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Special thanks are in order for everyone who submitted questions about kids, food and cooking during my recent live interview on Gather.  I was struck by the thoughtfulness of your questions and realized that answers to questions would have benefit for more people than just the asker.  Because we were not able to get to every question submitted during the hour-long interview, I have addressed these additional questions here.  If I have missed your question or another question occurs to you, please let me know and I will get in touch with you with an answer.  Getting kids to eat well and empowering them to make good food decisions can be a challenge, so sharing ideas and asking questions can, indeed, make it a bit easier.

Picky Eaters:
How can I get my 4 year old to eat new foods? He won't try anything new.
Jenn L.,
Jenn L: The key to trying new foods is repetition.  It takes nearly a dozen tries before a child accepts a new food.  Model eating the food but don’t insist that he try it or eat it.  Like magic, he eventually will.  Pick something and keep us posted!
 

My last straw was when I made Zucchini Muffins and everybody kid ate them and begged for more....EXCEPT mine. There's just no fooling her. Have you got more tricks I can try.???
She's nine going on 39 so I have to be clever.
Otelia S.,
 Otelia S.: I think she might benefit from a cooking class.  There are lots of great cooking classes for kids these days, even at grocery stores.  She may “take vegetables more seriously” at home if she feels like she is an expert on how to cook them.  When you have some kind of veggie you need to use up (like zucchini or carrots or eggplant), if you allow her to use the internet, ask her to find you a couple recipes that she might like.  Once she’s invested in the process, she may be more willing.
 

My 15 month old daughter won't eat any fruit. I've tried everything I can think of, she just spits it out.
Kathy D.,
 Kathy D.:  This sounds like a texture issue.  My guess is that your daughter loves crunchy/salty foods.  Try to change the texture of the fruit.  Try apple and banana chips or fruit leather.  Also, cut fruit (strawberries, bananas, mango, mandarin oranges) into tiny bits and freeze it.  This gives fruit more “bite” and makes it more palate friendly.  You can mix it into ice cream, too.  Good luck!
 
It's hard to get my 8 year old to eat anything new. He eats the regulars around here but anything else he turns his nose up at. I can't wait to see what ideas you have.
Aubrey :)
 Aubrey: When the unusual becomes the regular, he will be more inclined to eat it.  Kids refuse new foods on average of 12 times.  My wonderful parents would cave in and feed me pb&j when I cried at the table over pork chops and potatoes au gratin, and I grew up to be a very picky eater until my early 20s.  So, keep introducing new foods.  Also, ask him his favorites and brainstorm together other foods that have the exact same ingredients---lasagna is just spaghetti, frittata is just eggs and veggies and cheese (like an omelet), pot pie is just dough, chicken and veggies.  When he sees food as comprised of individual components, he’ll come around.
 

 

My little boy who is almost 2 is such a picky eater. How can I get him to eat more the yogurt, cereal and mac n cheese? I worry he isnt getting what he needs since he will so very seldom eat more then the stuffI mentioned?
Wendy A.
 Wendy A:  Again, this is all about repetition.  A tiny scoop of something new next to mac and cheese will get tasted.  At age 2, diversion tactics can also work by adding whipped cream, cheese or sprinkles to just about anything.  There are even fun cupcake toppers (Wilton makes them, and you can find them in craft stores) which make new foods infinitely more interesting. 
 

My son will be 3 in January. He's a pretty healthy eater. We have a very strict rule that no fast food is allowed in the house, so he's never had any. His favorite veggies are lima beans, believe it or not. But, I can't get him to eat sweet potatoes or mashed potatoes. If I give him mixed vegetables, he will eat the lima beans and corn, and not touch the rest. I'm trying to get him to eat as many servings of fruits and veggies as I can each day and to get him to eat a variety of different things. But, it seems like he's stuck in a rut with the lima beans and corn and won't try other veggies. He'll eat all fruits, so that's not a problem, but the veggies are a bit frustrating. I know there are so many other veggies out there that he could be eating and getting the nutritional benefits from, but he refuses. Any suggestions?

Also, what do you do when their eating habits change? For instance, when he was younger, he LOVED everything. There were no foods he would turn away. He would literally eat anything you put in front of him. But, since he's turned 2, he's been more picky and is starting to refuse foods. How can I get him back into that "try anything" kind of attitude?

Thanks!!
Jill~Sexy Back~ V.,
 Jill: Sounds like your little lima bean is going through some discovery phases.  Just like adults pick up a fancy for something and then tire of it, kids do too.  For the mashed veg, try to have him help you or watch you mash the potatoes.  As weird as this seems, he isn’t recognizing the food as vegetables---it sounds like he defines vegetables as identical individual tiny units like corn kernels or beans.  Mashed veg violates this definition.  If there was a way to cook with beans to show him that beans don’t always look like beans, that would be helpful---making hummus or black bean dip comes to mind.  For food curiosity, just keep putting new stuff on the plate and don’t bring it up or compel him to eat it---just keep putting it on the plate and he’ll take to it eventually.
 

 

Help. My three year old only eats chicken nuggets. I can't get him to eat any other meat or types of chicken.
TANYA G.,
Tanya: There is something about the nuggets that he likes that seems absent in other foods, like the breading or the fat content in the nugget (they are often “fully cooked” in fat before they are frozen, which is what makes them crisp in the oven).  Try serving soft, moist, pulled or cubed white chicken breast meat for 2 weeks.  Only reintroduce the nuggets sporadically.
 

My son is not old enough to have tastes yet but my nieces are REALLY picky. What is the best way to get them to try new things? Do you think that having them help with the cooking might do it?
Katherine M.,
 Katherine: Great question.  Yes, that is my whole philosophy for cooking.  I was intensely picky as a child and only learned to love food through learning to cook as an adult.  Cooking helps us feel more control over what we eat plus it makes us proud of the end product.  I find that cookbooks (especially ones with lots of pictures like the DK cookbooks) excite a child’s imagination and are really great gifts.
 

Healthy Food: 

  
How can I get my 4-year old to eat healthier when two-thirds of meals are eaten away from home in daycare because of the odd hours I and my husband work? I am lucky if I can make her 6 well-balanced meals per week.
Bonnie D.,
 Bonnie: If you pack meals for her, be sure to use plenty of fresh fruits and veggies and look for healthy snacks like frozen no-sugar fruit bars.  If the daycare provides lunch, ask them to provide one or two fresh servings of fruit or veg each day.  You pay for daycare, and they can do better than frozen chicken nuggets and noodles.  To get inspired, Google Jamie Oliver’s school lunch initiative—he brought a lot of attention to eating healthier lunches in the UK.
 
What are healthy alternatives to the ole' standby "fish sticks and mac & cheese?"
And my second question...My son loves lunchable type foods for school lunch but they are so UNHEALTHY...do you have some healthy ideas similar to the lunchable type foods that are healthy?
 

Stay at Home Mom 1.
 SAHM-1: Getting kids to eat fish can be difficult, but I have found tons of kids who love salmon in my cooking classes…go figure?!  More realistic alternatives would be something with yummy cheesiness and starch that sort of simulates the fish breading.  So, a taco casserole might be something that could work---use lean beef or ground turkey, use low fat cheese sprinkled and melted on top. 
Lunchables:  these are all about pre-planning or cooking deliberately for the purpose of making your own Lunchable.  So, when making dinner, deliberately make an extra quesadilla (with finely shredded veggies hidden in it) for the lunch box.  Make extra silver dollar sized pancakes and throw them in the freezer and toss in the lunch box.  Make gelatin blocks with fruit in them.  Use reduced fat cheese and reduced fat breads.  Also, find a really cool container—packaging is what makes fatty meats and crackers appealing.
 

* My son won't eat meat. I can only get him to eat sliced turkey breast deli meat, and I supplement his protein intake with hard boiled eggs, but he refuses to eat the egg yolk! He won't eat beans either, so I worry about him getting enough protein.
* My son wants to "help" in the kitchen. All the kids ideas I've seen so far are for unhealthy foods like cookies, cakes, and assorted salty snack mixes. What foods can I make in the kitchen for him that aren't sugar and starch?
Rachel D.
Rachel D.:  This meat aversion sounds like a texture issue.  Does he eat anything else from the deli?  Turkey breast has a specific mouthfeel--it has texture, is relatively dry and is soft on the palate when chewed.  Finding other proteins that simulate this would be helpful.  Moist finely pulled white chicken breast meat would probably be similar.  I bet he would eat very, very tender beef, like long-braised beef or corned beef.
 

Here in Colorado, we're always looking for healthy meals and snacks that can be taken "on the go" -- field trips, hikes, etc. But with the growing number of food allergies among my 9-year-old son's classmates, it's no longer as easy as packing a peanut butter sandwich when I'm looking for something portable that he'll eat. Any suggestions for foods that can make healthy lunch standbys when he's out and about?
Michelle T.,
 Michelle T: Any kind of “hand food” leftovers would be great—think pizza or falafel.  Pita sandwiches are great, especially with hummus for added protein.  Tortilla rollup sandwiches are great, too. 
 
Can I get kids interested in making their own school lunches? I often don't have the time to make these meals, and hate having them eat cafeteria food every day...
Michelle Lopes
 Michelle Lopes: Make lunches a required chore that you oversee.  Have the kids make a master list of lunch items they like breaking foods into categories like: types of sandwiches, types of fruits, types of snacks.  Have them write it our or type it up, then make a bunch of copies.  Each week ask them to circle what they want.  This becomes part of your grocery list.  Then hang the sheet on the refrigerator so kids can remember as they pack their lunches.  A list like this is already included my Gather.com article on making lunches.
 

Quick Fixes:

My busy life doesn't give me the chance to shop for and cook healthy wholesome meals for my family all the time. What would you suggest I do; so that we eat delicious, nutritious yet convenient meals that everyone can help prepare more often?
April H.,
 April:  I am a huge fan of cooking on Sunday and eating through Friday.  You can put meals in the freezer and they are way healthier than convenience foods.  Enchiladas are one of my favorites (low fat sour cream)!  Also great and convenient are soups, especially soups made in a crock pot.  It may be worth investing in one for your family.  Chicken tortilla soup is great, as is pumpkin soup and minestrone!  A good way to let lots of veggies!
 
My children love to cook with me, all three of them. They will even prepare meals from shopping to table on a budget we set for them. Can you reccomend an entire meals worth of simple and healthy recipes? Recipes that taste terrific and ease the chaos of child + flour = huge scary mess!?
Kerry I'm a lemon now... so wear goggle's,
Kerry:  I love packet cooking for kids.  Have a look at the Reynolds foil website for lots of ideas.  Basically, add a protein, aromatics and veggies, bake and wait!  This paired with a salad and baked brown sugar bananas over ice cream would be great.  Antipasto + lasagna + tiramisu ice cream parfaits.  Minestrone soup + turkey panini + spinach salad. 
 
How can I find the time to prepare healthier meals, even if it's the day before? Time is my worst enemy in the kitchen!
Mary M.,
Mary:   Buy foods that have the work done already—diced onions, washed salad greens, rotisserie chicken…incorporate these into meals that you can make double batches of, one to each that day and another to “bank” in your freezer.  Get a crockpot with a removable bowl---put all the ingredients together the night before then just set it in the electric console part in the morning.
Miscellaneous: 
I was curious what you think about 'lying' to your kids about what's in something. My son swears he hates tomatoes. He's five and even though a couple of years ago he loved eating them he won't anymore. Now if they're mixed in something, like stewed tomatoes in a soup or tomato sauce he'll say he loves it. I don't tell him there are tomatoes in it and if he asks, I'll say, "I don't know."
Jackie W.
Jackie: Ask him who he knows that doesn’t like tomatoes.  I bet someone said it and he picked it up and began parroting it.  Buy a tomato plant (there are great indoor ones to be had), wait and watch…he’ll be interested again. 
 
I am vegetarian & my daughter is almost 6 months old, so she is getting to the age where we will be introducing foods to her. My question is how vegetarian friendly is this book? My husband isn't vegetarian so I am not sure that my daughter will be 100% vegetarian.
Tami F.,
 Tami:  DK’s books have lots of non-meat preparations and lots of international influences.  You’ll find lots of great ideas.

What's a good and safe way to start teaching my son on cooking? I let him help out on certain things but am worried about him being around the stove and hot things.
Lisa H.
Lisa: Establish really clear rules and boundaries.  Have him help prep food rather than cook it.  Have him make foods that go into the oven—he will have all the satisfaction of preparation without the danger of the stove.
 
Our problem is that we are in a food rut. We eat the same meals for dinner over and over and over. There are about 5 things our whole family can agree on (tacos, spaghetti, mac and cheese and maybe a couple others). What else is out there that a family of four (two of the four are ages 6 and 7) can agree to eat? Oh, Dad does almost all the cooking and this frustrates him to no end to come home from a long day at work and have people complain about or just plain not eat what he makes for dinner! Thanks!!
Beth S.,
 

Beth S.: Think of 5 different restaurants that your family might dine at (like TGIFridays, Cheesecake Factory, etc), then go to their websites and print out the menus.  Have everybody talk about or read and mark up the dishes Try to identify foods that you all “might” orger but never do because you go for an old standby…these are the dishes to experiment with at home.
 
Click here if you would like to read the live interview from 9/26.

*_*_*_*_*_*_*_*_*_*_*_*_*_*_*_*_*_*_*_*_*_*_*_*_*
Are you expecting? Are you already a mom? Share tips and fun ideas for families at Parenting.gather.com. To join click here.
 



12 comments:
Michelle W., Oct 11, 2007

Thank goodness my girls were never picky eaters and neither is my granddaughter. She has always been willing to try anything she saw me eating. I guess if MawMaw likes it, it is good! LOL



Jill B., Oct 11, 2007

That's great...I wonder what foods you are shocked that your kids eat....do they love broccoli? oatmeal? olives?



Andrea Pettay, Oct 12, 2007

Great article. My son is 10 mos. and is in the 'will eat ANYTHING' stage. I'm hoping he'll remain an adventurous eater. Implementing your tips should certainly help. Thank you!



C C, Oct 12, 2007

These are some very good tips. I could learn something from you.



Kathy D., Oct 12, 2007

Thank you for answering my question! I will try to freeze some fruit and see how she likes it!



Pamela L., Oct 12, 2007

I see your focus is primarily on helping young children move into healthy, well-rounded, culinary adulthood. That is great.
I live with my sister who "cooks" two things: Taco salad and tuna salad. I am the cook in the house and have no problem with that. Except she is an adult picky eater. What a pain to watch an adult shut down thier mind and their palate just like a three year old.
Her likes: Salt, butter, coffee, onions, alka-seltzer, mexican food, corn on the cob, bacon, cheese, chili, cream-based dips and chips, coffee-butter-onions (repeated for emphasis).
Dislikes: Any meats cooked anything less than very well done, eggs the same way, any foods that might have gristle (sausage, meats), most veggies, orange juice, breads with seeds on it (poppy, sesame, etc.)
Problems: High blood preasure, high cholestoral, pre-diabetic.
She's an adult and I have to let her eat what she wants. 
Against my better judgement I revealed to her that I mixed regular table salt with salt substitute. I had been doing it for about a year with no comments from her. When she found out, she refused to use the table salt, swearing that it tastes funny to her.
At this point in her life I am not looking for solutions. I just think its funny (and a little annoying for [me] the cook). 
So, if only to turn your kids into normal adults, teach them to appreciate a wide range of foods NOW.



David C., Oct 12, 2007

good article, appreciated by this parent of a picky 2 year old!



Jill B., Oct 14, 2007

Pamela: Thanks for sharing. Funny thing is, that's exactly where I found myself in my early 20s. I had a corporate job and often took lunch meetings. I always eyed the kids menu (good old, familiar grilled cheese!) and then ordered the plainest salad or pasta I could find. Many people fall into the habit of eating "ditto foods"--they are all basically the same kind of refined carbs. She may be an adult supertaster, and there are support groups for that. Try Googling Adult Picky Eaters.



ChrisJerri S., Oct 14, 2007

I'm years past trying to get kids to eat healthy. I remember, many years ago, when my daughter held spinach in her mouth for hours later after dinner.



Risa G., Oct 15, 2007

I think some vegetable puree in the mix of the food would take care of all your problems without the children knowing. I've been doing this even before Jessica Seinfeld came out with her new book. I put zucchini into my pizza crust (remove the green skin), and pumpkin puree in with pancake batter. 

I have a picky kid but he is now going to be 12 tomorrow and has decided that it is just easier to eat the food than to argue about it. So he has been trying almost everything. I had problems with him for the last 10 years. I have found that if you keep putting the new foods under the nose of the child that eventually he/she will try it. Also make it kid-friendly - put cheese on top (parmesan works wonders) and hide veggies and other foods into the things they like. Make your own chicken nuggets and put some carrot puree in with the mixture, or some tofu ground up into the mix. The secret is making your own foods, not buying already cooked ones. Convenience foods have too much salt and then you are getting your children used to things that are too salty. Same thing with overly sweet desserts.

I suffered for years. I know where all of you are coming from. It is getting easier finally. I still have quite a ways to go getting him to try things that I haven't cooked - he is still picky when we get to restaurants, parties and friends homes. He sticks to burgers, hot dogs, grilled cheese, ravioli or any kind of pasta, or mac n cheese when we go out. He is much better at home.



Jill B., Oct 19, 2007

Risa:

Thanks for your wisdom, esperience and great practical ideas. I would love to hear if others have had success with the purees. The Sneaky Chef is another great book on the topic....now if the fast food places could figure out how to sneak in super anti-oxidant purees!



Jodi G., Feb 8, 2008

thanks for your advice, my 10 yr old has the texture problem. I'll try the freezing idea.



