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Throughout the preschool years, as boys and girls are exposed to an increasing variety of solid foods, they develop the ability to distinguish specific tastes. Now, the physical and sensual pleasure they derive from eating many foods increases. Youngsters look forward with genuine delight to meals, snacks, and specific food treats.

Starting when a child is around age two or three, a new dimension gets added to this generally happy picture—something that can best be described as "the nuisance factor" of food. Eating is no longer something that's just for enjoyment. Now it becomes an activity that involves rules, regulations, and parental expectations.

For example, at family meals, two- and three-year-olds are usually expected to sit at the table for what may seem to them like an endless period of time. Young children are asked to observe formalities: to put food in their mouths and not in their hair or on the floor; to use a fork and spoon instead of fingers; to resist the impulse to lick the ketchup bottle or empty the sugar bowl. (I've noticed that these last two activities often occur when two- and three-year-olds eat with their families in restaurants.)

No Peas, Please
Just as they're faced with the expectation to act grown up at the table, preschool children are also expected to sample unfamiliar tastes and textures. Parents gradually introduce increasingly complex foods—foods that are sour and sweet, hard and soft, chewy and crisp—into their children's diets, and youngsters may have their first experience with foods that are hard to chew (like meat) or have a strange taste (like pickles). So it isn't surprising when children resist or fail to cooperate. The word no pops up with amazing frequency: No, I'm not hungry; no, I don't like tuna fish; no, I won't eat the peas.

Refusal to eat or misbehavior at the dinner table may strike a parent as an act of disobedience or as a deliberate provocation, but this is usually not the case. The child is probably not trying to manipulate his parents. Consider, instead, that he's making a statement about autonomy by taking charge of one of the few things that he can completely control: what goes into his body. (Conflicts over eating are similar to those that take place over toilet training, which involves taking control of what goes out of the child's body.) A youngster is asserting his individuality through an expression of food likes and dislikes, as he also does when he insists on choosing the clothing he will wear.

The best thing for parents to do when eating becomes an issue is nothing. It's important to remember that, short of bribery (at best) or force-feeding (at worst), there is really nothing that a parent can do to make a child eat. Also, by overreacting to a child's problematic behavior and trying to control it, parents may start to become manipulative.

Here are some ways to minimize typical conflicts about foods:

Keep a variety of healthy foods on hand. If a child refuses to eat one cereal, for example, offer another that's equally nutritious.

Don't expect terrific table manners. It isn't until a child is four or five years old that she can be counted on to routinely use eating utensils with facility or to sit at the table for more than 15 minutes. Your expectations should correspond with her abilities.

Emphasize that nutritious foods also taste good. One of the reasons that children may develop an exaggerated liking for sweets is that cake and cookies are often used as rewards. Instead, use dried or fresh fruit or flavored yogurts as special treats that are both delicious and healthy. Don't encourage your child to think of vegetables as bad-tasting foods that he must force himself to eat simply because they're good for him.

Set a good example in your own eating habits. Now that you're teaching your child good nutritional habits, evaluate the family's diet. Children will be confused when they see parents indulging in the sorts of high-fat, high-carbohydrate foods they're supposed to avoid. This is a great time to make necessary changes.

Be aware that children have special physical needs. When your child says he doesn't want to eat because he isn't hungry, he isn't necessarily being difficult. He may simply be telling the truth as he understands it. Often, reluctant eaters are more cooperative when they're given smaller, more frequent meals, or when they're offered a main meal in the middle of the day rather than the evening.

While a preschooler's eating habits are sometimes hard to deal with, it's important to keep in mind that mealtimes represent some of the few occasions when families can be together. The emotional and social environment that surrounds the sharing of food is important to a child's feeling of attachment to parents and siblings. At the same time, the sense of autonomy he derives from being in control of this important aspect of daily life contributes to the development of a strong sense of self.

Take-Away Tips
· Avoid giving your children mixed messages about nutrition. Take a good look at your family's diet and, if necessary, make changes.

· If your child says no to one food, offer an alternative that's equally nutritious. The important thing is not to become overly controlling or too easily provoked by her choosiness. —K.R.
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