Virginia Cooperative Extension

2006

PUBLICATION 348-150

Healthy Eating for Children 2 Through 5 Years Old.:
A Guide for Parents and Childcare Providers

Elena Serrano, Extension Specialist, Nutrition, Virginia Tech
Danielle Parra, former graduate student, Dept. of Human Nutrition, Foods, and Exercise, Virginia Tech
Shelly Nickols-Richardson, Assoc. Prof., Dept. of Human Nutrition, Foods, and Exercise, Virginia Tech

The preschool, or toddler, ageisaperiod of rapid growth
and development. In the prst year of life, a babyds weight
triples and height increases by half. During the ages 2
through 5, growth slows down. A child grows about two
to three inches and gains four to pve pounds each year.
Proper nutrition and opportunities to play and be physi-
cally active are critical to ensure that your child grows
properly and adopts healthy behaviors for lifelong health.
This publication covers different topics that are of inter-
est to parents and caregivers of young children and gives
an overview of healthy eating and feeding practices.

MyPyramid. MyPyramid is a guide to healthy eating
for healthy individuals age 2 and older. It replaces the
Food Guide Pyramid and contains different width and
color pyramids representing the food groups and a pg-
ure climbing stairs representing physical activity.

As 0My6 name suggests, MyPyramid is more personal-
ized. Each pyramid contains the same food groups, just
different recommended numbers of servings from each
food group based on a persond age, gender, and activ-
ity level. MyPyramid is divided into six food groups or
bands:

Grains (orange)
Vegetables (green)
Fruits (red)

Oils (yellow)

Milk (blue)

Meat and Beans (purple)
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While not a food group, MyPyramid also includes
guidelines for odiscretionary caloriest or oextrad foods.

A wide range of energy intake is recommended for pre-
schoolers because each child differs in metabolism, ap-
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petite, growth rate, and physical activity pattern. (See
Table 1) In general, the range of calories recommended
for 2- through 5-year-old children is 1,000 to 1,600. One
child may need only 1,000 calories per day, while an-
other child may need 1,600 calories (or even more) per
day to grow and develop normally. Younger and less ac-
tive children typically need fewer calories and amounts
than older, active children. It is important to remember
that MyPyramid is a general guide and not a prescription
for the types and amounts of foods that should be eaten.
Young children naturally know how many calories they
need 0 or how much they should eat. However, parents,
childcare providers, and others can teach them to ignore
what their body signals tell them about being full or hun-
gry. So, try to follow your childds cue, do not be pushy,
and give your child plenty of time to eat ... donit rush.

Young children
are naturally good
at determining how
much to eat.
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Table 1: Dietary Recommendations for Children 2 through 5 Years Old

Range of Daily

Amounts

Food from Each

Group Food Group* Serving Size

Grains 3-5o0uncesor 1 o0zequiv=1slice of bread, 1/2 cup of cooked pasta or rice, 1 cup of

equivalent sthez.up.fbu dfsfhbr- 2 tnbm )7.jodi* dpso ps Upvs upsujmb
(oz equiv)

Vegetables 1 -2 cups 1/2 cup = 1/2 cup of raw or cooked vegetables (like carrots, corn, broccoli,
squash, collards, cucumbers, potatoes, tomato sauce), 1 cup of raw leafy
greens, 1/2 sweet potato, 1/2 ear of corn, 1/2 cup of tomato or vegetable
juice.

Fruit 1-15cups 1/2 cup = 1/2 cup of fruit (like applesauce, grapes, strawberries, chunks of
pineapple), 1 cup of 100% fruit juice (like orange), 1/4 cup of dried fruit (like
raisins), and 1/2 banana, apple (small), orange, peach, or pear.

Milk 2 — 3 cups 2 dvq > 2 dvq py njil )jodivejoh Gbwpste nijil* 2 dvg py zphvsu )jodivejoh gsp-
zen yogurt), 1 cup of pudding, 1 1/2 ounces or 2 slices of natural cheese (like
cheddar, Swiss, mozzarella), and 2 ounces or 3 slices of processed cheese
(like American)

Meat and 2-5ouncesor 2 p{ frvjw> 2 pvodf py nfhu- gpviusz- ps Oti- 205 dvq py dpplfe esz cfbot-

Beans equivalent 1 egg, 1 tablespoon of peanut butter, or 1/2 ounce of nuts or seeds (like

(oz equiv) gfhowvut ps tvoupxfs tffet*
Oils 2 — 5 teaspoons 1 teaspoon = 1 teaspoon of vegetable oil, mayonnaise, or margarine and 1

tablespoon of salad dressing (with no trans fat). This group does not include
solid fats; those are considered part of “discretionary calories.”

Discretionary
Calories

165 - 132
calories

Discretionary calories are any foods or drinks in the diet that are “extra”
and add calories or saturated/solid fat. These may include: added sugar (to
cereal or tea or milk, like chocolate milk), honey, or syrup; gravy and sauces;
candy, chocolate, soda, sweet tea, and desserts; higher fat options like
french fries (instead of pretzels), whole milk or ice cream (instead of non-fat
milk or frozen low-fat yogurt), bacon or sausage (instead of baked chicken
breasts), and biscuits or croissants (instead of bread); butter; and even big-
ger portion sizes and more food from a food group.

*These amounts are based on 1,000 — 1,600 calories and are not meant to be prescriptive. It is always important to listen
to a child’s cues about if he or she is hungry or full. The lower amounts are for the lower end of the calorie range and
the upper amounts for 1,600 calories.

Picky Eaters. Growth is usually slow and steady be-
tween the ages of 2 and 5, but there may be times when
growth is sporadic; ogrowth spurtsé occur. Food and
energy intakes for preschoolers often follow the growth
patterns of children & picky or pnicky during slow
growth and large appetites during growth spurts. Being
picky or pnicky is normal for preschoolers and may oc-
cur many times during these ages. 0Food jagsé are also
common. This is when children refuse to eat foods that
they once liked or will only eat one or two foods over
and over again. Some other reasons for this may include
a smaller appetite, desire for attention or control, or just
being tired. The best way to handle these is to focus on

your childds good eating patterns and positive behaviors
and to not let food become an issue. With time, most
children get over these issues. So, continue to offer a va-
riety of foods with many colors, textures, and yavors.
Make food fun, interesting, and enjoyable for kids. Offer
one of your childés favorite or 0jagé foods at each meal
or snack and introduce new foods one at a time. Include
your child in menu planning, grocery shopping, and
food preparation (if safe and appropriate). Avoid forcing
achild to eat and preparing separate foods or meals for
the child. Do not scold, threaten, or bribe your child. Fi-
nally, try to be a role model by eating a variety of foods
along with your child.






