
Family-style meals 
 
Family-style meals are a great way to increase exposure to foods outside the child’s typically 
preferred food repertoire. Serving foods onto his/her plate or the “Learning Plate” allows for 
visual, touch and smell exposure. Children can interact with the foods using utensils or their 
hands, can model other family members, and will experience more of the social aspects of 
eating. 
 
Family-style meals can be limited to one meal per day to begin. For most families, the best 
choice is dinner. Components of the Family-style meals are: 
 

o Food is on the table, not pre-served on to individual plates 
o Food is passed around and each family member serves themselves some food 

(allows for visual, touch, smell exposure). 
o If the child refuses to serve the food onto his plate, suggest that he serve it onto 

the Learning Plate, which will sit in the center of the table. 
o If he refuses to serve it onto the learning plate, try “you can help me serve it on 

to the learning plate.” – If the child is still not willing, move the food further 
away from the child. He may be at step one in the food hierarchy – just allowing 
the food in the same room with him. 

o Preferred foods are included in the family-style meal and each family member 
will have some of the child’s preferred food on his/her plate.  

o The first 10 minutes of the meal are when the most calories are consumed. Have 
pleasant conversation and eat preferred foods. 

o After 10 minutes, you may begin to talk about the foods on the learning plate. 
o When done, begin clean-up routine which should include having the child assist 

with throwing foods away. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Hand-out created by Jennifer Stephenson, OTR using concepts from the Sequential Oral Sensory 
Approach to Feeding developed by Kay Toomey, PhD. 


