Preschool ideal time to
focus on healthy eating
We recently moved, and my children
are attending a new child care center.
I’m surprised at how much it focuses
on healthy eating and exercise,
and I wonder if it’s a bit too much
for preschoolers. Could it lead to a
backlash later?
Actually, early childhood is the ideal time to
establish healthy eating and physical activity
habits. In fact, researchers of a recent study
published in the Journal of the American College
of Cardiology recommend promoting healthy diet
and exercise with children as young as 3 to 5 years
old to help prevent cardiovascular disease later
in life. In their study, young children who were
introduced to a heart-healthy lifestyle program
showed better attitudes, habits and knowledge
about heart health up to three years afterwards
than children who weren’t exposed to the program.
They were also less prone to be overweight or
obese.
One way preschools and early child care centers
can improve child nutrition is by providing healthy,
locally grown foods. According to data gathered
by the U.S. Department of Agriculture, farm-toschool programs in schools improve acceptance
of healthier foods in cafeterias by 28 percent and
reduce the amount of food that students throw
in the trash by 17 percent. And the Centers for
Disease Control and Prevention supports such
programs in early care and education settings,
saying that such activities help to shape early taste
preferences and support the formation of healthy
habits to last a lifetime. “Farm to Preschool”
activities include:
• Purchasing locally grown foods for snacks and
meals.
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• Garden-based educational programs.
• Cooking demonstrations with local foods.
• Classroom visits from farmers.
If your children’s child care center doesn’t already
have a local foods program up and running, there
are plenty of resources available to help. Both the
National Farm to School Network (farmtoschool.
org) and the USDA Food and Nutrition Service’s
Farm to School program (www.fns.usda.gov/
farmtoschool/farm-school) have information
specifically for preschools and other early child
care centers. Among their tips:
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• Start small, perhaps with a special local foods
event or by providing one local food item each
month.
• Start simple. Fruits and vegetables are often
the easiest locally sourced foods. Local milk is
usually easy to find, too.
• The child care center’s current food service
company may be able to supply locally grown
foods — the center just needs to ask. The center
can also seek out local farmers willing to sell
foods directly. State leaders with the National
Farm to School Network can help link up your
children’s center with local farmers. To find your
state’s leader, see the listing at farmtoschool.
org/our-network.
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