals and how she was never ever allowed to 
have them as a child. Then, the moment she could make her own decisions, 
she would gorge on them. She said it got even worse at college when she 
could have unlimited amount of the stuff at the schools cafeteria!  

KAYLEE  
Well, what about rewarding children with sweets?  

SYLVIA  
We want to be careful about using food as bargaining chip with children. 
Lots of teachers and families will reward a child with a cookie or some 
other sugary food, because she finishes her spinach or her beans, or 
because she “behaves” during mealtime. Rewarding children 
with sweets makes them think that sweet foods are 
more valuable or better than other types of foods, 
because they get them for making the caregiver happy. 
Framing any food as a reward works against the important healthy habits 

Healthy Habits Champions © 2015 JD Andrews Foundation



we are discussing today, especially the habit of enjoying the variety of all 
types of foods.  

And as I’ve said already, habits that are formed in these early years are very 
hard to break. Just think about it: adults often reward themselves with 
sugary foods, often in unhealthy portions. And this habit starts when we’re 
young. If you want to reward children for a job well done, simply highlight 
it when a child does something positively. This gives them a lot of internal 
pride, which, builds positive self-esteem and resilience.  

See, by serving sweets regularly, or by restricting sweets, or by using them 
to reward and comfort children, we skew children’s eating experience.  

KAYLEE  
You’re right. Children love sweets, so to us adults using sweets is an easy 
way to get children to do what we want them to do... But hmmm... I never 
thought that using sweets this way can impact children’s relationship with 
all other types of food and their healthy habits. So, how should we handle 
sweets?  

SYLVIA  
Well, it’s good to expose children to sugary foods 
occasionally without framing them as good or bad, 
but as a part of the variety and balance of foods 

available for them to enjoy.  

Snack time, for example, presents a great opportunity to introduce children 
to sugary foods in a controlled and intentional way. I’m not suggesting you 
serve sugary foods at every snack time, but if it’s done occasionally then 
children learn that sugary foods are just foods that they eat from time to 
time, but not all the time. It helps make sugary foods not seems so special 
or forbidden.  

Remember that snack time is really important to a child’s overall nutrition, 
and, of course, there are loads of healthful snack ideas, so remember that 
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snack time doesn’t always have to be “sweet time.” Just as snack time can 
be an opportunity to expose children to sugary foods, it can also be a time 
to expose them to other new foods, such a new fruit or vegetable.  

KAYLEE  
Okay, I hear you, I’m with you; I love children and I want to make sure that 
they grow up healthy. But you said not to reward children with sweets, and 
I’m worried now that serving my special birthday cake is a type of reward. 
Is that right? I mean, I just want to express my love for them...I’m not 
trying to reward them.  

SYLVIA  
Of course you want to express your love for them! And this is a great 
question, because there’s a difference between rewarding a child for doing 
something “good” and simply celebrating a child on his or her birthday or 
celebrating some other special occasion, like a harvest festival or Cinco de 
Mayo or Valentine’s Day. Celebrating special occasions teaches children 
about diversity of social traditions, about cherishing special times and 
special people, and that’s why special occasions are great teachable 
moments.  

What I’m saying is that special occasions don’t need to 
revolve around sugary foods, even your love bomb cake. 
Rather, the cake can simply be a part of the celebration. That way the 
sugary food is not seen as such a big deal. Instead of focusing on the cake, 
focus on reason for the celebration in the first place! Some ways you can do 
that is to encourage children in preparations for the celebration, to set up 
the table in a special way, and to decorate the classroom. You can ask 
parents who come from different cultural traditions for ideas as well. Show 
kids that there are countless ways to show happiness, mark a special 
moment, or celebrate a special person.  

KAYLEE  
It seems that a lot is in the hands of our creativity when we organize special 
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occasions or when we serve snack... I’m guessing we should model these 
behaviors as well.  

SYLVIA You got it!  

KAYLEE  
No quick cookie “rewards” in the teacher break room.  

SYLVIA  
You’re right on Kaylee! And I can guarantee you that children notice it 
when you eat a cookie yourself during break time.  

KAYLEE  
One simple question about birthday cake, and I feel like I’ve discovered a 
whole new world! 

SYLVIA  
You’re so enthusiastic! I love it. Use that enthusiasm to share all of this 
information with the families of the children you care so much about.  

Colorful cakes, whistling lollipops, and sticky cotton candy all speak to 
children’s imagination and taste buds, and they help build those happy 
childhood memories of carefree fun with friends and loved ones. Let’s just 
remember to treat sweets like any other food, don’t favor it and don’t 
banish it. Allow children to explore it as part of the variety and balance we 
spoke about earlier.  
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