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Role modeling is a great way to help young children
eat healthy foods, develop healthy eating habits, and
have peaceful mealtimes.1,2 Children learn from watching
the adults in their lives and copying their behavior. 3 As
shown in the picture above, if they see you eating fruits
and vegetables young children will want to try them too!

How to Role Model Healthy Eating
During Mealtimes

Role modeling works best when you eat the same foods
as the children AND enthusiastically talk about enjoying
the foods you are eating.4,5
▪ Talk about the rewards of eating healthy foods.
▫ “I like blueberries in the summer! They taste good
and are refreshing!”
▫ “Bananas are my favorite! They give me a lot of
energy!”
▪ Smile and show enjoyment when eating healthy foods
or offering them to children.6,7
▪ Don’t worry if children do not follow your lead the
first time. Children may need to see you do something
several times before they copy you. 8

▪ Avoid negative comments about food, such as: “I
don’t like corn.” or “Spinach smells funny.” Negative
comments might stop children from trying new foods
or eating foods they already like.
▪ If there is something that you cannot eat without
showing that you dislike it, put it on your plate. Do
not mention that you are not eating it.
▪ Avoid eating less healthy foods such as candy, chips,
and soda in front of children. If you want to eat these
foods, do it when you are not around young children.

How to Role Model Healthy Eating
Even if You Don’t Eat the Same Food
as the Children

Many child care providers and early childhood teachers
are not able to eat the same foods as the children. Even if
this is the case, you can still be a good role model.
▪ Sit with the children during mealtimes and talk about
what they are eating.
▪ Explain why you enjoy eating the healthy foods the
children are eating.

▪ Encourage the children to try healthy foods. You can
say: “Do you want to try the peas? They are good for
you! I enjoy eating peas!” Do not pressure children
to eat.
▪ If you bring your lunch and eat with the children,
make sure your meals are healthy. If possible, find
out what the children will be eating and bring some
of the same foods.

How to Role Model Healthy Eating
Throughout the Day

The more children interact with and experience healthy
foods, the more likely they are to consume them.12 Using
activities throughout the day that include healthy foods
will give you a chance to role model healthy eating all day.13
When you are not eating, you can be a good role model by
talking enthusiastically about fruits, vegetables, and other
healthy foods and explaining why you like to eat them.

How to Use Peer Role Modeling

Children learn from other children’s behavior in the same
way they learn from adults.9
Encourage children to be good role models for each other.
▪ Make sure children eat together and, when possible,
have them eat the same foods.
▪ When a child is happily eating, draw attention to
their eating, as shown in the picture above. Ask the
child to talk about why they enjoy the food they are
eating.2
▪ When possible, avoid having children show dislike
for the foods they are eating. Try setting a rule that
if a child does not like a food, they can say no thank
you and choose not to eat it, but they should not say
anything negative about it.10,11
▪ Use assigned seats at mealtimes and try sitting
children in different combinations to find one that
works well to promote healthy eating.
▪ If children bring less healthy foods from home, do
not bring other children’s attention to these foods in a
positive or negative way. Instead, direct conversation
to other topics. Give parents suggestions for healthy
foods to send with their children. Provide this
information to all families not just a few families.
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▪ Read books that feature healthy foods, as shown in
the picture above. While reading, talk about why you
enjoy eating healthy foods and ask the children about
their favorite fruits, vegetables, and other healthy
foods. A few books to try: Eating the Alphabet by Lois
Ehlert, I Will Never Not Ever Eat a Tomato by Lauren
Child, and Feast for 10 by Cathryn Falwell.
▪ Use dramatic play spaces to role model healthy eating.
Provide spaces where children can pretend to cook,
eat, shop for, and grow healthy foods. While children
are playing in these spaces, talk to them about your
favorite healthy foods and why you enjoy eating
them.
▪ Plan field trips that allow children to taste fruits and
vegetables and learn how they grow. Visit a farmers’
market and go on a fruit and vegetable scavenger
hunt. During or after the field trip, eat some of the
foods from the field trip with the children.

For more information about Role
Modeling Healthy Eating

Contact your local Cooperative Extension office at
extension.arizona.edu or visit choosemyplate.gov or
healthykidshealthyfuture.org for helpful resources
including information that can be shared with parents.
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