understanding
food groups

Planning healthy, balanced meals for young children starts with
an understanding of the four main food groups. In this post, we’ll
explore what those food groups are, how much to serve from each
group and why they are so important. Think of it as a simple

and fool proof guide to planning your menus. Follow these
pointers and you'll have varied menus with a sound

nutrition foundation.

Bread, cereals, potatoes
and other starchy foods

What's included?

Potatoes, bread, rice, pasta, couscous, naan
bread, wraps, pitta bread, yam, noodles, oats,
breakfast cereals (if low in sugar and salt),
plantain, cassava, quinoa and other grains,
crackers, oatcakes, rice cakes.

How much?

Serve at every mealtime - breakfast, lunch

and tea and at least once a day as part of snacks.
Provide a variety of starchy food across each day,
and across each meal and snack every week.

Fruits and vegetables

What's included?

All fruit and vegetables fresh, frozen, tinned
(in natural juice or plain water), dried.

How much?

Aim for 5 child sized portions (40g or roughly
what fits into a child’s hand) daily, provide at
least one portion of fruit and/or vegetables every
mealtime and most snacks. Avoid serving dried
fruit at snack times to protect teeth

from decay.
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These foods will provide energy, fuel for vital
tissues and organs including the brain, fibre,
B vitamins and other minerals.

Top Tip

Try to include some wholegrain varieties
from this food group each week,
Wholegrain starchy foods include, oats,
brown rice, whole wheat pasta, quinoa,
brown, wholemeal, or granary bread.

Why?

Fruit and vegetables are a good source of
vitamins, minerals, fibre and antioxidants

Top Tip

Aim for a variety of colours. Not only will

it make the meals and snacks look more
appetising, but it also provides a variety
of different vitamins and minerals.
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Milk and diary ‘

What's included? Why?

Cow’s milk, cheese, paneer, yoghurt, milk-based Dairy foods provide calcium for strong bones
puddings such as rice pudding, fromage frais and teeth, protein for muscle and tissue growth
and unsweetened, calcium-fortified plant-based and repair, vitamin A for healthy eyes, skin and
milks such as soya, almond and oat milk. immune system and vitamins B2 and B12 for
Please note that rice milk is not suitable for energy production.

children under the age of 5yrs due to low levels

of arsenic. .
Top Tip

How much? Children older than 1yr can have semi-

skimmed milk and low fat yoghurts and

Aim for 3 i day. A variety of diff t
M Tor S servings a cay. Avariewy of aimeren cheeses providing they are growing well.

dairy foods across the day are encouraged.

Meat, fish, eggs, beans and other 7

non-dairy sources of protein K

What's included? Why?

Beans, pulses, lentils, chickpeas dhal, eggs, These foods provide protein, iron and zinc. Iron is

chicken, turkey, pork, beef, lamb, fish, shellfish, particularly important as our bodies cannot make

soya products such as tofu, seeds, hummus. iron so we rely on obtaining it solely from the
foods we eat. Children who do not eat enough

How much? iron are at risk of iron deficiency anaemia which

) ) can affect both mental and physical development
Serve at least twice a day, or three times a day for  3nd performance.

vegetarians. Include an item from this food group
at every lunch and tea. These foods can also be

included at snack times e.g. hummus, falafel or Top Tip
pakora. Aim to include red meat such as beef or Include oily fish such as salmon, trout,
lamb, at least once per week for non-vegetarians mackerel, herrings, pilchards or sardines

offered at least once a week. Oily fish is particularly beneficial for
children’s cognitive development.
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