
HEALTH EDUCATION

Feeding Your Toddler

“Toddlers are active, curious, and fun. They may also be picky eaters. These tips can help.”   
—Kaiser Permanente pediatrician

Eat together
• Make time to sit down with your 

child at the table. 
• Be sure to turn off the TV. Have 

family members follow a “no 
devices at the table” rule.

• Show your child how to eat healthy 
by doing it yourself.

• Keep meals relaxing and fun.
Eating habits 
• Remember, the amount of food a 

toddler eats varies from day to day. 
• Give your child a child-size spoon 

and fork, even though toddlers 
often eat with their hands. Help 
your child practice eating with 
utensils, even if it gets messy.

Healthy choices
• Offer your child a variety of healthy 

foods, including vegetables, fruit, 
whole grains, and protein. 

• Read nutrition labels. Limit foods 
with sugar or unhealthy fats.

Smart drinks
• Offer water throughout the day in 

a cup (not a bottle). Toddlers need 
about 2 cups of water daily. 

• Limit milk to no more than 2 cups 
daily. Too much milk can lead to 
low iron in the blood (anemia).

• Doctors don’t recommend juice.  
If you decide to include it, give only 
100% fruit juice and 4 ounces  
(½ cup) or less in a day.

• Don’t offer sugar-sweetened drinks. 
This includes soda, fruit drinks, 
flavored milk, tea, and energy 
drinks. 

Skip these foods
• Any food that could cause choking. 

This includes popcorn, chunks of 
meat or vegetables, thick or chunky 
peanut butter, hard or sticky candy, 
whole nuts and grapes, and hot 
dogs.

• Sweets, chips, and fast foods. They 
aren’t nourishing and can lead to 
unhealthy weight gain. 

• High-salt processed foods. 
Examples include lunch meats and 
packaged macaroni and cheese. 

• Candy, gummy vitamins, fruit 
leather, and other sweet, sticky 
foods. These can cause cavities.

Frequently asked questions
My toddler is a fussy eater. What 
can I do? 
Remember that toddlers: 
• Grow more slowly than babies. 

Sometimes your child may not be 
very hungry.

• Want to be more independent. 
They say “no” to many things, 
including food.

• Learn to like new foods by seeing, 
smelling, and tasting them several 
times. Some children need to see a 
food 15 times before trying it!

Offer a variety of healthy foods. Don’t 
make special meals or pressure them 
to eat. Talk with your child’s doctor 
if you’re worried or if mealtimes are 
becoming a struggle.
What if my toddler won’t eat 
vegetables?
• Make sure your child sees you 

enjoying vegetables. 
• Serve veggies with tasty dips, such 

as hummus. 
• Prepare them in a variety of ways. 
• Let your child help you shop for 

vegetables. 
• Praise them for eating veggies.
What are healthy, portable snacks 
for toddlers?
Snacks are another way to offer 
nutritious food (instead of cookies or 
crackers). 
Healthy choices include:
• Fresh fruit and vegetables.
• Cooked pasta.
• Half sandwiches on soft, whole-

grain bread.
• Shredded cheese or hummus. 
• Nut butters.
• Low-sugar, whole-grain cereals     

(offered in small containers). 
Avoid foods “aimed” at kids, such as 
sweetened yogurt, snack puffs, and 
cookies. Usually they’re high in sugar.



Key tips for feeding your toddler

• Give your child 3 small meals and 2 or 3 healthy snacks
daily.

• Offer small amounts of healthy foods.
• Serve water or milk.
• Limit sweets and fast foods.
• Decide when and where to give your child food, and

what you will offer.

• Sit down and eat together.
• Let your child decide if they’re hungry or not and how

much to eat.
• Don’t pressure your child to eat or finish everything on

their plate.

Food 
Group

Daily 
Servings Serving Size Healthy Ideas

Grains 4 to 6 ½ slice of bread 
¼ cup hot cereal
½ cup cold cereal 
¼ cup rice
2 to 3 crackers

¼ cup cooked 
pasta
¼ cup hot cereal
½ cup cold cereal 
¼ cup rice

• Whole-grain foods such as oatmeal, corn tortillas,
brown rice, whole-grain crackers, pasta, and
breads.

• Low-sugar, whole-grain cereals.

Vegetables 2 to 3 1 to 3 tablespoons of vegetables
3 ounces of vegetable juice

• A variety of vegetables. These can be fresh, frozen,
or canned.

• Vegetables cut into small pieces so toddlers can
chew them.

Fruit 2 to 3 1 to 2 tablespoons or ¼ piece • Raw fruit cut into small pieces to prevent choking.
• Grapes and cherry tomatoes cut into quarters.

Proteins 2 to 3 1 egg
3 tablespoons beans 
2 tablespoons peanut butter
1 to 2 tablespoons meat, poultry, or fish
¼ cup tofu

• Hardboiled or scrambled eggs, mashed beans, bean
or pea soup, tofu, or hummus.

• Fish such as salmon, tuna, and trout, with bones
removed. Salmon, trout, and herring are low in
mercury and high in DHA.

• Ground meats (meatloaf or meatballs). Cut “whole”
meats into small pieces. Meat can be hard for
toddlers to chew.

Dairy 2 4 ounces of milk (cow or alternative), 
up to 16 ounces (2 cups) total per day 
¼ to ½ cup unsweetened yogurt 
1½ to 2 ounces of cheese

• Reduced (2%) or low-fat (1%) cow’s milk.
• ½ cup milk during a meal (so your toddler won’t

fill up on it).
• Shredded cheese (not cubed).

Fats 2 Tbsp 
total

Examples of added fats:
• Drizzle of olive oil
• Small pat of butter

• Foods prepared with healthier fats, such as extra
virgin olive oil, avocado oil, and coconut oil.

• Foods that are baked, broiled, or steamed, not
fried.

• No foods containing unhealthy trans fats (used for
most French fries and pastries, for example).

Other resources:  Download our My Doctor Online app at the App Store or Google Play. Visit kp.org/mydoctor.
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