Eating & mealtimes!
Mealtimes should be an enjoyable experience for everyone. There was a time, in a bygone era, when meals provided an opportunity for a family to come together and enjoy each others company, talk about events and interests while eating food. Nowadays, breakfast is often “on the run” and almost always in shifts- if eaten at all. Lunchtimes are usually dispersed – children at school and adults at home or at work. 
The only meal it seems feasible that we may still be able to have together is the evening meal. And whatever your views on the breakdown of “tradition” family life it is true to say sitting down as a family unit over a meal, with no distractions, no television, no telephones, no computer games (….. you get the picture), is a great way of reconnecting with your nearest and dearest and enjoying a very sociable experience. 
As toddlers many children love to be involved with the preparation of meals – stirring, scraping vegetables, setting tables. In fact sometimes we don’t have time for that sort of help! As children get older, strangely enough those excited and enthusiastic offers of help dwindle somewhat.  You can still encourage help though. A family meal is exactly that and all family members can and should be encouraged to participate in some way or other however small.
Expectations for behaviour at the table can be discussed and set informally, over time. If you are able to establish the routine of a regular family meal your expectations can be reinforced over the years. In eating together and providing the opportunity for your child to learn what is acceptable table behaviour you are preparing your child for the future and giving them important life skills. Within the comfort of their home talking with a full mouth spitting food at others might be ok, but at a table surrounded by work colleagues- it might not be tolerated in the same way!
How much and when to worry?

This is always difficult to judge – we cannot possibly start to guess our children’s appetite.  Whilst not always easy to hear we should try and remember that Attention Seeking Children LOVE the dinner table.

Picky eating, refusing to eat, leaving certain foods are just a few of the ploys used by children to grab a parents attention.

It is really hard for us as parents to remind ourselves that eating is essentially a means of refuelling our systems.  An apple is a great source of immediate energy if your children are wilting somewhat!  Over the years we have, without realising, passed on to our children that we are worried by what, and the amount they eat. “Well done – you’ve finished your plate” “What a great appetite he has” “If you finish 3 more mouthfuls you can have a pudding.”  No wonder our children pick mealtimes to engage our interest in them. (Puddings or desserts should never be a reward, small portions as part of the meal, but not as a bribe.)
Another difficult but important thing to remember – 

Given the choice to eat or starve, children will choose to eat ALWAYS!
If a child refuses to eat or picks at a plate of food, let them experience the consequences and GO (temporarily) HUNGRY! Never provide a snack in between meals if a child has refused to eat a meal. They will not starve missing one or even two meals – and they will invariably choose to eat the meal provided when they next get the opportunity. This is incredibly difficult to carry through but it is worth it – stick at it.
It should be remembered that we all have things we don’t like – and does it really matter if your child opts out of aubergine as long as they are eating carrots and broccoli on another occasion? Pasta – great for long term energy can be put with most things and therefore is good if you want to provide a choice.
Mealtimes can become a huge battle ground – but only if you let them. Take the power away from your child and refuse to take part. If they won’t behave - they miss out. If they won’t eat – they miss out. Children have a huge need to be involved and will soon want to be included back in the mealtime fun.
Make mealtimes about more than just the food – enjoy the company, the food and the whole family experience!
Bon Appetite!

If you would like to discuss anything please contact the Parent Support Advisor at school.
