understanding
portion sizeés in

the early years

At Nursery Kitchen, we're committed to providing balanced, nutritious meals that
meet the needs of young children during their most important years of growth and
development.

Our meals are carefully designed to align with nationally recommended portion
size guidance for children in the early years. From mains to side dishes and second
courses, each component is thoughtfully selected and paired to ensure nutritional
balance, helping to provide the right fuel for busy minds and growing bodies.

But portion sizes aren’t just about the number of grams or spoonfuls.
Here’'s why a nuanced and flexible approach to portion sizes is important.

What is a portion size - and why does it matter?
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Portion size guidance is designed to Many parents and carers are surprised to
help ensure that children receive the learn that recommended portions are often
nutrients they need across a day. These smaller than expected. A survey by the Infant
recommendations are based on how much and Toddler Forum found that 79% of parents
food, spread across three meals and 2-3 routinely served children larger portions than
snacks, a typical child would need to meet advised, sometimes approaching adult-sized

their daily nutritional requirements- assuming  servings. It's easy to see how this happens
they include a balanced variety from different  especially when our instinct is to make sure
food groups. children have “eaten enough.” But more isn't
always better. Understanding appropriate
portion sizes helps take the pressure off both
adults and children, making mealtimes more
relaxed and enjoyable.

But children don't eat the same amount
consistently. Appetite naturally varies, not
just from child to child, but from day to day,
or even meal to meal. That's where
flexibility is key.

Rather than viewing portion size guidance as
a fixed rule for every meal or snack, it's more
helpful to use it as a benchmark for planning
how much to serve. Begin with smaller
portions and offer more if the child shows
signs of hunger. This approach helps to avoid
mealtime pressure, reduces food waste, and
most importantly, supports children to listen
to their own hunger and fullness cues, a vital
skill for building healthy eating habits.




Every child is different -
feed to appetite

While portion guidance offers a helpful

baseline for planning your meals, it's
essential to remember that:

* Every child is unique.

» Appetite can vary day to day, or even
meal to meal.

» External factors like teething,
tiredness, illness, growth spurts, or
the weather can all influence how
much a child wants to eat.

At Nursery Kitchen, we promote a responsive
feeding approach which encourages staff
and carers to tune into each child’s appetite
and feeding behaviours, rather than sticking
rigidly to portion expectations.

If a child finishes their portion and asks for
more, that's okay! If another child eats very
little one day, that's okay too. Trust in their
natural satiety cues, this is how children
learn to eat intuitively and develop lifelong
healthy eating habits.

One area where flexibility really matters
is in how we communicate with parents
about how much their child has eaten.
Rather than focusing on whether a child
ate all, most, or only some of their
portion, it can be helpful to describe:

This type of feedback acknowledges the
normal fluctuations in appetite, avoids
placing all the value on quantity eaten, and
reinforces the message that children are
encouraged to eat to their own hunger and
fullness cues.
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Helpful examp : |
phrases might include:

;l'rl:ey were very enthusiastic about
e fajitas and helped themselves to
more when they were ready for it,

. z
They showed interest in the -

lored
ickpea curry toglay, explo
‘t:we t:xture and dipped their naan

bread in the sauce.

They tasted the broccoli and then
focused on the Pasta. Our family
style serving allows consistent
Opportunities for food exposure
and role modelling, even when
they're exploring new foods,

ry as usual
hey were not as hungry a:

-;t Ixnchtime today but enjoyed
some of the rice and peas.

Practical tips for staff:

* Focus on what and how the child
engaged with the food, rather than
how much they consumed.

By shifting the
focus from portion
expectations to appetite
and engagement, we help
create a more supportive and
developmentally appropriate
food environment which
can be applied both in the
setting and at home.

* Use neutral, non-judgemental
language that avoids praise or
concern around quantity eaten.

* Reinforce with parents that it's
normal for appetite to fluctuate,
and that mealtimes are also about
exposure, learning and enjoyment,
not just eating.

» Keep feedback factual and
observational: describe behaviours,
not amounts eaten.




« Meals are portioned using evidence
based national guidelines from trusted
sources like the First Steps Nutrition
and the British Nutrition Foundation.

* Allow second helpings for those children
who want it.

~—
~—


https://nurserykitchen.co.uk/

