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Sometimes a child adopts a self-imposed restricted diet.  He avoids fruits and vegetables.  Because he only eats certain foods, his intake of fruits and vegetables is inadequate and the variety of other foods is less than recommended for children his age.  Because the child only eats certain foods, increasing his tolerance for those items missing from his diet will be a challenge.  For now, he should use a multivitamin, such as Flintstones or Bugs Bunny.  His mother should have professional advice from a nurse specialist or registered dietician – someone able to analyze the components of his diet compared with recommended nutrition for his age and integrate that information into a behavioral plan practical for the child and his family.


Children with feeding problems usually do better eating with peers at school; children who are praised or pressured to eat, eat less and eat less well.  The child’s caregivers need to provide the opportunity to eat nutritious food and leave the choices to him.  He may benefit from oral motor assistance to supplement his behavior program.

Most children eat very little from age two to grade two (give or take.)  Their limited intake is very worrisome to parents because we generally associate good health with good appetite.  The reason young children need so little food is that their growth rate is so slow, especially compared to infancy and teenage.  

What children need is:

Water – lots of water and nothing but water to drink between meals - only “sit-down” snacks

Protein (eggs, beans, peanut butter, cheese, meat, chicken, fish, soy products, etc.) 


2-3 servings* per day

Fruits and vegetables – one or the other or both – with at least one source of A and C


5 servings* per day (juice – no more than 4 ounces – can be one serving per day)

Whole grains – cereals – cold or hot, rice, barley, breads, rolls, pasta, tortillas, etc. 


5 servings* per day

Milk products (if tolerated/desired) – cheese, cottage cheese, pudding, ice cream, yogurt


2-3 servings* per day (at most)

*A serving is the amount that fits into the child’s cupped hand.  
Parents’ job = prepare good food at the right time; offer only water between meals


(The right time is three meals – and one or two snacks a day if desired.)

Child’s job = decide how much of what foods to eat (at the right time)
When a child substitutes juice or Gatorade for water or fresh whole fruit, his body gets “tricked” into thinking he has gotten the good nutrition and hydration he needs for good health.   What children need is the whole fruit – even the beta-carotene doesn’t work if it’s not eaten in the plant “container” where it grows.  What children need is pure fresh water – in abundance – not chemical imitations.

For children who need to gain weight, judiciously add butter, cream sauces, cheese, dips, protein powder and other sources of calories to favorite foods.  Don’t overdo it; good things can be bad for kids if the balance isn’t right.  Resist the temptation to fix separate meals for that child or let him fill up on milk – or to feed sweets between meals “because he has to eat something.”  

Young children at an orphanage in Texas were allowed to choose any healthy foods they wanted to eat for an entire month.  There was no “junk” food and only water to drink between meals.  An aide monitored and recorded every bite each child swallowed.  At the end of the month, trained dieticians analyzed the records of food consumption.  Every child had selected a well-balanced nutritious diet over the month.  Some days were a little strange for some children – carrots and peanut butter for all three meals – no milk ever – milk at every meal – no vegetables, just fruit – no fruit, just vegetables.  Yet, however they did it, each youngster took in exactly the right amount of all the right nutrients over the month.  
If the only choices are good ones (and the taste buds haven’t been spoiled) you can trust your child to select a balanced diet over the long run.  Intake will vary with growth rate and activity level – naturally as it should.  Just remember – the secret is only good choices offered at only the right times.  Then relax and enjoy family mealtime.

If you can’t stop worrying, check with your pediatrician; you may need our registered dietician to help you.
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