
Helping new starters 

settle into nursery 

mealtimes

For new starters there are lots of new things 
to take in: new people, new surroundings, new 
routines, new smells and new foods.

When it comes to mealtimes, some children might 
happily tuck into their first nursery meal, while 
others may watch cautiously or refuse the food 
altogether at first. Both responses are completely 
normal.

The aim isn’t to rush children into eating at 
nursery. Instead, we want to create calm, positive 
mealtimes where children feel secure, supported 
and comfortable enough to gradually explore new 
foods with confidence.

Go gently. Learning to love food takes time. 

Starting nursery is a big 
milestone and mealtimes are an 
important part of that journey. 

Remember that  
eating is only one  

part of mealtimes.  
A child who sits  

at the table, watches their 
friends eat, touches  

a new food or takes a 
tiny taste is already 

learning.

What might you notice  
when a child first starts?
During the first few weeks, it is quite 
normal for a child to:

•	 Eat less than they usually would at home

•	 Prefer familiar foods

•	 Watch other children before joining in

•	 Be cautious about foods they haven’t 
seen before

•	 Touch, smell or play with food  
without eating it

•	 Refuse a meal or particular foods

•	 Eat more confidently on some days  
than others

•	 Seek reassurance from a familiar 
member of staff

•	 Take several weeks to feel comfortable 
with nursery mealtimes



Supporting children through  
their first menu cycles
Children will become more familiar with your 
menus over time. Our experience is that many 
children settle into a new menu within around 
2–3 menu cycles, but this is not a target or 
deadline. Every child is different, and some 
children will need longer.

Research also tells us that children may need 
15–20 exposures to a new food before they feel 
comfortable accepting it. This is why patience, 
repetition and a positive mealtime environment 
are so important.

It’s important to maintain regular communication 
with the child’s family as they adapt to your 
menus. Understanding what mealtimes look like 
at home and what foods children enjoy with their 
family can be helpful.

Getting comfortable
The first few weeks are about settling in, building 
relationships and becoming familiar with the new 
environment.

For some children, the food may feel like another 
big change alongside everything else they are 
experiencing. The look, smell, texture and taste 
of nursery meals may be different from the 
foods they are used to at home.

What can help?
•	 Keep mealtimes calm and predictable, 

following your usual nursery routine.

•	 Where possible, sit children with a 
familiar member of staff who can 
provide reassurance.

•	 Include side dishes, second courses and 
snacks that the child enjoys so they 
have plenty of opportunities to eat 
familiar foods across the day.

•	 Eat alongside the children and model 
enjoyment of the food or seat new 
starters alongside children who are 
settled and enjoy food.

•	 Use positive, relaxed language about 
food with no pressure to try.

•	 Give children time to look at and 
explore unfamiliar foods.

•	 Avoid putting pressure on children to 
taste or eat.

•	 Celebrate their participation in 
mealtimes and share this with the 
family. Avoid focusing simply on how 
much they eat.

The priority 
at this stage is 

helping children 
feel secure and 

comfortable at the 
table.



Building familiarity
By the second menu cycle, children may begin 
to recognise some of the dishes and routines. 
Some may be starting to taste and enjoy new 
foods, while others may still be cautious. 
This is completely normal.

Even though children have now 
experienced the dishes once before, their 
exposure to each individual food is still 
relatively limited. Remember that it can 
take many exposures before a child feels 
comfortable with a new food.

What can help?
•	 Continue with the same calm and 

consistent mealtime approach.

•	 Pair main meals with familiar or 
popular side dishes and second 
courses, where appropriate, so there is 
something familiar alongside the new.

•	 Continue to eat with the children and 
model enjoyment.

•	 Allow children to decide whether they 
want to taste or eat. Autonomy leads to 
exploration!

•	 Give children plenty of opportunities to 
see and explore foods without pressure.

•	 Keep mealtimes relaxed and sociable.

Growing confidence
By the third menu cycle, children may be starting 
to recognise many of the dishes and feel more 
familiar with the nursery mealtime routine.

Some children may now be happily tasting and 
eating a wider range of foods. Others may still be 
hesitant and that’s okay too.

Remember that even after three cycles, a 
child may only have seen an individual dish a 
handful of times. There is still plenty of time 
for their confidence and acceptance to grow.

What can help?
•	 Continue to provide reassurance for 

children who are more cautious.

•	 Keep mealtimes positive, relaxed and 
predictable.

•	 Continue to role model eating a variety 
of foods.

•	 Give children opportunities to explore 
foods without expectation that they 
must eat them.

•	 Notice and celebrate small steps; 
looking, touching, smelling, tasting and 
eating are all part of learning.

•	 Talk to parents and carers about what 
the child is used to eating at home and 
share positive progress.

Pressuring, 
persuading or coaxing 
a reluctant child to eat 

can make them feel more 
anxious about the food. 
Instead, allow them to 
go at their own pace.

Your role isn’t  
to make children eat. 

It is to provide a  
secure, comfortable 
environment where  
they can gradually 
develop confidence 

with food.



Every child will develop confidence at their 
own pace. There is no need to compare one 
child’s progress with another’s. Think about 
how children learn any new skill: they need 
time, repetition, encouragement and lots of 
opportunities to practise. Food is no different.

Continue to provide the same positive 
foundations and give children the time they need 
to develop their own relationship with food.

E: hello@nurserykitchen.co.uk
W: nurserykitchen.co.uk  T: 01245 808080

Remember: it’s a journey
Starting nursery is a huge step for any 
child. They don’t need to have everything 
figured out on day one and neither do 
their eating habits.

A child who is initially reluctant to eat 
nursery food isn’t necessarily telling us 
that they don’t like it. They may simply 
need more time to feel safe, familiar and 
confident in their new surroundings.

Your job is to keep offering, keep 
modelling and keep creating positive 
experiences.

Go gently. Keep 
mealtimes positive.  
Give children time.

Learning to love food  
takes time and every  

little step counts.

Find more 
resources on 
food refusal 
in our Happy 
Mealtimes Club.  
 
Sign-up for 
free here

https://nurserykitchen.co.uk/
https://nurserykitchen.co.uk/happy-meal-times-club/?_sft_publication_categories=food-refusal
https://nurserykitchen.co.uk/happy-meal-times-club/?_sft_publication_categories=food-refusal
https://nurserykitchen.co.uk/

