Kids in the
Kitchen
Involving children in
mealtime planning
and prep leads to
healthy habits

The struggle is real: getting kids
to select nutrient-packed fruits
and vegetables over other, not-sohealthy, choices. Do you bargain with
them to take another bite of broccoli
at the dinner table? Or do you find
yourself giving in once again to your
child’s favorite fast food restaurant?

By Stephanie Henry

Family Resiliency Center (FRC)
researchers get it—the challenges
parents face over food. They also
know how important it is to help
children build healthy eating habits
and relationships with food early in
life. Now, their new research shows
that getting kids into the kitchen
might just be the perfect way to help
them make healthier choices.
The FRC is a transdisciplinary food
and family research lab in ACES
Department of Human Development
and Family Studies.
Barbara Fiese, director of the FRC
and professor in human development
and family studies, and a team of
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ACES researchers focus on research
that sheds more light on children
and healthy food habits. One of the
FRC’s flagship programs, STRONG
Kids 2, will provide insights into how
individual biology interacts with the
family environment, with the goal of
promoting healthy eating habits in
young children. The team also studies
multiple factors—genetic, family,
community, child care, cultural,
and media—that may contribute to
childhood obesity, health behaviors,
and health beliefs.
The STRONG Kids 2 team hopes
ultimately to provide information
to build obesity prevention and
intervention programs.
Getting kids involved in planning,
shopping for, or preparing family
meals has been one area of research.
Results from a recent study by Fiese
and human development and family
studies doctoral student Jessica
Metcalfe show that kids as young
as 3 tend to make healthier choices

when they help with meal prep or
shopping. In the study, children who
helped out when they were 3 years
old ate more fruits and vegetables
as opposed to items like fast food
offerings when they were 4.
“The important thing to emphasize is
how early this involvement can start,”
Fiese says. “Three to 4 years of age
seems to be kind of a sweet spot,
because that’s when kids’ exposures
to new tastes and textures are really
expanding.”
The preschool years are a time when
kids are growing cognitively and
beginning to seek their autonomy
and assert themselves, Fiese adds.
“Every parent or grandparent has
dealt with a 3- or 4-year-old who
says, ‘No, I want to do it myself.’ Use
that drive to have a child do things
like stirring or pouring in the kitchen.”
And that’s the key—finding ageappropriate tasks that children
can help with. Can they plan a
meal with you? Can they help shop
for ingredients? Put together the
ingredients in a salad?
“Find ways to encourage kids’
confidence so that whatever you’re
asking them to do is not way above
their development level,” Fiese says.
“You’re not going to give a knife to
a 4-year-old—you want to be safe.
And you’re also not going to ask a
preschooler to read a complicated
recipe; you’ll wait for that to come
later. To start, you want to build kids’
confidence and expose them to a
variety of foods.”

“

Find ways to encourage kids’
confidence so that whatever you’re
asking them to do is not way above
their development level.
granddaughter and my daughter-inlaw, standing in the kitchen with their
arms around each other, looking at a
cookbook. Kitchen time creates those
memories as well, memories that can
start at the preschool age.”
By now many parents may be thinking,
“This sounds great, but I don’t have
time to prepare meals, let alone get
my child involved in meal planning.”
It might surprise you that research
has already determined that family
mealtimes usually last only 18 to 20
minutes. And, further, most people in
the United States spend 40 minutes
or less a day in meal preparation,
including cooking and cleaning up.
“That’s really just an hour,” Fiese
says. “Do you know how long people
watch TV in a day? It’s a lot more
than an hour for adults.
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“People assume the problem is not
enough time. But it’s more how you
choose to allocate time. Of course,
there are real time constraints, like
if you work long hours and you’re a
commuter. But if you are someone
who feels pressured for time, it’s
likely you’re highly stressed, and
that may present a different set of
barriers,” she says.
Does this sound like you? If so, start
small. Maybe set a goal of having
your kids help prepare one meal per
week. Or to set the table, or mix up
the dinner salad.
Visit the FRC website
(familyresiliency.illinois.edu) for
resources, such as Mealtime Minutes
and the Sprouts curriculum, that can
help families develop healthy food
habits with their children.

While you’re fostering healthy food
relationships and habits by letting
your kids help, they can be learning
many other lessons by assisting
in the kitchen. Fiese explains, “If
you think about it, getting kids
involved in the kitchen is a perfect
learning environment. It’s not only
about the food—it’s about creating
cognitive skills, social–emotional
skills. The children learn basic math,
such as quantities, and eye–hand
coordination skills.
“It’s also a great bonding time.
I just received a photo of my
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