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               Nutrition Guidance for Parents
                 Supporting Healthy Eating Habits in Early Childhood
Introduction
Nutrition plays a crucial role in the growth, development, and overall well-being of young children. As a nursery, we are dedicated to working in partnership with parents and carers to foster healthy eating habits from an early age. This guidance aims to offer practical advice and information to help you make informed choices about your child’s nutrition, both at home and in our nursery setting.
Why Nutrition Matters in Early Years
Proper nutrition is essential for:
· Physical growth and development
· Brain development and learning
· Building a strong immune system
· Establishing lifelong healthy eating habits
Our Approach to Nutrition at Smart Steps Nursery 
At Smart Steps, we strive to provide a balanced and varied diet that meets the nutritional needs of young children. Our menus are designed to include:
· Plenty of fruits and vegetables
· Wholegrain starchy foods such as bread, rice, pasta, and potatoes
· Dairy products and alternatives for calcium and vitamin D
· Sources of protein such as meat, fish, eggs, beans, and pulses
· Limited foods high in fat, sugar, and salt

Packed Lunches 
At Smart Steps Nursery, we understand that many parents prefer to provide a packed lunch for their children. To support healthy eating habits, we encourage families to include a variety of nutritious foods such as wholegrain sandwiches, fresh fruit and vegetables, dairy products like yoghurt or cheese, and a source of protein such as lean meats or eggs. We kindly ask that sugary snacks, sweets, and fizzy drinks are avoided, as these can impact children’s energy levels and dental health.
Our staff are happy to offer advice on suitable lunchbox choices and can provide resources to inspire balanced, appealing meals. By working together, we can ensure every child benefits from a healthy and enjoyable lunch experience during their time at nursery.

Guidance for Parents

The 4 food groups 
Children aged 1 to 5 years have different nutritional requirements to adults. They need to be fed a healthy balanced diet with a range of foods even as they are introduced to solid foods.  
The Eatwell Guide uses government advice to show what a healthy and balanced diet 
looks like. It shows what a balance of foods should look like in one day or over a whole 
week. The advice in the Eatwell Guide applies to children from the age of 2 years. 
A healthy, balanced diet is based on the 4 main food groups
· fruit and vegetables
· Potatoes, bread, rice, pasta and other starchy carbohydrates 
· Bread
· Beans, pulses, fish, eggs, meat and other proteins 
These provide essential nutrients to help children grow and develop. 
Drinks to offer from 6 months 
The only drinks that are recommended for babies aged 6-12 months are: 
• Breast milk 
• First infant formula 
• Water

Avoid giving other milks that are labelled as being suitable for babies aged 6 months and over (for example ‘follow on formula’). Research shows that switching to follow-on formula at 6 months has no benefits for the baby who can continue to have first infant formula as their main drink until they are 1 year old. Formula milks marketed for children aged 12 months and over (such as ‘growing up’ milks and other ‘toddler’ milks) are also not necessary.

How to introduce different textures 
If you puree foods, gradually make purees thicker. You can also mash vegetables or fruit. These thicker and lumpier textures can help babies develop muscles in their mouths. Try finger foods which are easy to grab and hold, such as thin sticks of cheese or bread, soft-cooked broccoli, cauliflower, carrot or banana cut into thin batons. These can encourage a baby’s hand-eye coordination, as well as introducing new textures. 
Let babies touch food with their hands and play with textures, such as portions of cooked spaghetti.

Foods to avoid 
Babies should not eat: 
• Much salt, as it is not good for their kidneys. Do not add salt to food prepared for babies or cooking water. Stock cubes and gravy shouldn’t be used either 
• Any sugar. Avoiding sugary snacks and drinks including fruit juice can help prevent tooth decay 
• Foods that are high in saturated fat, salt and sugar like cakes, puddings, sweet and savoury pastries, biscuits, crisps, chocolate and other confectionery 
• Popcorn, raw jelly cubes, or whole nuts, which are all choking hazards 
• Honey (which should be avoided until 12 months) as it can contain bacteria that can make babies seriously unwell 
• Cheeses made from unpasteurised milk or mould-ripened soft cheeses, such as brie or camembert, or ripened goat’s milk cheese and soft, blue-veined cheese, such as roquefort. There's a higher risk that these cheeses might carry a bacteria called listeria









1. Balanced Meals
Ensure your child’s meals include a variety of food groups each day. Offer at least five portions of fruit and vegetables, wholegrain carbohydrates, dairy or alternatives, and lean proteins.
2. Healthy Snacks
Choose snacks like fresh fruit, vegetable sticks, plain yoghurt, or wholegrain crackers. Avoid sugary drinks and snacks high in salt or fat.
3. Hydration
Water and milk are the best drinks for children. Avoid fizzy drinks and limit fruit juices.
4. Portion Sizes
Young children have small stomachs, so offer child-sized portions. Let children decide how much to eat from what is offered—avoid pressuring them to finish everything.
5. Involvement and Education
Encourage your child’s interest in food by involving them in meal planning and preparation where possible. Teaching children about different foods and their benefits helps develop positive attitudes toward eating.

Safe Eating Practices
· Always supervise young children while eating to prevent choking.
· Cut foods such as grapes, cherry tomatoes, and sausages into small pieces.
· Avoid whole nuts and other potential choking hazards for under-fives.
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Allergies and Dietary Requirements
Please inform nursery staff of any allergies or specific dietary needs your child may have. We are committed to accommodating individual requirements and ensuring all children receive safe and suitable meals.

Cost-effective healthy food 
Having a strategy for meal planning is essential for saving time and keeping costs down. Preparing menus in advance and using tried-and-tested recipes will cut preparation time. It also helps with buying ingredients, keeping track of allergens and cutting down on food waste. When shopping, consider ‘value’ brands, especially for staples like pasta, rice and tinned tomatoes. The difference in nutritional content between value and premium ranges is often very little, and some value brands contain less added sugar and salt. Here are 9 tips for keeping your costs down while providing healthy, nutritious meals and snacks:
 1. Cooking from scratch is a more cost-effective and healthier choice. Use ingredients such as tinned tomatoes, onions and herbs, instead of pre-packaged cooking sauces. 
2. Experiment with making your own fruit yoghurt by blending chopped fresh, stewed, tinned or frozen fruits with plain yoghurt. You could also use up leftover fruit that you might normally throw away. Shop-bought fruit yoghurt can be high in sugar. 
3. Frozen or tinned fruits in natural juice and vegetables with no added salt are good alternatives to fresh produce. They minimise waste and can sometimes offer higher nutrient levels. 
4. Choosing fruits and vegetables that are in season can make them more affordable - and they will taste their best. Always compare the cost of loose and pre-packed produce. Go to local markets with children for cost-effective options and let children join in with choosing for a fun activity. 
5. Growing fruits, vegetables and herbs in pots or bags provides a sustainable source of ingredients for meals or snacks. It is also a great educational activity for children. 
6. Batch cooking and freezing portions is a good use of time. This works especially well if you are cooking for smaller groups, for example, if you are a childminder. If you choose to freeze food, you need to follow the Food Standard Agency’s food safety guidelines when freezing and defrosting. 
7. A slow cooker is ideal for smaller portions, particularly for preparing meals in advance and making the most of value cuts of meat. 
 8. Meat and fish are expensive proteins. Using pulses such as beans, lentils and peas can help reduce the amount of meat and fish you use. These are also great sources of fibre. Eggs and tinned fish are an affordable alternative to meat and fresh fish. 
 9. Proper food storage helps extend freshness. Follow best practice food storage, such as keeping apples in the fridge and storing potatoes in a cool, dark place. The Food Standards Agency provides advice on storing and freezing food safely.
Working Together
Consistency between home and nursery is key to supporting healthy nutrition. We encourage open communication—please share any concerns or suggestions with us. Together, we can help your child build a healthy relationship with food that will last a lifetime.


Further Resources
· NHS Eatwell Guide
· First Steps Nutrition Trust
· Safe food – Children’s Nutrition
If you have any questions or need additional support, please contact the nursery team. We are here to help!
Our staff are available to provide guidance on appropriate lunchbox choices and can offer resources to help inspire balanced and appealing meals. By collaborating, we aim to ensure every child enjoys a wholesome and pleasant lunch experience throughout their time at nursery.
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Early   years   food   choking   hazards     Below   is   a   table   of   advice on   key   foods   for   care   givers who   are   involved with   preparing  and serving food for babies and young children (under 5 years old)    

Vegetable   and   fruits  Advice  

Pips   or   stones   in   fruit  Always check   beforehand   and   remove   hard   pips   or   stones   from   fruit.  

Small   fruits  Cut   small   round   fruits   like   grapes,   cherries,   berries,   strawberries   and   cherry   tomatoes,  into small pieces: cut lengthways and then again cut them in halves (quarters).  

Large   fruits   and   firm   fruits  Cut   large   fruits   like   melon   and   firm   fruits   like apple   into   slices   instead   of   small   chunks.  For very young children ,   consider   grating or mashing   firm fruits, or softening   them up  by steaming or simmering.  

Vegetables  Cut   vegetables   like   carrots,   cucumber   and   celery   into   narrow   batons.   For very   young  children   consider   grating   or   mashing   firm   vegetables   and   legumes   like   butter   beans,  chickpeas and tofu, or softening them up by steaming or simmering.  

Skin   on   fruit   and   vegetables  Consider   removing   the   skin   from   fruit   and   vegetables,   especially   for   very young  children. Peeled fruit and vegetables can be swallowed more easily.  

Cooking   fruit   and   vegetables  Consider softening firm fruit and vegetables (such as carrots, broccoli, yam and  apples)   by   steaming   or   simmering   until   soft.   Serve cut   into   slices   or   narrow   batons.  

Meat   and  fish  Advice  

Sausages   and   hot   dogs  Cut   sausages   and   hot   dogs   into   short   strips.   Cut   them   in   half   and   then   lengthways  or as thinly as possible. Peeling the skin off the sausages helps them to be  swallowed more easily .  

Meat   or  fish  Remove   bones   from   meat   or   fish.   Cut meat   into   strips   as   thinly   as   possible.   Remove  skin and fat from meat and fish, it will help the food pass smoothly down the throat.  

Cheese  Advice  

Grate   or   cut   cheese  Grate   or   cut   cheese   into   short   strips. Cut   lumps   of   cheese   as   narrow   as   possible.  

Nuts   and   seeds  Advice  

Chop   or   flake   whole   nuts  Chop   or   flake   whole   nuts,   peanuts   and   seeds.   Whole   nuts   should   not   be   given  to children under five years old.  

Bread  Advice  

White   bread   and   other   breads  White   bread   can   form   a ball   shape   with a   dough - like   texture   at the   back   of   a child's  throat, if not chewed properly. Brown bread or toasted white bread are good  alternatives. Cut bread, chapatis, naan bread and other breads into narrow strips.  

Snacks   and   other   foods  Advice  

Popcorn  Do   not   give   babies   and   young   children   popcorn.  

Chewing   gum   and   marshmallows  Do   not   give   babies   and   young   children   chewing   gum   or   marshmallows.  

Peanut   butter  Do   not   give babies   and   young   children   peanut   butter   on   its   own, only   use   as   a   spread.  

Jelly   cubes  Do   not   give   babies   and   young   children   raw   jelly   cubes.  

Boiled   sweets   and   ice  cubes  Do   not   give   babies   and   young   children   boiled,   hard,   gooey,   sticky   or   cough   sweets,  or ice cubes.  

Raisins   and   other   dried   fruits  Do   not   give   babies   under   the   age   of   1   whole   raisins   or   dried   fruits.   Cut   them   into  small pieces.  
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