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*Adapted with permission 
from Jill Castle, MS RD

Using a system to plan, shop and prepare meals that works for you is key in feeding 
your family nutritious and satisfying meals. 

Meal  Planning Strategies

Family Nutrition and Mealtime Strategies 

Set a day - for menu planning, grocery 
list making, and shopping 

Gather your recipes and put them in 
one place whether it be online, in a word 
document or printed in a file folder, so 
you have access during meal planning.  
Cookbooks and tablets (e.g. iPad) are also 
good sources for recipes. 

Consider cost - If you use coupons 
or store specials, take these into 
consideration when planning your 
weekly menu and grocery list 

Not sure what to make? - Check 
out Cooking Light cookbooks for 
quick, healthy meals or source 
online food bloggers for inspiration 

Focus on dinners first●

When planning main meals, shoot for 
4-5 food groups (protein, grain, fruit,
vegetable, dairy and fat), and target
2-3 at snacks

1. Start with Protein - important for
growth and for appetite control

2. Next, fruit and vegetables
3. Last, whole grains, healthy fats,

and dairy (can be your protein)

●

Use a theme night - Divide your week 
into theme nights such as Crockpot 
night, Vegetarian night, Fish night, 
Potato Bar night, Soup and Sandwich 
night, Kid’s Choice night, etc. Write your list - from the daily meals 

and snacks you have planned and 
remember that your menus and 
grocery lists can be reused and 
rotated on a cycle  

●

Make a list of non-perishable items 
you use most frequently and keep 
those items stocked (canned tomatoes, 
nuts, dried beans, flour etc.) 

Keep fridge and pantry stocked 
with basics to make default meals at 
a moment's notice  

Plan Weekly Meals:  This system is 
good for the beginner cook or those who 
like to plan meals ahead of time. Here are 
some things to consider as you plan: 

Consider what is going on with 
activities and work   

Map out a complete dinner meal for 
each night of the week and remember 
to include the healthy, balanced 
components of a good meal 

●

●
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Meal Planning and Shopping Tips* 

Shopping & Cooking Hints 

●

You can freeze almost anything except 
canned food or eggs in shells. Some 
foods don't freeze well including 
mayonnaise, fried food, uncooked 
potatoes, cream sauce and lettuce. 

Keep a list of family favorites the freeze 
well and everyone can enjoy  

Put together a grocery list for double or 
triple your recipes 

Cook, pack and freeze your meal 

Look online for more detailed help on 
how to freeze meals (E.g. Once a Month 
Meals (https://onceamonthmeals.com/) 

●

●

●

●

Choose whole food options, as many 
as possible, when shopping (whole 
grains, fruits, vegetables and lean meats 
or other protein sources)

Read labels on canned and packaged 
food for added sugars, excess sodium 
and types of fat

Use Local and Seasonal Produce: for 
families with eaters and cooks who are 
flexible with ingredient availability, 
quality and menu substitutions.  
Find local, seasonal produce at a farmer's 
market, Community Supported 
Agriculture (CSA), and at local stores (ask 
a manager).   Online resource: 

http://www.localharvest.org 

Do as much prep ahead of time as 
you can so that cooking the meal runs 
smoothly (chop the night before; roast 
veggies during the day)

Default Meals: Always be ready with 
alternative meals that you can make 
quickly if the planned meal doesn’t work 
out (such as spaghetti, quesadillas, pre-
mamade frozen items, etc.)

Where to buy food: survey all the 
options near you, writing down attractive 
products, price and other things you like 
to help make your decision

Freeze Meals: Batch cook once or twice  
monthly and cook from scratch less often. 
How to choose meals to freeze for the 
month: 
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 Mealtime Rules

Designed with your child’s long-term health, wellness, and relationship with 
food in mind, these rules will help steer your parenting at the table, align your 
and your partners’ feeding practices and send consistent messages to your child.

I will not…
Pressure my child to eat more, try a new food, or clean his plate
Offer a sweet reward for eating more food or trying something new
Oversell the health benefits of food
Demonize food (i.e., “That’s full of cr*p!”)
Punish or shame my child for poor eating or for not meeting my eating 
expectations
Tease my child about his or her food choice, eating or weight
Force my child to eat
Cater to my child’s food preferences or short-order cook for her
Overly restrict portion sizes or indulgent foods

I will…
Sit together with my child at mealtime
Eat the same meal I serve to my child
Encourage the use of manners
Offer two or three options and allow my child a free choice from those
Help my child at mealtime by passing food or cutting it, if needed
Be patient with my child’s eating
Let hunger be my child’s guide to how much he or she eats
Encourage my child to recognize his own hunger and fullness
Be open to all foods and strategize ways to strike a healthy balance

for Parents and Caregivers
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Family Nutrition and Mealtime Strategies
 MyPlate for Children*

Family Nutrition and Mealtime Strategies 
MyPlate Handouts

*USDA's Team Nutrition offers the following free online resources. Limited numbers of prints are
available for schools and childcare centers to order through the Team Nutrition site.

MyPlate Eat Smart Play Hard Mini Poster: 
https//fns-prod.azureedge.net/sites/default/files/eatsmartminiposter.pdf

MyPlate Five Food Groups: 
https://fns-prod.azureedge.net/sites/default/files/tn/dmp_poster.pdf
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Feeding the Picky Eater*

*Adapted with permission 
from Jill Castle, MS, RDN

These tips for feeding picky eaters can help you figure out how to create a feeding system 
that allows your child to choose what and how much to eat and also get everything she/
he needs for healthy growth and development.

Determine a schedule for meals and  
snacks; this helps avoid too much or 
too little hunger

Offer healthy, appealing, tasty food to  
your child; it may take up to 10 exposures 
for your child to accept a new food

Allow your child to eat as much as he  
wants at meals and snacks 

Let your child serve herself, as appropriate 

Have faith in your child that he will know 
how much to eat 

Skipping a meal or snack is normal… 
your schedule will allow for another 
meal in 3-4 hours 

Avoid routinely catering to your child’s 
desires 

Offer at least one familiar food item  
during meals/snacks 

Set a menu and stick to it 
Give two food choices at meals/snacks 

Serve simple foods; vary shapes, sizes,  
and textures to spark interest 

Serve child-sized, not overwhelming 
portions 

Substitute a refused food with another  
from the same food group (e.g. 
grapes for apples) 

Offer healthful snacks for an opportunity  
to round out the nutritional value of 
your child’s daily consumption 

Acknowledge treats as a yummy “life 
pleasure” that can be included when there 
is a healthful variety of foods offered and 
eaten 

Maintain a consistent environment for  
meals and snacks (kitchen table, dining 
room, etc.) 

Sit down together for meals/snacks
A parent is a role model for healthy eating 
and table etiquette 

Keep mealtime pleasant. Avoid power 
struggles (coercing, bribing, punishing, 
etc.) 

Have realistic expectations about table 
manners. Remember: these are the 
opportunities to teach. 

Avoid TV during meals/snacks 

Stay neutral around food; do not get 
emotional about your child’s eating 

Let your child decide the option 
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Jill Castle's Starter Portions for Kids*

*Adapted with permission

Foods Starter Portion 

Age Range 
2-3 years 4-6 years 6-9 years 10-12 years 13-18 years

Grains 
Bread/Bagel ¼ - ½ slice 1 slice/ ½ 1 slice/ ½ 1 slice/ ½ 1 slice/ ½ 
Cold cereal ½ cup ½ -1 cup 1 cup 1 cup 1 cup 
Cooked cereal, 
Pasta, Rice 

¼-½ cup ½ cup ½ cup ½ cup ½ cup 

Crackers 2-3 4-6 5-7 5-7 5-7
Fruits 
Whole, fresh 

½ -1 small ½ -1 small 
½ -1 cup, 

1 medium 
1 cup, 

1 medium 
1 cup, 

1 medium 
Cooked/canned 1/3 cup ½ cup ½ -1 cup 1 cup 1 cup 
Dried -- 2 Tbsp ¼ cup ¼ cup ¼ cup 
Juice ¼ - 1/3 cup ½ cup ½ cup ½ cup ½ cup 
Vegetables 
Whole, fresh ½ small ½ -1 small ½ -1 cup ½ -1 cup ½ -1 cup 
Raw, leafy greens ¼ - ½ cup ½ -1 cup 1 cup 1-2 cup 1-2 cup
Cooked/canned 2-3 Tbsp ¼ - ½ cup ½ -1 cup ½ -1 cup ½ -1 cup 
Juice ¼ - 1/3 cup 1/3 - ½ cup ½ cup ½ cup ½ cup 
Dairy/Non-Dairy 
Milk or Yogurt ½ - ¾ cup ½ -1 cup ¾ -1 cup ¾ -1 cup 1 cup 

Cheese ½ oz ¾ oz 1-1½ oz
1½ oz, 

1/3 cup shred 
1½ oz, 

1/3 cup shred 
Protein 
Beef, Poultry, 
Fish 

1-2 Tbsp 1-2 Tbsp 2 oz 3 oz 3 oz 

Beans, cooked 1-2 Tbsp 2-3 Tbsp ¼ cup ¼ cup ¼ cup 
Nuts, Seeds ¼ oz ¼ - ½ oz ½ oz ½ oz ½ oz 
Nut butter 1-2 tsp 2-3 tsp 1 Tbsp 1 Tbsp 1 Tbsp 
Egg ½ -1 1 1 1 1 
Fats 
Butter, Oil, 
Margarine 

1 tsp 1 tsp 1 tsp 1 tsp 1 tsp 

Salad dressing, 
Mayonnaise 

1-2 tsp ½ -1 Tbsp 1 Tbsp 1-2 Tbsp 1-2 Tbsp

Family Nutrition and Mealtime Strategies www.simplemills.com



Family Nutrition and Mealtime Strategies 

©2019 Living Plate, LLC.  All rights reserved. Making Science Delicious

Family Nutrition and Mealtime Strategies 

Top 10 Reasons to Have Family Meals

Encourage Attachment
when children participate in family meals in a positive environment, they feel more 
supported, secure, and safe

Family Meals ... 

Promote Good Behavior
mealtime is an opportunity to teach manners, promote communication, and 
prevent behavioral problems

Encourage Reciprocity
conversation during mealtime teaches children to talk and listen and promotes 
connection

Establish Confidence
family meals give children autonomy to choose what and how much to eat of the 
food provided, which may promote trust between children and parents

Encourage Healthy Development
family meals that are well-balanced and positive may contribute to health and 
normal growth in children

Are Transferable
family meals can take place at any meal or snack, even if only one parent is available

Promote Adjustment
children who eat with their families often have better social skills, which may be a 
result of feeling secure with their families or the everyday conversation around 
mealtime

Help with Good Grades
studies have found an association between family meals and better grades in 
school, which may be a result of feeling supported and connected within the family

Support Acquisition of Manners
frequently sitting at the table for meals allows ample opportunity for children to 
learn manners

Help Develop a Positive Relationship with Food
a trusting, pressure-free environment at family meals can lead your child to a 
positive relationship with food and eating
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