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By the time a child is 5 years old, he should be regularly be eating a well-
balanced diet consisting of vegetables, fruits, dairy products, meat and 
grains. Five-year-olds can sometimes be finicky eaters, refusing to eat 
certain healthy foods while preferring to eat junk food. Other common 
eating problems in children include eating slowly, becoming easily 
distracted and asking for the same food repeatedly. Some children refuse 
to eat themselves and expect to be fed. 
 
Nutritional Requirements 

 
Although the amount of food she eats every day will vary, there are 
minimal nutritional requirements for your 5-year-old. According to the 
Kentucky Cabinet for Health and Human Services, your 5-year-old should 
be eating between three and four servings of milk or dairy products.  
 
A serving is 1/2 to 3/4 cups. Two to four servings of meat -- between 2 
and 4 tablespoons -- should be consumed. Four to five servings of fruits 
and vegetables also must be part of the menu.  
 
A serving is 3 to 4 tablespoons. Three to four servings of grains round out your child’s nutritional requirements. 
An example of a serving of grain is one slice of bread or 1/2 cups of cereal. 
 
Teach About Nutrition 
 
The U.S. Department of Agriculture has revised the food pyramid to teach parents and children good 
nutritional habits. Sometimes a 5-year-old who is refusing to eat can be persuaded to do so if given 
information about why you are asking her to eat certain foods. The pyramid concept has been replaced with a 
plate with different food groups, represented by different colors. Orange represents grains; green represents 
vegetables; red represents fruits; blue represents dairy; purple represents meat; and yellow represents oils. 
Each slice on the pate is proportional to the amount of each food group your 5-year-old should be eating. 
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Set a Good Example 
 

Sometimes modeling good behavior for your 5-year-old is 
more effective than lecturing. Set a good example 
regarding what you eat, allowing your preschooler to 
mimic you. If your preschooler is reluctant to try new 
foods, for example, try these foods yourself first, saying 
how interesting or tasty they are.  
 
If you are trying to get him to eat some of everything on 
his plate, do so yourself. Fruits and vegetables should be a 
major part of your diet if you want these to be a major 
part of his diet. Eat with your child so he can see your 
good habits. Pack extra fruits and vegetables for yourself if 
you want him to eat these items that you have packed for 
him. Cook with your child to teach him how eating healthy 
can be fun and easy. 
 
Offer Multiple Choices 

 
Offering several choices within one food group encourages your 5-year-old to eat a well-balanced diet, while 
respecting her taste preferences. Offer small portions of a variety of foods, encouraging children to try two 
spoonfuls of each.  
 
While 4 ounces of juice is optimal, too much fills up a child with sugary calories, so try cutting back if she’s not 
hungry at mealtimes. Choose fat-free dairy products to reduce fat while offering dairy. Stock your cupboards 
with low-fat, low-sodium and low-sugar healthy foods rather than over processed foods high in empty 
calories. 
 
Make Mealtime Pleasant 

 
Set the stage for healthy, relaxed meals that will encourage your preschooler to eat by maintaining a regular 
meal and snack schedule. Share positive conversation during meals to make this activity pleasant. Turn off the 
television to eliminate this distraction.  
 
Let your 5-year-old feed himself with a spoon and praise him for being mature. Offer many smaller meals -- 
between five to six times every day. Try new foods multiple times, encouraging your child to try them at least 
eight to 10 times. 
 
The more a parent pushes, the more the child pulls. It's the nature of life. If I keep telling my child to "eat, eat, 
eat" the child is not going to eat and if I tell the child, "stop eating so much, that's enough" the child is going to 
find ways to sneak food and eat even more than he would otherwise. So how do we do it? How does one 
achieve short-term and long-term goals?  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



First-know what your obligation is as a parent: 
  
A parent's obligation is to provide nutritious food for their child 
and to make sure it is available. If a child is hungry, they'll eat. 
(Also I would ask my pediatrician if the child is really 
under/overweight or if he is just too thin/heavy in my eyes. If 
the doctor is not worried, you shouldn't be either.)  
 
If you are not filling them with candy and snacks and they have 
no other choice I guarantee you that by the end of the day 
they'll eat something that you give them.  
 
Remember as well that children have small stomachs! They 
might need to eat smaller amounts in more frequent sittings. 
Also sometimes kids are so active and are having a good time 
playing that they forget to eat.  
 
You can call them, have everyone sit down and say, "It's meal time now." No force, if someone is hungry they 
eat, if not, they don't, but this is what we are doing now, sitting at the table.  
 
The issue then is not about the food, but about the activity. There are times to eat and times to play. On the 
other hand if you find your child overweight and eating all the time you can do the same. "It's playtime now, 
not time to eat. If you are hungry, let's sit at the table and eat." If the child is hungry, they need to eat.  
 
If they are eating too fast and want more, you can suggest, "Let's take a few minutes to digest and if you are 
still hungry I'll be glad to give you more." After a few minutes they might realize that they are full and again 
instead of making an issue about the food, the issue is about eating slowly and listening to your body's natural 
level of satiety.  
 
Second-Educate: 

 
If we force our children that they absolutely must eat their chicken and peas because we are worried about 
them receiving enough protein, I promise you they will hate them and it will be an ongoing battle. What you 
can do is teach your child about the importance of vitamins and minerals. At their age level explain what iron 
does for the body and why we need calcium. Explain to your child what sugar can do to their teeth and the 
advantage of eating whole grains. 
 
I started explaining to my child even before he was three about trans fats, artificial coloring and preservatives, 
and the importance of fiber and whole-wheat. The same year he told his pre-school teacher who offered him a 
white flour pita that we only eat whole wheat bread because "it's healthy and we want to be strong". At five 
he comes home with treats from school and asks me, "Mommy, does this have trans fats?" If the answer is 
positive he himself throws it in the garbage. Educate your children so that they themselves can make wise 
decisions.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Third-Relax! 
 
This was the hardest one for me, the Johannesburg organic granola hippie child. If your child receives treats 
from friends' birthday parties and from school, don't take them from him and say, "No, no, no, no!" You will 
get the reverse affect and make the treats even more desirable to the child.  
 
I have one neighbour whose children ask other children to hide their treats for them so that they can eat them 
when the mother is not looking because she is so strict about sugar. While I would never encourage my 
children to eat junk food, I won't deny it to them either. I will go as far as to read them the ingredients (see 
above for educate) and I will offer them substitutes as an exchange. 
 
 If they take it great, if not, I let them eat it. Nine times out of ten they don't even end up eating it and the junk 
goes into the garbage (where it belongs). I find that the more relaxed I am, the less they want it.  
 
Of course if your child has an allergy or medical condition being relaxed doesn't apply and in that case you 
need to take the food away from the child.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Fourth-Choose your battles: 

 
Like I said earlier, don't make issues about food; instead make issues about values. You just cooked a 
wonderful dinner and your child looks at it and says, "Yuck. I want spaghetti." Again, don't argue about the 
chicken and the peas, but you can teach your child about consideration for others and about being happy with 
what one has. Instead of forcing them to eat the dinner you can say, "Mommy worked hard to make a special 
dinner and this is what there is, if you are hungry, you can eat it and if not, then don't, but I can't make 
anything else."  
 
 
 



Fifth-Involve them and be patient-they'll grow out of it: 
 

Involve your children as much as possible in making meals. If they put in their own energy to make them, it will 
be more of an incentive for them to eat them. Have a child peel vegetables or make healthy zucchini or 
banana muffins. Let your children pick menus if that is reasonable and works well for you. If they want 
spaghetti for three weeks in a row, they won't die of malnutrition.  
 
Give them spaghetti with plain tomato sauce and know that after a few weeks they will be sick of it and want 
something else. You can try to throw some cheese on it and make it a complete meal. Supplement with a 
multi-vitamin if you are really worried and call it a day.  
 
 
Finally 
 
A system that often works well is to set up a star chart with a reward after 3 stars, so every meal he eats on his 
own he gets a star, after 3 meals (3 stars) he can choose a reward.  The best way to do the rewards to get a 
dark bag (black pillow case works), fill it with cheap presents (e.g. bottle of bubbles and other simple gifts), 
then when he get 3 stars allow him to put his hand in the surprise bag and pull out something. 
 
 

 
 

Eating is not merely a material pleasure.  
Eating well gives a spectacular joy to life and contributes immensely to 

goodwill and happy companionship.  
It is of great importance to the morale. 
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