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INTRODUCTION 
 
The first few years of a childôs life are critical years for growth and 
brain development.  It is also a time when children begin forming 
eating and exercise habits that last a lifetime.  Nationwide, nearly 
74 percent of children from 3 to 6 years of age are in some type of 
child care, including 56 percent in center-based care. 
 
Child care centers and family child care homes serve an 
important role in helping young children develop good eating and 
physical activity habits.  Children in care settings may receive half 
or more of their daily nutritional needs while in care.  Since these 
meals and snacks supply such a major portion of a childôs total 
intake, the food and the environment in which the foods are 
offered impact childrenôs health, not only today, but in the future 
as well.  Child care providers have a major responsibility to 
provide healthy foods in a supportive environment.  Mealtimes 
can be a time for learning about nutrition, hand washing, table 
manners, conversations and motor skills, as well as an 
opportunity to try new foods. 
 
The amount and type of exercise, or physical activity, that children 
receive in child care also has a long-lasting impact on future 
activity habits.  Physical activity helps children develop and 
improve motor skills, such as running, jumping and catching.  If 
children do not have opportunities to learn and develop these 
skills, they may be more likely to be inactive as adults.   
 
Adults who work with young children can create environments to 
help children develop healthy eating and physical activity 
behaviors.  This manual is designed to be a resource to centers 
and family child care homes as they work to improve their 
nutrition and physical activity environment.  This information can 
be used by all types of child care facilities, large or small, urban 
or rural, home-based or center-based.  All children deserve to be 
cared for in a facility that promotes good nutrition and physical 
activity.   
 
What Is a Policy? 
A policy is a written course of action that is enforced.  Policies 
are established to guide and determine present and future 
decisions. 
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Why Do You Need a Nutrition and Physical Activity Policy? 
Policies relating to nutrition and physical activity assure that the children in your care 
receive the best possible care.  This set of policies will guide your facility and staff in 
making decisions and choices every day.  Day in and day out practices of centers and 
homes can either support or discourage healthy behaviors.  Often we do not think about 
these practices and their impact, but if managed well, day-to-day practices can result in 
a healthier environment for children in care.   
 
With the rapidly rising rates of obesity in the United States and Missouri, more and more 
parents have an interest in their childôs nutrition and activity levels.  Parents deciding on 
where to place their children in care may be very interested to learn that your facility has 
specific policies on nutrition and physical activity.  Sharing these policies with parents 
makes it easier for parents to reach important decisions regarding their childôs care. 
 
There are many benefits to having nutrition and physical activity policies.  Policies can 
help you to: 

 Outline a plan for center staff, parents, licensing officials and others, for quality 

nutrition care; 

 Provide clear guidelines for staff;  

 Provide a basis for evaluation of your facility and staff and identify areas which 

may need improvement; 

 Educate new staff and parents on current nutrition and physical activity practices; 

 Guide decisions and choices your facility makes every day; 

 Assure children get the same care in each classroom and the same care from 

day to day, week to week; 

 Demonstrate a caring attitude about the health of the children in the facility; and 

 Use ideal practices to support nutrition and physical activity. 

 
Developing Your Nutrition and Physical Activity Policy 
Now that you understand the importance of having nutrition and physical activity 
policies, you are ready to develop your own set of policies to support a healthy 
environment.  Sample policy statements that reflect the best practices for child care are 
listed in the next section of this guide.  However, these policies are provided as a guide 
only.  Every child care facility/home should prepare its own, individualized set of policies 
with input from parents, staff and perhaps the advice of a nutrition expert (registered 
dietitian) if necessary. 
 
Consider the following areas when developing policies that will impact your facilityôs 
nutrition environment: 

 Healthy foods and drinks 

o What should be offered? 
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o When should it be offered? 

o How much should be offered?  

 Mealtime environment 

o How does staff interact with children 

during meals? 

o Do menus reflect the social, cultural 

and family values of the children? 

 Learning about food 

o How are children involved in food 

preparation and awareness activities? 

o What education do you provide for 

children, parents and staff? 

Consider the following areas when developing 
policies that will impact your facilityôs physical 
activity environment: 

 Playtime 

o How much time should be allowed for active play? 

o How long should children be inactive at one time? 

 Play environment 

o What types of equipment, both permanent and movable, are needed or 

offered? 

o How much TV time should children be allowed each day? 

 Learning about physical activity 

o What education do you provide for children, parents and staff? 

Hints for Developing a Policy and Making It Work 

 Use policies that make sense for your facility.  Different facilities need different 

types of policies.  Factors that shape policies include where and how food is 

purchased, what types of foods are purchased, the type of meal service, the 

equipment available and the facility layout or design. 

 Talk with staff and parents when developing policies.  This important step 

assures that those involved understand their role and are prepared to put the 

policies into action. 

 Make sure parents are aware of your nutrition and physical activity policies when 

enrolling their children in your facility. 

 Assign specific staff members to put policies into action. 

 Continually review your policies to provide ongoing quality nutrition care and 

physical activity. 

 

 



 

6 Model Policies for Child Care                

 

Making Your Policies Work 

Complete this chart as you develop your policy strategies.  Following these steps will 

help make your facilityôs policies a daily practice. 

 

Step Action Person 
Responsible 

Completion 
Date 

Step 1 Distribute a copy of the policy to all 
staff and parents. 
 

  

Step 2 Discuss and monitor current nutrition 
and activity practices with staff and 
parents.  Identify practices not 
consistent with your policy. 
 

  

Step 3 Identify and address barriers to 
change.   

o Brainstorm barriers and ideas in 
a group meeting. 

o Decide on effective ways to 
change current behavior. 
 

  

Step 4 Develop an action plan for the changes 
needed. 

o Identify who will be responsible 
for making these changes and 
by what date. 

o Review your action plan 
regularly to ensure plans are 
carried out. 
 

  

Step 5 Review all current food and nutrition 
and physical activity practices every six 
months to ensure they are consistent 
with your policy.   
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MODEL POLICIES FOR 

FOOD AND NUTRITION   
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Model Policies for a Healthy Nutrition Environment 
Policy Area Beverages Page 

Model Policy 1: Drinking water is available at all times for self-serve, both indoors 
and outdoors.   

10 

Model Policy 2: 100% juice is offered no more than three times a week. 11 

Model Policy 3: Only skim or 1% milk is served to children age 2 and older. 12 

Model Policy 4: Soda and other vending machines are not located on-site. 12 

Policy Area Menus and Variety  

Model Policy 5: A cycle menu of three weeks or longer that changes with the 
seasons is used.  Entrees are repeated no more than two times 
throughout the cycle, and repetition of other food items is 
minimal. 

14 

Model Policy 6: Menus include foods from a variety of cultures. 15 

Policy Area Mealtime Environment  

Model Policy 7: Staff members allow children to decide how much to eat. 
Children are never forced to eat or to try new foods. 

17 

Model Policy 8: Staff members encourage children to try new or less favorite 
food but never force them to try new foods or to eat something 
they do not like. 

18 

Model Policy 9: Staff members never use food to reward good behavior. 19 

Model Policy 10: Staff members join children at the table for meals and snacks. 20 

Model Policy 11: Staff members consume the same food and drinks as children.  
Staff members do not consume other foods or drinks in front of 
the children. 

20 

Model Policy 12: Meals are served family style. 21 

Model Policy 13: The center displays pictures or posters that support healthy 
eating.   

22 

Policy Area Foods from Outside the Facility  

Model Policy 14: The center has guidelines for foods or nonfood items brought 
into the facility and served for holidays and celebrations.  

24 

Model Policy 15: Holidays are celebrated with mostly healthy foods and nonfood 
treats.  

25 

Model Policy 16: Fundraising activities consist of selling nonfood items only. 26 

Policy Area Nutrition Education  

Model Policy 17: Staff members receive training on nutrition (other than food 
safety and food program guidelines) at least twice per year. 

28 

Model Policy 18: Nutrition education opportunities are offered to parents at least 
twice a year. 

29 
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Policy Area: Beverages 
 
Overview:  
Beverages are the liquids we drink.  Today, there is 
a wide variety of fluid choices.  If not selected 
carefully, beverages can add significant calories to 
childrenôs diets without adding nutrients.  Water is 
the best beverage choice for children between 
meals, including at snack time.  Water satisfies 
thirst without adding calories that could lead to 
weight gain.  It also helps prevent dental caries by 
decreasing the 
amount of acid in 
the mouth.  
Studies show that 
children who 
drink soft drinks 
are more likely to 
be overweight.  
Meals should 
include 1% or 
skim milk for 
children over age 
2, with water or 
100% juice 
served at snacks.   
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Model Policy 1:
   

Drinking water is available at all times for self-serve, both indoors and 
outdoors.   

Rationale 
Children play hard and need enough fluid to stay well hydrated.  When water is available within 
easy reach, it will be looked to first to satisfy thirst.  Children often do not know when they are 
thirsty and should be encouraged to drink throughout the day.  Encouraging sips of water 
between meals helps to reduce thirst.  Children are then able to focus on foods at mealtimes, 
rather than filling up on milk before eating their meal. 

Tips for changing current 
practice: 

Tips for getting support 
from parents: 

Tips for getting support 
from kids: 

o Find creative ways to have 
water within reach to 
children. Try child-size 
water coolers or keep 
pitchers of ice water and 
small paper cups in 
classrooms. 

o Encourage children to 
drink water when coming 
inside from the 
playground. 

o Encourage children to 
drink water before or after 
activities or using the 
bathroom. 

o Avoid spills by filling water 
pitchers only part way, by 
using pitchers with lids, 
and by helping younger 
children to pour water. 

o Routinely offer water 
between meals or when a 
child is still thirsty. 

o Remind staff to drink 
water between meals.  
They are role models for 
the children. 

o Serve water and 100% 
juice in place of 
sweetened beverages at 
parent meetings. 

o Let parents know that your 
facility uses water as the 
first choice for thirst. 

o Encourage parents to offer 
water at home. 

o Encourage all children 
over one year of age to 
drink at least one cup of 
water each day.   

o Show children that adults 
in the facility like to drink 
water too. 

o Make it more fun.  Give 
children fun straws to 
drink water. 

o Add lemon, lime or orange 
slices to water to make it 
tastier for children. 
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Model Policy 2:   100% juice is offered no more than three times a week.  

Rationale 
The American Academy of Pediatrics recommends that preschool age children drink no more 
than 4 to 6 ounces of 100% fruit juice each day.  In small amounts, juice is a healthy choice for 
children, but they tend to drink it in place of water.  If consumed in excess, children tend to fill up 
on juice and may eat less of more nutritious foods during meals and snacks.  Too much juice 
may also provide more calories than needed and expose childrenôs teeth to a lot of sugar.  
Fruits and vegetables provide more fiber and less sugar than 100% fruit juice.   

Tips for changing current 
practice: 

Tips for getting support 
from parents: 

Tips for getting support 
from kids: 

o Review menus and meal 
times to see how much 
juice is served.  Juice does 
not need to be removed 
completely from menus, 
just limited.   

o Identify easy-to-eat 
alternatives to juice like 
orange sections, fruit salad 
or banana halves. 

o Offer water between meals 
and at snacks. 

o Educate staff about the 
potential harm of too much 
juice in a childôs diet. 
 

o Educate parents about 
potential harm of too 
much juice in a childôs 
diet. 

o Let parents know that your 
facility uses water as the 
first choice for thirst and 
encourage them to do the 
same at home. 
 

o Encourage all children 
over one year of age to 
drink at least one cup of 
water each day.   

o Show children that adults 
in the facility like to drink 
water too. 

o Make it more fun.  Give 
children fun straws to 
drink water. 

o Add lemon, lime or orange 
slices to water to make it 
more appetizing for 
children. 
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Model Policy 3: Only skim or 1% milk is served to children age 2 and older. 

 
Rationale 
Milk is an excellent source of calcium, protein and other nutrients, essential to the healthy 
growth and development of children.  The American Academy of Pediatrics supports drinking of 
low-fat and skim milk by children ages 2 years and older.  These milk choices have as much 
calcium and vitamin D as whole or 2% milk without the extra fat, cholesterol and calories. 
 

Tips for changing current 
practice: 

Tips for getting support 
from parents: 

Tips for getting support 
from kids: 

o Make the switch without 
much fuss.  Milk taste 
tests done with children 
show that most cannot tell 
the difference.  Most 
children will accept 
whatever type of milk is 
poured in their glass. 

o Make the switch gradually 
by going from whole to 2% 
to 1% to skim over a few 
weeks. 

o Send information home to 
parents about the safety 
and benefits of serving 
lower fat milk to children 
over 2 years of age. 

o Serve skim or low-fat milk 
at parent meetings. 

o Show the children that 
staff members like to drink 
skim or 1% milk too. 

 
 
Model Policy 4: Soda and other vending machines are not located on-site. 

 
Rationale 
Vending machines provide opportunities for staff to buy soda, other sweetened beverages and 
foods often high in fat and sugar.  Having them on-site increases the likelihood that staff will eat 
and drink these items in front of children in the facility.  Vending machines on-site, especially if 
located in a public area, also send a message to families that these foods and beverages are 
ñokayò for children to consume.   
 

Tips for changing current practice: 

o If vending must be on-site: 
o Review any existing vending contracts.  If the contract allows for a choice, choose 

the healthiest options available.  Water and 100% juice should be offered as an 
alternative to soda. 

o Relocate the vending machine so that it is not visible or accessible to children and 
parents. 

o Identify other potential revenue sources if your facility relies on vending for additional 
income.   

o Sell healthy snacks to parents as they pick up children to help offset some of the losses. 
o Keep a supply of water and healthy drinks available for staff to have or buy. 
o Set up a water cooler for staff use. 
o Educate staff on the importance of being a positive role model for children in their care. 

Encourage them to drink milk or water with children at meals to set a good example.  
o Provide an in-service to staff on healthy choices and healthy eating habits. 
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Policy Area: Menus and Variety 

 
Overview 
A perfect food that has 
all the essential 
nutrients does not exist.  
A food may be a good 
source of some vitamins 
and minerals but still 
lack other important 
ones.  Therefore, eating 
a variety of foods helps 
assure that children get 
all the nutrients 
essential for good health 
and development.  By 
regularly serving a 
variety of foods, children 
learn healthy food habits 
and will not become 
bored with the foods 
offered.  This practice 
also increases the 
likelihood that children 
will enjoy a variety of foods later in life. 
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Model Policy 5:
  

A cycle menu of three weeks or longer that changes with the seasons is 
used.  Entrees are repeated no more than two times throughout the 
cycle, and repetition of other food items is minimal. 

 
Rationale 
Use of a cycle menu that is at least three weeks provides balanced and varied menus.  It also 
helps with planning purchase orders and work schedules.  Taking advantage of seasonal items 
may help to reduce food costs and can be used to link the menu to classroom nutrition 
education activities. 
 

Tips for changing current 
practice: 

Tips for getting support 
from parents: 

Tips for getting support 
from kids: 

o Send food service staff to 
menu planning training. 

o Obtain meal planning and 
recipe resources from 
USDAôs Team Nutrition 
program. 

o Lower food costs by 
buying frozen meats and 
vegetables that can be 
bought in bulk and used as 
needed. 

o Reduce costs by using 
seasonal items, such as 
apples in the fall and fresh 
fruits and vegetables in the 
summer. 

o Talk to parents about 
healthy foods their 
children eat at home that 
might not be served at 
your facility. 

o Ask parents to suggest 
foods that your facility 
could introduce. 
 

o Encourage staff to talk to 
children about what they 
are eating and how they 
enjoy healthier foods. 

o Children eat with their 
eyes.  Serve foods that 
have different colors and 
textures. 

o Ask kids to share a 
favorite healthy food. 

o Offer nutrition lessons 
about foods on the menu. 

 
Menu Planning Resources: 
 
http://teamnutrition.usda.gov/library.html 
http://www.nfsmi.org/  

http://teamnutrition.usda.gov/library.html
http://www.nfsmi.org/
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Model Policy 6: Menus include foods from a variety of cultures. 

Rationale 
Children should be offered foods from different cultures.  Tasting and eating such foods will help 
children learn about different parts of the world, cultural diversity and different customs.  
Offering foods from different cultures also encourages children to try new flavors and increases 
variety in menus. 

Tips for changing current 
practice: 

Tips for getting support 
from parents: 

Tips for getting support 
from kids: 

o Sponsor an ethnic recipe 
contest among staff. 

o Include common ethnic 
foods eaten by staff 
members on menus. 

o Send food service staff to 
menu planning training. 

o Use meal planning and 
recipe resources from 
USDAôs Team Nutrition 
program. 

o Look for readily available 
canned or frozen cultural 
foods. 

o Keep ethnic menus 
healthy by using low-fat 
cheeses and chicken or 
turkey instead of beef.   

o Ask parents to suggest 
foods that your facility 
could offer. 

o Give parents a list of ñnew 
foodsò that were offered to 
their child.  Encourage 
them to try these foods at 
home.  

o Sponsor an ethnic recipe 
contest among families. 

o Provide parents with 
recipes for cultural dishes. 
Encourage them to 
prepare these foods at 
home. 

o Encourage staff to talk to 
children about what they 
are eating and how they 
enjoy different foods. 

o Ask kids to share a 
favorite ethnic food. 

o Make it fun.  Choose a 
country or ethnicity and 
have a celebration 
including regional food, 
music and fun activities. 

o Invite family members of 
different cultures to eat 
with children.  They can 
talk about the foods 
offered from their culture. 
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Policy Area: Mealtime Environment 
 
Overview 
A supportive mealtime 
environment is important for 
nurturing healthy eating 
habits in young children.  
Child care staff members 
serve as role models for 
children by trying new foods, 
eating healthy foods served, 
and by not bringing unhealthy 
foods into the classroom.  
Adults set the feeding 
environment for children. 
They help children stay in 
touch with their internal 
hunger and fullness cues to 
self-regulate their food 
intake.  Young childrenôs 
appetites often vary day to 
day and their tastes may 
change overnight. When 
feeding young children, the 
ñdivision of responsibilityò 
should be followed.  It is the caregiverôs duty to buy, prepare and serve healthy meals 
and snacks.  It is the childôs duty to decide how much (if any) and what to eat.  If this 
ñdivision of responsibilityò is respected, children will learn to try new foods, respect their 
fullness cues, and maintain lifelong healthy eating habits.  It is important to remember 
that children will not starve; avoid turning mealtimes into power struggles.   
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Model Policy 7:
  

Staff members allow children to decide how much to eat.  Children are 
never forced to eat or to try new foods. 

 
Rationale 
To assist in shaping healthy eating habits, staff can help children learn to listen to their bodies to 
decide whether they are hungry, full or eating out of habit.  Children should not be forced to eat 
if they are full and should be given more food if they are still hungry.  Children may learn to 
overeat if they are made to eat everything or clean their plates, which can lead to weight 
problems later in life.  Interfering with their internal hunger and fullness cues could lead to 
unhealthy eating patterns.  
 

Tips for changing current 
practice: 

Tips for getting support 
from parents: 

Tips for getting support 
from kids: 

o Educate all new staff about 
childrenôs variable eating 
habits. 

o Attend mealtimes to watch 
staff interaction with children. 

o Remind staff that a childôs 
eating behavior may vary 
from day to day.   

o Remind staff that it is normal 
for children not to eat 
everything on their plates.   

o Remind staff of the division of 
responsibility when feeding 
children.   

o Remind staff to ask about 
fullness before offering 
seconds. 

o Avoid waste by serving 
appropriate portions. 

o Offer meals family style.  Let 
children decide how much of 
each meal component they 
will eat. 

o Have extra food available and 
let children help themselves if 
they are still hungry. 

o Limit offers of seconds (to all 
children) to foods of lower 
caloric value such as fruits 
and vegetables.  Denying a 
child food may increase 
his/her desire to eat more 
food. 

o Encourage parents to 
visit during mealtime to 
observe the centerôs 
approach to serving 
food. 

o Give parents the 
centerôs nutrition plan, 
which outlines policies 
for mealtime and 
serving food (see 
Appendix A, p. 49). 

o Show parents that their 
child has learned to 
listen to his or her body 
to decide if he or she is 
hungry or full.  
Encourage parents to 
do the same at home. 

o Teach children in a fun 
way what it means to 
listen to their body.  For 
example, talk about how 
their stomach might feel if 
they eat too much or what 
happens when they get 
hungry. 

o Serve meals family style.  
Have extra food available 
so that children can serve 
themselves if they are still 
hungry. 
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Model Policy 8:
   

Staff members encourage children to try a new or less favorite food but 
never force a child to try or to eat something they do not like. 

Rationale 
Good eating habits do not just happenðthey must be learned.  Child care providers can support 
positive eating habits by successfully introducing new foods and encouraging good attitudes 
toward food.  Often, children are more willing to try new foods when away from home, especially 
when they see other children eating those foods. 

Tips for changing current 
practice: 

Tips for getting support 
from parents: 

Tips for getting support 
from kids: 

o Be a positive role model.  
Have staff try new foods 
and express how much 
they enjoyed trying them. 

o Introduce new foods one at 
a time.   

o Offer a very small amount 
of a new food.  Children will 
learn new flavors and 
textures without being 
overwhelmed.  

o Serve new foods first, when 
children are most hungry 
and more likely to try 
something new. 

o Enlist the help of an eager 
child who is usually open to 
trying new foods.  Children 
will be more excited to try a 
new food if another child 
has already tried and liked 
it. 

o Encourage but do not force 
a child to try a new food.  
Children may be more 
willing to try a new food 
when there is no pressure 
and they are in control.  

o Offer new foods over and 
over again to help children 
become familiar with them. 

 
 

o Give parents a list of ñnew 
foodsò that were offered 
to their child.  Encourage 
them to try these new 
foods at home.  

o Talk to parents about 
healthy foods their 
children eat at home that 
might not be served at the 
facility. 

o Send home recipes using 
new foods tried during 
meals.  

o Ask parents to vote on 
new items before adding 
them to the menu.  

o Talk about new foods 
being offered.  Talk about 
how foods grow, their 
color, shape, texture, etc.  
This will help to increase 
familiarity with the new 
food.   

o Make it fun.  Have a 
tasting party. 

o Ask children about which 
food group the new food 
comes from or ask them 
to describe why the new 
food tastes good and to 
describe the new foodðis 
it smooth, crunchy, sweet, 
juicy or colorful? 

o Have children help 
prepare a snack that 
includes the new food.   

o Encourage children to 
ñplayò with their food.  
Kids are more likely to try 
new foods if they have the 
opportunity to touch and 
smell them first. 

o Ask children to try a new 
food at home and report 
back to the class. 

o Read a story about new 
foods being offered. 

o Ask children to vote on 
new items before adding 
them to the menu. 
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Model Policy 9:  Staff members never use food to reward good behavior. 

Rationale 
Offering food to encourage or reward behavior places unnecessary importance on food and 
may have negative effects.  This action teaches children to eat when they are not hungry and 
can alter their internal hunger and fullness cues.  Foods commonly used to encourage positive 
behavior, such as candy or cookies, are often high in fat or sugars with little nutrients.  These 
foods offer little to support proper growth and development.  As children become older, 
rewarding them with food may lead to emotional overeating and excessive weight gain. 

Tips for changing current 
practice: 

Tips for getting support 
from parents: 

Tips for getting support 
from kids: 

o Reward children with nonfood 
options. Reward with: 

o Praise,  
o Special privileges such as 

line leader, teacherôs 
assistant or choosing the 
next activity, 

o Trips to the ñtreasure 
chestò that has nonfood 
items, such as stickers, 
bookmarks, bubbles, etc., 

o More outdoor playtime, 
o Favorite book at story time, 
o Pointsðuse a point 

system where children 
earn points that add up 
toward a bigger prize. 

o Tell parents about your 
rewards policy and 
encourage them to use 
the same approach at 
home. 

o Social rewards, which 
involve attention, praise, 
or thanks, are often more 
highly valued by children 
than a toy or food.   
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Model Policy 10: Staff members join children at the table for meals and snacks. 

Rationale 
An important way for staff to serve as good role models for children in their care is to sit with 
them and eat the same foods and drinks served.  This time together provides many openings for 
teachers or staff to: 

 Teach children about healthy foods,  

 Talk about the foods served and where they came from,  

 Encourage proper table manners, 

 Engage children in a pleasant discussion to build communication skills,   

 Teach children about the tastes, smells, textures and different colors and shapes of 
foods. 

 
These opportunities may not happen unless staff and children are sitting down for meals 
together.  Children also tend to eat better when a meal is shared with an adult. 

Tips for changing current practice: Tips for getting support from 
parents: 

o Make schedules that allow staff to have their break during 
naptime, not mealtime. 

o Serve family style meals so that staff can sit and enjoy the 
meal with the children instead of serving the meal. 

o Ask management team members to eat with the children. 
o Tell new staff that they are expected to be good role 

models.   
o Have staff taste test new menu items to get their support 

before serving them to children. 

o Invite parents to eat with 
their child at mealtimes.  

 

Model Policy 11: Staff members consume the same food and drinks as children.  Staff 
members do not consume other foods or beverages in front of the 
children. 

Rationale 
Children are always watching their teachers, especially during mealtime.  Teachers should be 
willing to try new foods and adopt the same behaviors that they are trying to teach children.  
When a new food is served, teachers can significantly influence the childrenôs acceptance 
through their own enthusiasm for trying new things.  On the other hand, if staff eat or drink less 
healthy foods in front of children, they are actually sending negative messages to children.    

Tips for changing current practice: 

o Ask staff to try a small amount of everything served to children.  Staff should avoid making 
any negative comments in front of the children. 

o Give staff short breaks outside the classroom. 
o Ask staff to drink only water or beverages served to the children at snack and mealtimes. 
o Make mealtime expectations clear to staff during the hiring process.   
o Share policy changes at staff meetings and ask for everyoneôs cooperation. 
o Remove soda machines from the facility.  If this is not an option, relocate them to an area 

only accessible/visible by staff. 
o Teach staff the importance of role modeling healthy eating. 
o Remind staff to think about strategies they used with their own children to encourage 

healthier eating habits.   
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Model Policy 12: Meals are served family style. 

 
Rationale 
Family style meals create an opportunity for children to practice their independence; pouring, 
spooning, and passing skills; and table manners.  Modeling and enforcing such behavior at child 
care facilities can foster habits that carry into other environments, including the home.  Also, 
allowing children to choose their own portion sizes may help prevent children from overeating or 
feeling pressured to eat food they do not want.  
 
Definition:  Family style is a type of meal service that allows children to serve themselves 
(when developmentally ready) at the table from common platters of food with assistance from 
supervising adults who set the example. 
 

Tips for changing current 
practice: 

Tips for getting support 
from parents: 

Tips for getting support 
from kids: 

o Give children jobs at 
mealtimes, such as setting 
the table and clearing and 
cleaning the table. 

o Start with one or two easily 
served items.  Not all 
foods have to be served 
family style. 

o Use child-sized serving 
bowls, utensils and 
pitchers to lessen spills. 

o Keep table size to no more 
than eight children.   

o Let children decide how 
much of each food item to 
take. 

o Have children help clean 
up after a spill, taking care 
to help them feel good 
about helping instead of 
feeling bad about the spill. 

o Provide each menu item in 
several small bowls so that 
if a child touches the food, 
it can be thrown away with 
limited waste. 

o Invite parents to join their 
children at mealtime so 
they can observe the 
positive atmosphere and 
the skills their child has 
learned.  Encourage 
parents to have their child 
take part in mealtime 
tasks at home.   

o Encourage parents to be a 
good role model for their 
children when it comes to 
healthy eating. 

o Suggest parents sit as a 
family for meals as 
frequently as possible. 

 

o Ask children to talk about 
their favorite foods. 

o Encourage children to 
practice fine motor skills 
during play to increase 
their confidence with 
mealtime tasks, such as 
pouring milk. 

o Practice passing, serving 
and pouring before 
starting family style meal 
service.  Have children 
pass bowls of dried beans 
or rice and small pitchers 
of water. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Model Policy 13: The center displays pictures or posters that support healthy eating.   
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Rationale 
Environmental factors can influence healthy eating behaviors; therefore it is important to design 
childrenôs environments to include objects that help support good nutrition.  Simple acts of 
displaying posters with pictures of healthy foods, discussing and asking questions, showing 
enthusiasm about food, and being happy during mealtimes will show children that this part of 
their day is valuable to them and others. 
 

Tips for changing current practice: 

o Order free posters online. 
o Have children create their own pictures of their favorite fruits and vegetables or of them 

eating meals with their families and friends to hang on the wall. 
o Borrow books from the local library about different foods, healthy eating habits and 

gardening. 

 
Resources: 
 
http://teamnutrition.usda.gov/library.html 
www.mypyramid.gov 
  

http://teamnutrition.usda.gov/library.html
http://www.mypyramid.gov/
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Policy Area: Foods from Outside the Facility  
 
Overview 
A healthy nutrition 
environment is created by 
serving nutritious foods 
during regular meals and 
snacks as well as at 
special occasions.  Typical 
celebrations usually 
include calorie dense 
foods of limited nutritional 
value, such as cookies, 
cake and candy.  On 
occasion, this may not 
pose a problem, but it 
sends a message to 
children that eating such 
foods is the only way to 
celebrate.   
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Model Policy 14:
   

The center has guidelines for foods or nonfood items brought into the 
facility and served for holidays and celebrations (See Appendix B, p. 
51). 

 
Rationale: 
Child care facilities can let parents know gently but firmly that the facility supports a healthier 
approach to celebrations.  This can easily be done by including the facility policy in the center 
handbook given to parents.  Everyone benefits from healthy choices, and it sends a message to 
families that good nutrition is important to the facility. 
 

Tips for changing current practice/Tips for 
encouraging support from parents: 

Tips for getting support from kids: 

o Provide a list of facility-provided choices for 
parents to order for their childôs special 
occasion.  

o Give parents ideas for nonfood treats to bring 
in for birthdays and other celebrations (see 
parent handout).  Suggest nonfood treats like 
bubbles and party hats (See Appendix C, p. 
54 and Appendix D, p.55). 

o Encourage parents to share with staff their 
childôs favorite nonfood items or activities that 
can be included in the celebration.  For 
example, a song, book or game.  Offer to 
include these special activities for a childôs 
birthday.   

o Encourage parents to visit the center to help 
celebrate the childôs birthday. 

o Create a special birthday activity as a way to 
celebrate instead of offering food. 

 

o Ask children to develop a list of healthy 
foods and activities they would enjoy at 
celebrations and parties. 

o Let children dress up as their favorite 
character on their birthday. 

o Let the birthday child wear a special hat 
or crown to show they are having a 
special day. 
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Model Policy 15: Holidays are celebrated with mostly healthy foods and nonfood treats. 

Rationale 
Child care facilities can be a role model for the families using their services.  They can move 
families toward a healthier way of celebrating by reducing unhealthy foods and increasing fun 
activities that are a part of celebrations.  Birthdays and celebrations can include many healthy 
treats and help kids appreciate and learn about other cultures.     

Tips for changing current 
practice: 

Tips for getting support 
from parents: 

Tips for getting support 
from kids: 

o Host a recipe contest for 
staff to create the 
healthiest and best-tasting 
dish for a celebration.    

o Ask staff to develop a list 
of activities for 
celebrations. 

o Fill a piñata with 
toothbrushes, raisins, 
stickers, jump ropes and 
other fun toys. 

o Use holiday celebrations 
as an opportunity to 
explore other cultures and 
ethnic traditions. 

o Serve nutritious foods in a 
special way, such as 
heart-shaped sandwiches 
for Valentineôs Day. 

o Ask parents who celebrate 
different cultural holidays, 
such as Kwanzaa and 
Chanukah, to help find 
healthier foods or non-
food ways to celebrate the 
holiday. 

o Tell parents during center 
enrollment of the policy to 
serve healthier foods for 
holidays and celebrations.  
It is easier to get support 
early on.  Tell parents the 
facility is working hard to 
create the healthiest 
environment possible for 
their children.  

o Share recipes for healthier 
party treats with parents. 

o Encourage parents to 
celebrate their childôs 
birthday with a favorite 
food other than cupcakes 
or cake (See Appendix C, 
p. 54).  

o Have children help plan 
activities for celebrations. 

o Let children help make a 
healthy snack.  

o Plan a special trip away 
from the facility for a 
celebration. 
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Model Policy 16: Fundraising activities consist of selling nonfood items only.  

 
Rationale 
Fundraising is a common practice for many child care facilities.  Even if the money raised is 
used to support things the facility really needs, the message becomes unclear when sales of 
unhealthy food items are used to raise funds.  Also remember that families and staff buy much 
of the food that is sold.  Having extra candy and sweets around the house makes it that much 
harder to encourage healthier eating for children.   
 

Tips for changing current practice: Tips for getting support from parents: 

o Take advantage of the holiday season.  
Sell items people need for the holidays 
like wrapping paper or holiday cards. 

o Search the Internet for alternative 
fundraising ideas. 

o See Appendix E, p. 56, for more ideas 
and resources on nonfood fundraisers. 

o Form a subcommittee of parents and staff 
who are interested in healthy fundraising 
alternatives. 
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Policy Area: Nutrition Education 
 
Overview 
Nutrition is an important part of good health.  
Enjoying and learning about food in childhood 
leads to a lifetime of healthy behaviors.  Child 
care facilities are ideal places to offer nutrition 
training for children, parents and staff.  The 
more information they receive, the more likely 
they are to make healthy choices and support 
facility policies.  Child care providers have a 
unique opportunity to teach children and their 
parents about nutrition through daily 
interactions. 
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Model Policy 17: Staff members receive training on nutrition (other than food safety and 
food program guidelines) at least twice per year.  

 
Rationale 
With education, staff will be better able to support policies and practices and provide better care 
to children.  Staff involved in direct care should be knowledgeable about: 

 Basic principles of child nutrition; 

 Strategies for creating an environment that promotes the development of good eating 
habits; and  

 The importance of their role as a model for children to follow in forming healthy habits.   
 

Tips for changing current practice: Tips for getting support from parents: 

o Utilize services from community agencies, 
such as University of Missouri Extension or 
the Child Care Health Consultation 
Program to provide training on nutrition 
topics.  The Child and Adult Care Food 
Program (CACFP) also provides nutrition 
training for CACFP centers. 

o Create individual learning plans for staff 
members that include nutrition.   

o Schedule trainings on a variety of topics 
each year and consider combining nutrition 
information into trainings that address 
other issues (for example, behavior).   

o Require an orientation lesson for all new 
staff that covers basic nutrition information 
and the facility policies. 

o Educate parents on the importance of 
nutrition education and healthy foods.  
Highlight the growing obesity epidemic and 
explain how nutrition within child care 
facilities can promote lifelong healthy 
eating habits. 

o Explain to parents that nutrition education 
can be combined with regular classroom 
activities to reinforce concepts such as 
numbers, letters and colors.  
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Model Policy 18:    Nutrition education opportunities are offered to parents at least  
   twice a year. 

 
Rationale 
Parents are important role models to their children and play a big role in developing healthy 
nutrition behaviors.  Healthy behaviors that are encouraged at school should be reinforced in 
the home by well-informed parents.  Parents can model healthy behaviors when they: 

 Talk to their children about healthy eating practices;  

 Use good child-feeding practices; and  

 Provide healthy food for meals and snacks.   
 
Being more informed about nutrition will help parents support the facility policy. 
 

Tips for changing current practice: Tips for getting support from parents: 

o Plan simple ways to include 
nutrition issues and messages into 
parent meetings and newsletters. 

o Utilize community resources to 
provide nutrition education to 
parents, such as University of 
Missouri Extension, CACFP and 
dietitians from local health 
departments.   

o Identify parents or volunteers that 
have training in nutrition or who 
work in settings with dietitians. 

o Send children home with nutrition education 
materials for parents.   

o Include nutrition issues and topics in parent 
meetings and newsletters. 

o Role model desired behaviors at parent meetings, 
such as offering physical activity and/or healthy 
snacks (if offered). 

o Encourage parents to come to meals at the facility 
to better understand the meal process and 
reinforce a healthy nutrition environment. 

o Keep parents informed about the fun nutrition and 
physical activity education activities that take place 
in the facility. 

o Send home easy recipe ideas that parents and 
children can make together. 

o Invite parents to take part in a nutrition activity, 
such as preparing a healthy snack. 
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MODEL POLICIES FOR  

PHYSICAL ACTIVITY  
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Model Policies for a Healthy Physical Activity Environment 
Policy Area Active Play and Inactive Time Page 

Model Policy 1: Children have at least 120 minutes of active playtime each day. 33 

Model Policy 2 : Children participate in structured physical activities (teacher-led) 
two or more times a day. 

34 

Model Policy 3: Children participate in outdoor active play two or more times a 
day. 

35 

Model Policy 4: Active playtime is not withheld when children misbehave.  
Additional active playtime is offered for good behavior. 

35 

Model Policy 5: Inactive time (not including nap time or eating) when children are 
seated for more than 30 minutes at a time is limited to one time a 
week or less. 

36 

Model Policy 6: Television or videos are rarely or never shown in the facility. 37 

Policy Area Play Environment  

Model Policy 7: A wide variety of fixed play equipment (slides, climbing 
equipment) is available to meet the needs of all children. 

39 

Model Policy 8: A wide variety of portable play equipment is available for children 
to use at the same time. 

40 

Policy Area Supporting Physical Activity  

Model Policy 9: 
 

Staff members encourage children to be active and join children 
in active play. 

42 

Model Policy 10: The center displays pictures or posters that promote physical 
activity. 

43 

Model Policy 11: Staff members receive training on physical activity (not including 
playground safety) at least twice per year. 

43 
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Policy Area: Active Play and Inactive Time 
 
Overview 
Children spend the same, if 
not more, time playing video 
games, watching television or 
using a computer than they 
do playing outside.  Current 
recommendations suggest all 
children should be physically 
active every day.  Children 
get many benefits from being 
physically active, including: 

 reduced risk of 
developing heart 
disease, diabetes, 
high blood pressure 
and high cholesterol,   

 healthy bones and 
muscles,  

 improved strength and 
endurance,  

 good mental health 
and cognition, 

 increased self-
esteem.  

 
Even though young children 
tend to be naturally active, it 
is important for adults to 
recognize that they do not 
develop advanced motor 
skills, like kicking and 
hopping, without 
encouragement and adult 
involvement.  As children 
develop more advanced motor coordination, they begin to increase their self-esteem 
and link physical activity with positive experiences.  Both of these are important to lay 
the groundwork for being regularly active into adulthood.  
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Model Policy 1: Children have at least 120 minutes of active playtime each day.  

Rationale 
Children need at least 120 minutes of active play every day, including both structured (teacher-
led) and unstructured (free play) playtime to maintain their fitness levels and to develop 
physically, mentally and emotionally.  Physical activity periods should be long enough for 
children to also get health benefits.  Active playtime means that children are allowed to move 
freely, enjoying active movements such as skipping, running and climbing. 

Tips for changing current 
practice: 

Tips for getting support 
from parents: 

Tips for getting support 
from kids: 

o Create a daily schedule 
that includes active play. 

o Include two to three blocks 
of active playtime across 
the day.  Include both 
inside and outside play. 

o Use active learning in daily 
lesson plans, allowing for 
children to learn through 
movement. 

o Use tested physical 
activity lessons that 
include a number of fun 
activities mixing learning 
and active playtime. 

o Listen to music and get the 
classroom moving. 
 

o Give parents information 
about the importance of 
physical activity for 
childrenôs physical, mental 
and emotional health. 

o Talk to parents about the 
activities children do 
during the day. 

o Encourage parents to 
spend time enjoying active 
play with their kids at 
home. 

o Send home ideas for 
family physical activities.  

o Play with children.   
o Make physical activity fun 

through active play. 
o Have reasonable 

expectations.  Challenge 
children; donôt scare them. 

o Encourage cooperation, 
not competition. 
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Model Policy 2: Children participate in structured physical activities (teacher-led) two 
or more times each day. 

Rationale 
Children who develop gross motor skills at a young age are more likely to be physically active 
throughout their lives.  Children do not naturally develop basic movement skills.  As a result, it is 
important that staff involve children in a variety of activities so they learn necessary skills and 
develop confidence in their physical abilities.  Children will also learn to enjoy physical activity if 
they are directed by well-informed staff who model how physical activity can be fun.  Regular 
physical activity will teach children how to move their bodies and provide opportunities for 
practicing basic motor skills.  During this time, staff can show children how to do certain 
activities and improve their skills in the activity.  In addition, participating in physical education 
increases the likelihood that children will engage in moderate to vigorous activity. 

Tips for changing current 
practice: 

Tips for getting support 
from parents: 

Tips for getting support 
from kids: 

o Find ways to add physical 
education into current 
lessons so that major 
schedule changes are not 
needed. 

o Give staff physical activity 
resources.  

o Hold a training session to 
help staff become more 
comfortable with and learn 
age-appropriate activities. 

o Remind staff that being 
active with children can 
also help them create a 
healthier lifestyle. 

o Give parents information 
about the importance of 
physical activity for 
physical, social and 
mental health. 

o Invite parents to visit and 
join in organized activity 
sessions. 

o Pick one child each week 
to share an active play 
idea. 

o Give children a special 
prop, like a sock ball, and 
have them create a game 
with it.  See how many 
ideas they come up with. 

o Do structured activities in 
small doses, such as two 
15-minute activities. 

o Focus on process and 
technique over outcome. 

o Repeat activities so 
children can practice their 
new skills. 

 
  




