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Healthy eating habits and 
nutrition education were a large 
focal point of this grant. NFSMI’s 
Happy Mealtimes for Healthy 
Kids emphasized the State’s 
recommendation to implement 
family-style dining, and its 
correlation with healthy eating 
habits in young children. Family-
style meals include food offered 
in serving bowls and platters, 
and beverages served in small 
pitchers on the table. Children 
choose how much food to serve 
themselves, and if needed, they 
have help from an adult with 
passing bowls of food to one 
another, or pouring beverages.

Healthy 
     Eating
  Nutrition
Education

According to NFSMI, children benefit from family-style dining 
in the following ways:

Family-style meals reinforce 
social skills

	 •	 Taking turns
	 •	 Passing food to others
	 •	 Saying please and thank 

you
	 •	 Helping to set the table for 

their friends

Children practice
serving skills

	 •	Children practice fine and 
gross motor skills to serve 
and pass food.

 	•	Children learn appropriate 
mealtime behaviors like 
serving without touching 
food.

	 •	Children learn not to eat 
out of the serving dishes or 
off serving utensils.

Children feel in control
of their eating

	 •	Children may take small 
servings of food and additional 
food later in the meal.

	 •	Children may choose not 
to take a food initially, but 
change their minds as the 
meal proceeds.

	 •	 Children feel confident 
that additional food will be 
available throughout the meal.

	 •	 Children take approximately 
the amounts of foods they’ll 
eat, decreasing the amount of 
waste.

Indirectly encourages them to 
try new things

	 •	Children who feel in control of 
their eating are more likely to 
try new things.

Boys & Girls Club of Anchorage    Family-Style Dining

Because young children do not have fixed eating habits, the childcare 
setting is a good place for them to develop specific ideas about 
what foods they want, and when they want them. To maximize 
children’s benefit of this domestic setting, family-style dining not 
only emphasizes the planning and preparation aspects of healthy 
meals, but also establishes healthy eating schedules. It is important 
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for adults to recognize these food behaviors and guide 
children to explore new foods in an environment that 
also strengthens social development. Family-style dining 
is the perfect opportunity for adults to model healthy 
eating habits and encourage different food choices.

Studies suggest that changes to the classroom and social 
environment can increase the number of fruits and 
vegetables, whole-grain products, fat-free or low-fat 
milk, lean meat and meat alternatives a child consumes. 
For example, a change in the social environment such 
as a simple verbal prompt appears to have significant 
impact on the likelihood that children will take, and 
subsequently consume, a fruit serving as part of their 
school lunch.1

NFSMI’s More Than Mud Pies provides nutrition 
education activities that help children understand five 
basic concepts about healthy choices: 

	 1)	Eat a variety of foods for good health. 

	 2)	Foods can be identified by group, source, part of the 
plant, where grown, where purchased, or nutritional 
content. 

	 3)	Foods can be described by color.

	 4)	Foods can be described by size, smell, texture, 
temperature, taste, and form. 

	 5)	Lots of physical activity, outdoor 
play, nutritious food, and water 
help children have strong, 
healthy bones. 

Children who have learned about 
making wise food choices are able to 
apply that knowledge in their daily 
meal settings where they are able to 
choose their own foods.

Nutrition education not only 
promotes these wise food choices 
among youth, but it also provides 
valuable learning skills that will 
carry over into adulthood. More 
Than Mud Pies outlines a variety of 
nutrition education activities that 
are simple, fun, successful, and 
affordable in a diverse setting of 
child care facilities. Each activity has 
book titles to encourage reading.Petersburg Children’s Center

           reads Blueberries for Sal
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