
Parent Handout: Understanding and Addressing Picky Eating in Preschoolers 
 
What is Picky Eating? Picky eating is a common behavior in young children, especially in 
preschoolers. It refers to when a child starts to refuse to eat certain foods, prefer certain 
textures, or shows a limited range of food preferences. This phase is often part of normal 
development but can be challenging for both children and parents. 
 
Why Do Preschoolers Become Picky Eaters? 
There are several reasons why picky eating happens: 

●​ Developmental Stage: As toddlers and preschoolers grow, they become more 
independent and may assert their preferences, including food choices.  Their 
communication and personal-social skills are increasing as well. 

●​ Control: Children at this age may resist eating certain foods as a way to exert control 
over their environment. 

●​ Food Familiarity: Preschoolers may prefer foods they know and feel comfortable with, 
leading them to reject unfamiliar or new items.  They are learning to recognize colors, 
shapes, tastes, smells, sounds, and textures and associate food and preferences with 
new, non-preferred and familiar, preferred foods. 

●​ Sensory Sensitivity: Some children have heightened senses of taste, smell, or texture, 
which can make certain foods unappealing. 

 
Here are some General Tips to Help Encourage: 

1.​ Create a Routine: Serve meals and snacks at regular times. The adult can set the menu 
with a new and familiar food.  Consistency helps children feel secure and encourage 
healthy eating habits. 

2.​ Limit Distractions: Turn off screens and focus on the meal. Eating together without 
distractions encourages good mealtime habits. 

3.​ Model Healthy Eating: Children learn by watching adults. Make sure to enjoy a variety 
of foods yourself, showing them that trying new things can be fun.  Describe how the 
food helps your body. 

4.​ Offer a Variety of Foods: Continue to offer new foods, even if they are rejected initially. 
It can take several exposures and different forms (raw, cooked, blended) before a child 
accepts a new food. 

5.​ Make Meals Fun: Present food in fun and creative ways (e.g., cutting veggies into 
shapes, making smoothies, or arranging a "colorful" plate). This may make trying new 
foods more exciting. 

6.​ Involve Your Child in Cooking: Allow your child to help with meal preparation, such as 
washing vegetables or picking fruits. This gives them a sense of control and investment 
in the meal. 

7.​ Respect and Teach Body Cues: If your child isn’t hungry, don’t force them to eat. 
Children know their own hunger cues, and overfeeding or pressuring them can lead to 
further resistance. 

8.​ Be Patient and Avoid Pressure: Do not force your child to eat. This can create 
negative associations with food and eating. Instead, encourage them to try small bites. 



 
Signs of Picky Eating 

●​ Rejecting entire food groups (like vegetables, fruits, or proteins). 
●​ Eating only a small number of foods or showing an intense preference for certain foods. 
●​ Gagging or refusing to try new foods. 
●​ Sticking to specific textures (such as only eating crunchy foods). 
●​ Delayed growth or weight loss in extreme cases. 

 
When to Seek Help  

●​ If restrictive, picky eating is leading to significant weight loss, nutritional deficiencies, 
swallowing/choking/breathing problems, or if the behavior persists past the preschool 
years, it may be a good idea to talk to a pediatrician, dietitian, or therapist who 
specializes in feeding behaviors.They can offer strategies to ensure your child is getting 
the nutrients they need. 

●​ Medical Specialists such as pediatricians, dieticians, psychologists, gastroenterologists, 
speech-language pathologists, or occupational therapists who specialize in feeding 
behaviors. They can offer strategies to ensure your child is getting the nutrients they 
need.  They provide intensive support and define what type of food and strategies keep 
your child safe. 

●​ School support can consult on indirect support such as environmental accommodations 
(extra time to eat, quiet space, bring special foods, extra snacks), supervision during 
eating (for children that are safe to eat per a medical team), and assist students with 
tube feeding. 

 
While picky eating can be a frustrating phase, it’s important to approach it with patience and a 
positive attitude. By offering a variety of foods, respecting your child’s preferences, and 
modeling healthy eating, you can help your preschooler develop a more adventurous and 
balanced relationship with food over time. 
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