
Supporting the “Picky Eater” who lives at your house 

It can be one of the more emotional subjects that parents bring up when discussing their young child’s 

growth and development: the fact that their child is refusing to eat certain healthy foods or even most 

foods in general.  Feeding and eating are tied so closely with care-giving and providing a child with their 

most basic needs, that the struggle to do this easily often causes parents enormous amounts of anxiety 

and stress.   

The truth is that picky eating is a relatively normal part of early childhood development.  Children will 

typically develop sensory sensitivities to food at about age two, and these aversions can last until age 

five or six.  It is around this age when children are beginning to exert some independence and control 

over their own choices, and, from an evolutionary standpoint, they are also learning that it is not 

necessarily “safe” to put everything in their mouths. 

Many children who have severe aversions to food may have good reasons that they are avoiding certain 

categories of food, whether this be a sensory reason, an oral-motor reason (some children simply do not 

have the chewing “skills” to handle all types of food), or perhaps they have had a bad experience with 

foods in the past.  What we may interpret as “difficult behavior” at mealtimes might just be your child’s 

way of telling you that certain foods are simply too difficult or scary for them.   

If we remember that children learn about their environment through exploration and play, we can apply 

this to the way that children “learn” about foods.  Children use all of their senses (touch, sight, smell, 

taste, sound) to take in information about their surroundings and become familiarized with their 

environment.  This is called “desensitization”, and it is also a wonderful way to teach children about 

food and eating as well.   

Consider the following tips when presenting food to your child who may have picky eating tendencies: 

• First and foremost, RELAX. Try and make mealtimes a positive experience.  Remember that 

when children become stressed or upset, their appetite decreases, making them less available to “learn” 

about foods or eat them.  

• As much as possible, try to establish a consistent mealtime routine. Having the family sit at the 

table for meals together is a good way to “model” feeding and eating skills. 

• Let your child “explore” and “play” with food.  In fact, encourage it!  Children who will touch and 

pick up food, squish it in their hands, wipe it on their bodies, bring it to their noses to smell, are 

participating in the learning process and becoming familiarized with the properties of the food.  They 

might not actually “eat” it the first, second, third, or tenth time that they are exposed to it, but it is 

nevertheless becoming a familiar and safe part of their environment. 

• Keep trying, and don’t give up exposing your child to a food.  It can take a long time before a 

food becomes “familiar” to a child.  Expect that they will say, “I don’t like it” if they have never seen it 

before, but set your expectations at the level that they can handle (ie. “Let’s just try keeping [the food] 

on your plate today”). 



• Try exposing your child to feeding and eating in different environments.  Take a snack outside 

and have a mealtime in a “fun” setting, like a picnic or bbq. 

• Give your child opportunities to try foods that are different temperatures, such as frozen 

popsicles, warm milk or chocolate milk, and even ice-cream.  These “fun” foods offer exposure to 

different tastes and textures as well, and help children to feel more adventurous. 

• Let your child be involved in the food preparation process.  Often children will become curious 

about foods when they have participated in the “making” of a meal, sometimes resulting in the tasting 

of foods that they otherwise would not be interested in. 

Remember that picky eating is a complicated issue, and is not resolved overnight.  Try and be patient 

with yourself and your child, and try to celebrate each small improvement (ie. “You took a small bite of 

strawberry today!  I know that was hard for you, but you did a good job.”)  

Questions about feeding, eating, and picky eating tendencies can be addressed directly through an 

occupational therapist or speech language pathologist.  Please contact your classroom team for more 

information and support. 


