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Why It’s Not About the Broccoli

			When I was five months pregnant, my mother died. She was sixty-five years old and weighed just over three hundred pounds. Although she had not been obese for her entire life, she had struggled with her weight ever since I could remember. Food was her obsession, her frenemy, and her distraction from pain. It was her lifeline as well as the noose around her neck. While I may never know the extent to which my mother’s overeating caused her death, I do know it caused her years of distress.

			Although my mother tried to protect me from her demons, quite a few of them transferred down to me: a poor body image, out-of-control snacking, and, more often than I care to admit, a ravenous desire for sweets. When my daughter was born, I was painfully aware that I wanted my child to have a better “food life.” I wanted her to be able to nourish herself and have a happy relationship with food.

			Many of my friends had the same goals. Like me, they didn’t always have the easiest time eating right. Some had grown up with too much junk. Others were forced to clean their plates. And many of us learned to comfort ourselves with cookies. As adults, we all worked hard to approach food differently. We read books about nutrition and health; we sought out healthy recipes; we even ate our vegetables! What’s more, we tried not to go diving for the ice cream at the first sign of stress.

			When we had families of our own, we told ourselves we wanted our children to eat well from the beginning. Of course we wanted good nutrition for them. Although experts don’t always agree on the best way to feed kids, we could easily discern the basics: Kids need fresh, wholesome foods, including fruits and vegetables, quality protein, and whole grains, along with milk or some other source of calcium. But we wanted more for our children. We wanted them to know the difference between physical and emotional hunger, to be able to stop before they’d devoured the entire bag of chips. We also wanted them to try all kinds of foods—Mexican, Indian, Japanese, Thai!—so they could join us on our food adventures.

			But I noticed that when my friends actually had kids of their own, something changed. The parents were shocked, then flattened, by how hard it was to feed their families well. Some of them even described their family’s food struggles in the language of combat: “Dinnertime is a war zone.” “We are waving the white flag on whole grains.” “We are going to wrestle some calcium into Ethan if it kills us all.”

			Mealtimes were stressful events, with parents begging their children to eat and the children whining and rejecting their parents’ entreaties. Over the years, it was easy to predict what most of these kids would end up eating at any given meal: pizza, noodles, chicken nuggets, or bagels, along with a fruit juice or sweetened drink. If food really was a battle, it was clear that the parents were losing.

			Despite their lofty intentions, most of the parents I knew were raising their children to be picky, chicken-finger-lovin’, emotional eaters who saw food as an arena for conflict and resistance. This was precisely the situation we’d all wanted to avoid. What had happened, and how could I prevent this misery around my own table?

			How do you teach children to eat right? I was consumed with figuring this out. Because I’m a sociologist, I was naturally oriented to thinking more about how parents shape their children’s behavior than about nutrition. But when I started studying this question, I discovered something I wasn’t prepared for, something surprising. In fact, it was completely counterintuitive: The more that parents focus on nutrition, the worse their kids are likely to eat.

			I discovered something else, too: There’s an alternative to the nutrition mindset, one that—ironically—is more effective at teaching kids to become healthy eaters. It’s an alternative that parents describe as both doable and revolutionary. But I’m getting ahead of myself. To explain, I need to tell you a little more about myself and about my unusual perspective on food and eating.

			HABITS AND HEALTHY EATING

			When my daughter started eating solids, I used the tools of my profession, sociology, to teach her how to eat right. Back then, I was working in criminology; my research focused on families living in high-crime neighborhoods. In particular, I looked at how families sometimes managed to raise their children to become law-abiding citizens even when everything in their immediate environment was working against them. Other sociologists I know examined things like how marriage choices affect children or how kids learn about gender roles. But one of the key concepts that ties all these topics together is socialization: how groups of people—families included—pass on their values and behaviors to the next generation and how children repeat those behaviors until they become habits. (In sociology speak, we think of habits as behaviors that become so routine we do them without thinking about it.)

			When I eventually left my work as a criminologist so that I could turn my attention full time to the topic of how parents teach their kids to eat right, a lot of my friends joked that I was studying the same subject as in my old university days: how to get deviants to do the right thing! It was funny, but it also had the ring of truth. That’s because so many of our actions are shaped by the lessons we learn, consciously and subconsciously, from our families. Those lessons translate into behaviors (both good and bad), and over time, those behaviors become habits. That’s the process, and it doesn’t matter whether we’re talking about criminals or kids! We are free to make our own choices, of course, but as we all know, it’s hard to break a habit once it’s formed.

			Because of my background, I didn’t think about feeding my daughter in terms of food—as crazy as that sounds. I thought about it in terms of the lessons I would teach her and the habits she would subsequently learn. With my attention firmly fixed on habits, I looked around and started seeing lessons and habits everywhere. If I was at a friend’s house and broccoli was served, for example, I paid attention to what the parents said to their kids about the broccoli. Did the parents feel they had to get their kids to eat the broccoli by any means necessary, and if they did, what happened? If the child used his spoon as a catapult to launch the broccoli across the kitchen, how did the parents respond? I looked at the kind of eating environment the parents created. Was it happy and relaxed, or was it tense? And above all, I wondered what the children were learning from these interactions. Were they learning to fight about food, or were they learning the kinds of habits that would help them grow into teenagers and adults who willingly ate vegetables? Were they learning how to excitedly explore new foods? How to easily get through buffets, holidays, and other eating extravaganzas without overdoing it?

			Habits can sound a lot like etiquette: putting your napkin on your lap, chewing with your mouth closed, and knowing which fork to use. Some people use the term habits to mean other manners, such as eating at the table or in front of the television. But the habits I was thinking about are the ones that reflect what we are accustomed to eating and that affect what we’ll choose to eat in the future.

			Kids develop lots of eating habits, and they do it very early on. Some habits are obvious. If your child always drinks milk first thing in the morning or always insists on snacking from the same Backyardigans bowl, it is clearly a habit. Other habits are more subtle: When kids insist on eating a diet of peanut butter and jelly sandwiches, hot dogs, and chicken nuggets (but only that one particular brand that they like), that’s a habit. When they skimp on meals and then demand snacks, that’s a habit. When kids say, “I don’t like it,” before they’ve even taken a taste, that’s a habit, too.

			For better or worse, children carry their eating habits with them into later life. True, most children eventually move beyond PB&J and hot dogs, but the basic habit of eating a limited, repetitive diet, without a lot of fruits and vegetables, often stays the same. But even if kids do change their habits as they grow up, what then? Those changes will take a lot of hard work, both for you and for them. When it comes to your own diet, don’t you just know that it would be easier to eat the way you want to now if you had formed different habits from the get-go? Habits such as snacking on fruit and not eating once you’re full? Of not rewarding yourself with treats when you’ve had a hard day? I know I’d like to be able to have just one (OK, just two) cookies when I break out the box.

			I realized that if I were going to end my family’s cycle of mothers passing bad eating habits down to their children, I would have to be very conscious of the lessons I taught my daughter. Have you seen parents scrape the last bits of baby cereal out of a bowl and say to their child, “Come on, one more bite. You can do it!” Well, the first thing I decided was that my daughter would be in charge of her own tummy. I wasn’t going to tell her when she was done eating—she would always tell me. I hoped this would help her avoid the habit of overeating, the habit that had caused my mother—her grandmother—so much pain.

			A lot of people avoid giving their babies sugar for the first year. Their goal is to prevent their child from developing a sweet tooth. Because I knew firsthand that oversnacking leads to overeating, I took a similar line against prepackaged snack foods. Instead of regularly giving my daughter crackers and cookies at snack time, I typically gave her soft fruits and vegetables. I wanted to prevent my daughter from developing a preference for the very salty or sweet snacks that are the downfall of so many diets.

			To many people, my habits approach seemed bizarre. “She’s just a baby!” they said. Or, “Are a couple of cookies really going to hurt her?” But to me, the habits approach made perfect sense. I wasn’t thinking about the food; I was thinking about the bigger lesson that those foods were teaching. If I didn’t teach those lessons now, when else would my daughter learn them? If I wasn’t (mostly) consistent, how would my lessons be clear?

			One day, when my daughter was around eight months old, we were in the park. Another mother started handing out cookies to all the kids. When I explained that I didn’t want my daughter to have a cookie, that I’d brought fruit for her instead, the woman responded, “But this is OK; it’s Gerber.” At that point, I realized there was a very big gap between how this woman saw the eating world and how I saw it. She saw a cookie that didn’t have any bad stuff, like sugar, in it. I didn’t really see the cookie. I saw the lesson that my daughter would learn: That crunchy cookies are more fun than fruit. A lot of parents seemed to think that it was crazy to try to teach children these lessons at a young age. But because childhood, even babyhood, is when it all starts, that’s the time to get good habits in place. Of course, as my daughter grew up, I started giving her cookies and even cake, ice cream, and candy. But by then she understood that these were exceptions and not the everyday way of eating.

			THE NUTRITION MINDSET: HOW GOOD PARENTS TEACH BAD EATING HABITS

			My habits approach seemed to be working at home. I adjusted and broadened it as my daughter grew, but I always kept my gaze fixed firmly on the long-term prize. And now, twelve years later, she does not overeat. She snacks mostly on healthy food, and when she does have a treat like a brownie, she can take a few bites and, if she’s full, walk away. She’s an adventurous eater who loves to try new foods. She even decided to become a vegetarian, and not the kind who lives on foods like pasta and cheese. She actually eats vegetables!

			But from a professional standpoint, I was hooked: Criminology faded from my radar. Instead, I was now driven to know more about how parents and their children interacted around food and how eating habits were created. It wasn’t long before I was engaged in a full-blown investigation. In addition to observing parents, I delved into the scientific literature in nutrition, food psychology, sociology, and parenting; I thought more about the process of socialization; I formulated theories. Then I started interviewing parents, sometimes one on one and sometimes in small groups. I wanted to know how these parents thought about the job of feeding their kids. I asked people whether they were happy with their kids’ diets, what aspects they wished were different, and why they thought they were having the problems they were having. Then I asked them what they fed their children and, most important, why. I wanted to know if they were thinking about habits. And that’s how I discovered the mother of all ironies: The more that parents focus on nutrition, the worse their kids tend to eat.

			I’m sure you will recognize the problems most of the parents I interviewed were having. Their kids didn’t eat a lot of fast food or candy, but like the children I’d observed years before, they ate diets that were predictably limited to just a couple of fruits and vegetables, plenty of sweets, and lots of mediocre fare like mac ’n’ cheese, hot dogs, bagels, and chicken nuggets. In some families, there was plenty of conflict over food (some of the parents clearly dreaded mealtimes with the kids). Other families characterized their children’s diets as OK. They wished their children would eat better, but without knowing how to change things, they had reached an impasse that everyone in the family seemed to find acceptable.

			I wasn’t surprised that so many of the parents I interviewed were struggling to feed their kids well. Most American kids eat poorly:

			
					On any given day, 30 percent of all two- to three-year-olds don’t eat a single vegetable. Yet almost every preschooler in the country consumes some type of sweetened beverage, dessert, or sweet or salty snack on a daily basis.

					When children do eat vegetables, french fries are the vegetable they’re most likely to eat.

					Nearly 40 percent of the total calories consumed by two- to eighteen-year-olds are in the form of empty calories, far exceeding the recommended allowance for discretionary calories. On average, children reach for cookies, chips, and other snacks three times a day.

					Some researchers worry that children are moving to a near constant state of eating by consuming either snacks or meals as often as ten times a day.

					The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) reports that approximately 17 percent (or 12.5 million) of children and adolescents aged two to nineteen years are obese. Since 1980, the prevalence of obesity among children and adolescents has almost tripled.

					About 25 percent of overweight children aged five to seventeen years have two or more risk factors for cardiovascular disease, including high cholesterol levels, high blood pressure, and abnormal glucose tolerance.

					Children today have a 30 percent chance of developing diabetes during their lifetime.

			

			Scientists predict that today’s children may be the first in U.S. history to have a shorter life expectancy than their parents. Why? Because bad eating habits don’t disappear as children grow up; they get worse. Compared to preschoolers, elementary school children are almost three times more likely to underconsume fruit, and one and half times more likely to underconsume vegetables. High schoolers are four times more likely to underconsume fruit than preschoolers and nearly two and half times more likely to underconsume vegetables.

			When most nutrition experts look at the data on how poorly kids eat, they blame food manufacturers, television advertising, school lunch programs, and fast-food restaurants—and it’s clear to me that all these factors play a role in how kids eat. It’s hard to teach children to eat right when there’s so much questionable food out there and so many messages designed to convince parents to serve it and kids to eat it.

			When these same experts look at families, however, they come to the conclusion that parents don’t pay enough attention to nutrition. Yet most of the struggling parents I interviewed were fluent in the language of nutrition and nutrients. They talked a lot about calcium, fat, and sugar. They knew about antioxidants and omega-3 fatty acids. In short, they knew what their kids ought to eat. On the other hand, although the parents thought a lot about nutrition, when I asked them about the long-term lessons (or habits) they wanted to teach their children, they stumbled a bit to find an answer. “Eat fruits and vegetables?” they’d say tentatively. It was clear that most parents hadn’t really thought about this. So many parents fit this pattern that I gave it a name: the nutrition mindset.

			Don’t get me wrong, kids need healthy foods; it’s just that when it comes to teaching kids how to eat well, the nutrition mindset—in which the parents focus tightly on the nutrients that their children are eating—isn’t very effective. That’s because most parents who have the nutrition mindset live in a state of quasi-panic about the nutrients their kids do or do not eat. The consequences of failing to get the right nutrition seem enormous to them. On its own, this belief makes feeding kids stressful. But the nutrition mindset comes with a couple of other beliefs that make the situation worse and, ultimately, lead kids to develop habits that are the opposite of the ones their parents would like them to have.

			For example, parents with the nutrition mindset typically subscribe to a popular belief that kids are either good eaters or not, and there’s nothing you can do about it. Closely related to this belief is the idea that it’s unreasonable to expect children to like healthy foods. Never mind that it’s pretty easy to debunk the kids-need-to-eat-child-friendly-foods myth. After all, Indian kids eat Indian food, and Mexican kids eat Mexican food; they don’t eat hot dogs and chicken nuggets. In this country, however, we believe that kids like bland and beige food. And they definitely don’t like vegetables.

			Now, the parents I know would agree with the general sentiment that most children will end up liking a wider array of foods . . . eventually. But that’s long-term thinking. The nutrition mindset promotes short-term thinking; it focuses parents’ attention on the immediate meal, sometimes even on the immediate mouthful. That puts parents in a bind: How do you get kids to consume nutrients today when you know they don’t like nutritious foods?

			For parents with the nutrition mindset, the solution is obvious. The next chapter describes this solution in greater detail, so I’ll give it just a brief description here. You search around for foods that meet two criteria: They pass the nutrition sniff test (that is, they have at least one or two nutrients that you can feel good about), and your kids will eat them. These criteria lead well-intentioned parents to serve kid-friendly foods like mac ’n’ cheese (it has calcium), hot dogs (they have protein), and bagels (they’re fat free). Then they offer these same few foods day in and day out because doing so minimizes the struggle and gets the job done. Do you see some habits forming here?

			The problem with this kind of diet, aside from the obvious drawback that it’s not very good for you, is that it sets off a chain reaction; kids’ taste buds become accustomed to these extremely fatty, salty, and sweet foods (those preferences are a habit), and that makes them more inclined to reject fresh foods that don’t have the same flavor kick (another habit). To get their kids to drink plain milk or to eat broccoli, parents resort to pressure tactics: They cheer, they wheedle, they command, they threaten, and they bribe. (“There are brownies for dessert!”) No parent I know wants to use these strategies, but when getting nutrients into your kids feels like a task you have to do, you do what has to be done.

			Unfortunately, pressuring children to eat foods they don’t want to eat makes them less likely to want to eat those foods. How many of the foods that you were forced to eat during your childhood do you really enjoy eating today? But the pressure dynamic does something more, something even worse: It turns you and your kids into adversaries. That sets the stage for a massive control struggle.

			Parents with the nutrition mindset also tend to have some ways of parenting—you can think of these as parenting habits or even parenting hang-ups—that make it hard for them to set boundaries and to parent their children consistently around food and eating. Some habitually avoid conflict; others habitually give their kids food as a way to tamp down uncomfortable emotions. Again, when you mix these hang-ups with the need to get enough of the right nutrients into kids today, you have a recipe for problems. (For more about these hang-ups—and we’ve all got them—see Chapter 3.)

			Because so many of us have the nutrition mindset, parents look around and see families with the same kinds of problems they have. Those problems eventually seem unavoidable, even normal. Yet no one I know gives up. Parents continue to search for ways to get their kids to eat better.

			Some try taking a zero-tolerance stance, like one woman I know. When her children refused to eat the lasagna she had prepared, she served it at every meal for a week. “That’ll teach them,” she said. Controlling, high-pressure tactics like these may—sometimes—silence the whining and quiet the battles. But they result in kids who feel bitter about the eating experience and who don’t know how to make good choices later in life.

			Others try grocery shopping with their children, cooking with them, or planting a garden. All these activities are great and sometimes work. But if they haven’t worked for you, it’s probably because they can’t counteract the undesirable effects of the nutrition mindset. Every drop of positive change produced by cooking together on Sunday night, for instance, is easily overwhelmed by the bucket of negative consequences that come from serving kids a steady stream of child-friendly foods all the rest of the time. Some experts tell parents that they should model what to eat, to let kids “catch” them eating well. Of course, you can’t expect your kids to eat fish if you’re eating fries, but modeling is too passive to create the kind of major turnaround that parents are looking for. Imagine that you and your child are fighting constantly over what to wear to school, and someone tells you that the best way to teach your kids to get dressed in the mornings is to teach them to sew or to let them catch you wearing nice clothes. Modeling simply isn’t powerful enough to make lasting change if the underlying feeding dynamic is constantly working against you.

			But even if modeling does increase vegetable consumption, what then? Would you really call a gaggle of kids who eat their peas—happily, winningly, and with gusto—healthy eaters if they also habitually eat way too many cookies and doughnuts? If they turn to snacks when they’re bored? If they throw a tantrum when new foods hit their plates? Kids need more than a model; they need instruction on these habits, too.

			The nutrition mindset is a trap. It encourages parents to evaluate the merits of individual foods, on individual days and at individual meals, and to overlook the broader patterns and underlying lessons their kids are learning. Moreover, the nutrition mindset teaches children a distinctly American attitude about food: Healthy food tastes bad; it’s eaten for health, not for pleasure; eating healthy food earns us the right to indulge in junk food; and the junkier something is, the better it tastes. Research shows that this attitude stays with children forever.

			
				Never Before Has a Nation Known So Much About Nutrition, Yet Eaten So Poorly

				It takes surprisingly little knowledge about nutrition to eat right. Recently, a collaborative team of French, Canadian, and American researchers asked people in their respective countries to estimate the percentage of total fat in a list of foods such as butter, milk, margarine, and olive oil. Among the people who thought they could estimate the percentage of fat in different foods, the American respondents were most likely to be correct, and the French were most likely to be wrong. In fact, the French are a whopping ten times more ignorant than Americans on the question of dietary fats.

				You know the punch line: The French are a nation of slim, trim, vegetable eaters who are generally healthy, and we’re . . . not. The obesity rate in the United States is almost three times higher than it is in France.

				What can explain these findings? The researchers concluded that in America it’s easy to lose sight of the big picture because people have become consumers of nutrients instead of food, and the nutrient approach often results in questionable food choices.

			

			
			WHAT SUCCESSFUL PARENTS DO

			Fortunately there is encouraging news, too. Not everyone is struggling. A small group of parents I interviewed took a different approach to eating. These parents were focused on the long-term goal of raising healthy eaters, and by and large, they succeeded. Their children ate a wider range of healthy foods, they didn’t whine for treats, and they were willing to try new textures and flavors.

			How did this group produce better habits? By doing the unexpected. They didn’t concentrate so much on nutrition—at least nutrition wasn’t their primary orientation. They definitely weren’t as scared as the other parents about what might happen if their children didn’t take in enough of the right nutrients on any particular day. This freed them to worry less about how to get their kids to eat one more green bean right now and to think more about their long-term goal of raising children who made healthy choices. They recognized that eating, much like sleeping or bathing or manners, was an area that required a heavy dose of parental teaching. They set clear boundaries but were flexible enough to respond to their child’s temperament and individual needs. They talked to their children about their goals. They were patient; they knew they were planting seeds of learning that might take weeks, months, or even longer to bloom. I came to label this style the teaching approach.

			When their kids rejected certain foods, parents who used the teaching approach weren’t flustered. It didn’t seem like such a big deal to them, because they didn’t buy into the myth that kids can’t like healthy foods, and they weren’t scared by nutrition consequences. This kept them from caving in and serving a steady diet of kid-friendly foods. When I asked one woman who used the teaching approach what she did when her kids didn’t like what she served, she shrugged. “I wait a little while and then I serve it again,” she said. She knew, instinctively, that kids will say they hate a food one day and like it the next. She didn’t take their food rejection too seriously, but she didn’t pressure her kids, either. She let her children pick and choose from the foods she served, but she stuck to her plans to serve real food. She stayed relaxed, and over time, her kids did develop a taste for the good stuff.

			
				Before You Begin

				Nearly all kids suffer from garden-variety picky eating at one time or another. Some children have mild cases, and others are severely restricted in what they will eat, but when parents change the family’s food behaviors, their children’s eating improves.

				In a few cases, though, a child’s picky eating has a physical cause. The mechanics of eating seem simple when in fact they are fairly complicated, and some kids struggle with one of the steps: chewing, swallowing, digesting, or managing the sensory input that occurs when eating. These problems can be caused by oral–motor, sensory, postural, or developmental issues.

				How do you spot a problem? Frequent gagging or vomiting (for reasons unrelated to illness), copious drooling, difficulty chewing, frequent constipation or diarrhea, a rigid preference for a particular food texture, and strong, persistent emotional reactions to food are signs that picky eating may have an underlying cause. Kids who lag behind developmental milestones in general may also have trouble eating. If your child has these symptoms or if your parental instinct tells you that something isn’t right, have an evaluation performed.

				Start by checking in with your child’s pediatrician, but know that some parents have found it useful to consult an occupational or speech therapist. The American Speech-Language-Hearing Association (ASHA) lists therapists by city and state. Visit ASHA’s website at asha.org. The book Just Take a Bite: Easy, Effective Answers to Food Aversions and Eating Challenges! by Lori Ernsperger and Tania Stegen-Hanson, is also a good reference for information about feeding problems and how to manage them.

			

			
			Although they wouldn’t have used sociology terms to describe what they were doing, the parents using the teaching approach wanted to create good habits: the habits of eating well and the habits of good parent–child interaction at snacks and mealtimes. They recognized that good eating habits don’t just come from knowing what to eat. They come from knowing when, why, and how much to eat, too. So they devoted a lot of effort to setting structures for meals and snacks. They offered fresh, healthy meals and didn’t prepare kid-friendly alternatives. They wanted their kids to develop the habit of being open to trying new foods; they weren’t as inclined to push kids to eat one more bite. And when problems did arise, these parents reacted calmly. They didn’t punish, and they didn’t beg. They asked themselves, as good educators do, “What does my child need to learn to get past this rough spot?” Sometimes this meant teaching their children to accept new textures. Sometimes it meant defusing a control struggle.

			Sound good? It did to me, too. Suddenly, my investigation had more focus. By bringing together my training as a sociologist, my experiences as a mother (and as a daughter), and what I had learned in the interviews and through reading the scientific literature, what had started out as a set of vague theories was now developing into a rich and deep understanding of how children learn to eat. What’s more, as I identified the basis for the problems parents were having, it became clear what the solutions were: to focus less on how much broccoli gets eaten and to focus more on a teaching approach—that is, on shaping the interactions that lead to good eating habits.

			THE THREE HABITS: (ALMOST) ALL YOU NEED TO KNOW

			One of the best aspects of the teaching approach is that you already know how to do it. You just have to start thinking about eating much in the same way most of us think about good manners, good hygiene, or getting dressed: a set of habits that have to be learned and practiced. Of course, it can be harder to teach healthy eating habits than it is to teach, say, taking baths. Eating feels more personal and more emotional; it’s a touchier subject. It happens more frequently, too—for kids, usually five or six times day. And whereas you have to work at rejecting the cultural messages that say it’s impossible to teach kids good eating habits, this is hardly ever an issue in the tub. Has another parent ever said to you, “Don’t give him soap yet! He’s not old enough to like being clean—just wait and he’ll grow into it eventually, maybe”?

			But for most of us, the hardest part about teaching eating habits is figuring out how to break down this complex subject into clear guidelines that our kids can understand. In truth, parents teach their children a lot about eating. It’s just that they focus mostly on teaching the fundamentals of food—“This is an orange. It’s a fruit. Fruit is healthy.”—and how to master technical skills, such as using a fork and a spoon. We forget, however, to help our children learn how to make decisions about what, when, why, and how much to eat.

			Again, this isn’t so difficult when it comes to other good habits. We explain to our kids why, for example, they have to wear a raincoat in the rain or why they can’t wear a bathing suit to a wedding. We do this not just to make sure that our kids know what to do but because we believe that when kids understand why, they’ll more happily comply. That, and we hope in time our kids will begin to make more appropriate decisions on their own. We’d never plunk down a pair of rain boots and expect a young child to figure out when and how to use them. Why, then, do we think it’s right to plunk down a plate of Brussels sprouts and simply hope for the best? I suspect it’s because when we think of eating in terms of nutrition, the explanations seem far too complicated.

			What parents need is a rain-boots style of explanation that they can apply to eating. Parents who adopt the teaching approach have a way to do this. They teach their children three basic eating habits:

			
					Proportion

					Variety

					Moderation

			

			Proportion means consuming foods in proportion to their healthful benefits; it’s the habit of eating fresh, wholesome foods more often than junky ones. Variety means eating different kinds of foods. And moderation is the habit of eating the right amount of foods—not too much and not too little. Together, the three habits translate good nutrition into behavior; it’s almost impossible to follow them and not eat well. When you teach proportion, variety, and moderation, there’s a lot less tension around the table. You don’t have to worry so much about what your children eat on a particular day, and you don’t obsess about a couple of particular nutrients, because the overall pattern produces healthy eating habits.

			You may have never heard of these three habits, but successful parents teach these habits to their children even when they are unaware that this is what they are doing. Moreover, these are the behaviors that form the basis of the U.S. Department of Agriculture’s (USDA’s) former Food Pyramid and its replacement, the MyPlate eating plan. (Why couldn’t the USDA have just told us about these three habits? It’s advice along the lines of “a serving size for children between the ages of two and three consists of half an apple or thirty-two seedless grapes” that drives parents up a tree. Yet the USDA notes in its document “MyPyramid Food Guidance System Education Framework” that proportion, variety, and moderation “are not intended as direct consumer messages, but rather as a framework of ideas from which professionals can develop consumer messages and materials.”

			It’s easy to think that children are too young to learn proportion, variety, and moderation, but that’s the beauty of these habits: They are easy to streamline into simple statements that even young children can understand and follow.

			
					Proportion. We eat foods like fruits and vegetables more often than we eat foods like hot dogs or crackers.

					Variety. We eat different foods from day to day.

					Moderation. We eat only when we’re hungry, and we stop when we’re full.

			

			Kids can’t learn these lessons overnight, but then they don’t learn how to walk, how to dress, or how to be polite overnight, either. That’s OK

			
			
				
				
				
				
			

			
			
			
			
					Summon the courage to taste something new.

					Snack without ruining dinner.

					Navigate a world filled with tempting (read: bad) choices.

					Eat enough at meals—without eating too much.

					Eat something other than their favorite food every single night.
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