


Creating Successful Mealtimes
Eating is a skill we learn. Learning to eat is the most complex thing we do. It is a behavior, or skill, that requires every part of  our body: our organs, 
muscles, and senses. It takes time, planning, and can be a mess. Some children whiz through the developmental stages of  eating so fast you miss the 
actual steps involved. Others take more time to experience each step of  learning to eat. No matter what speed your child moves through oral motor 
development and food textures, you play a big role in helping your child enjoy meals. Here are a few tips for creating an environment that will invite 
your child to explore and enjoy food while learning the skills needed for eating.

Set the stage.
Lights! Camera! Action! Much like producing a good play or movie, setting the stage for a successful mealtime  requires planning.  As the producer 
and director, mealtimes require planning for success: the food, the tools, and even the process of  coming to the table. This includes having a chair 
that fits, using the right spoons or dishes, and avoiding unnecessary distractions such as the television or video games during meal times. Remember 
to include communication tools (such as communication cards or voice output devices) for children with disabilities along with any special feeding 
equipment.

Explore!
“What does it smell like?” “What does it look like?” “What does it sound like if  I throw it on the floor?” “What does it feel like if  I mash it with 
my hand?” These are all questions young food explorers must answer. Exploring food requires all of  your senses. Your child needs to smell it.  He 
needs to look at it. He needs to listen to it. He needs to feel it with hands, feet, face, mouth, and more. And he needs to taste it. Eating the food is not 
always the goal! When learning to eat, the physics of  food are as important as the nutrition, taste, and pleasure of  food. Your best defense is to plan 
ahead and join in the fun! Put sheets on the floor, move your child’s chair away from the wall, and have something to clean your child off  within 
arm’s reach.

Communicate!
Learning to eat is a social event. This means mealtime is good time for communication. Babies, toddlers, and children learn by watching and 
listening to you as you eat. They see your facial expressions, hear the tone of  your voice, and experience the give-and-take of  communication at 
mealtimes. Your children learn a lot from watching you! So be an active, responsive communication partner. Join in the fun: explore and 
talk about your food, with them.

As your child grows, mealtime remains one of  the best times to promote communicating and sharing. A study by Dr. 
Catherine Snow from Harvard’s Graduate School of  Education looked at mealtime and learning language. They found 
that the conversations around the family table teach children more vocabulary and forms of  conversation than they 
learn when you read to them. Other studies on family mealtimes show that sharing mealtimes may have a positive 
impact on grades, relationship skills, mental health, and lower drug use.

Eat together! Talk together! Learn together!
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