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Healthy Waltham: Kids, eat your veggies – with a napkin
By Leslie Glynn/Healthy Waltham
Wicked Local Waltham
Posted Nov 15, 2010 @ 07:41 AM

“I’m afraid it’s going to make me sick to my stomach!” Bingo! That was exactly the
answer I was expecting when I asked my students, “What do you think is the main reason children do
not want to try new foods, especially vegetables?” on the first day of our cooking class. I always ask this
question during the first class so children can acknowledge their own fears and the class as a group can
overcome those fears. After teaching hundreds of children how to prepare healthy foods, I’ve come to
the conclusion that children are not just trying to be stubborn.

Granted, children use more colorful words to describe getting sick to their stomach, but you get the
idea. They are afraid of the gag reflex. If they put a food into their mouth and don’t like the unfamiliar
taste or texture, they panic, fearing that they will have to swallow it and then they will get sick. I learned
a trick years ago to get them past this fear; it’s called the “tasting napkin.” I also refer to it as the exit
plan. If a food is unfamiliar and the child hesitates to try it, I offer a napkin in one hand and the new
food in the other and tell them, “If you don’t like it, you can spit it out and maybe in about six months
you can try it again.”  Some children are very dramatic doing this, some subtle. But, mostly they will try
it.

In a recent cooking class we made a beautiful platter of fresh, cut-up raw vegetables, and one little boy
said, “I do not like any of that.” I asked, “You’ve had all these veggies before?” He said no, and then I
said, “Well, how do you know if you’ve never tried them?”  So I called him up to the front of the
class, and with a pile of napkins we went through all the different vegetables one by one. I had to keep a
straight face because he was so funny knowing he had an audience with all the other students watching.
He was very animated spitting each food out onto the napkin. We were down to broccoli and cucumber,
and I was getting nervous. I went with the cucumber. He tasted it, looked me in the eye and said,
“It’s pretty good.”  Hooray! We clapped for him and he ended up having several slices. He was actually
proud of himself.

Some of you might be saying “Lady, you need a life if you’re getting excited over a child eating a
cucumber!” But, if you have had a child that didn’t like to try new foods, I know you understand. That
cucumber just might be the crack in the door that will lead that child to try other foods, preferably
healthy ones!

As chef instructor in the Waltham Public Schools middle school “Mall Mania” after-school programs,
this is my fourth year teaching a class I call “Kitchen etc.” It’s all about teaching children to eat healthy
foods, and the administration has been very supportive. Waltham Public Schools Assistant

Superintendent of Administration Anne Marie Carr-Reardon said, “Having observed the success of the chef’s classes in the Mall
Mania program I believe exposing students to new foods while exploring healthy eating options is a win-win.”

People marvel when I tell them some of the things the children have made and eaten in my classes and I have had tremendous
success using the tasting napkin with my students. Whenever I hear people generalize that children won’t eat vegetables, I say that
doesn’t have to be true but it takes time and patience for many of them.

Sometimes it’s a texture thing. They may like a raw carrot but not a cooked one. They may like a cooked pepper but not a raw one.
Their taste buds are very different from those an adults. What may be a little bitter to us can be very bitter to them; what may be sour
to us is very sour to them. They actually taste things differently than we do, so when they give a response about how they like
something, we have to take that into consideration.

Over time, have them try that food again. They may surprise you and like it the next time. I have two teenagers, and I learned about
the tasting napkin when my children were little. I also taught a pre-school cooking program. The tasting napkin worked for my own
children, and my pre-school and middle school students, and I think it can work for you.

Leslie Glynn is a chef consultant and instructor for Healthy Waltham and the Waltham Public Schools. A Waltham resident with
two children in the public schools, Leslie has helped hundreds of children (and adults) find new ways to prepare and enjoy healthy
foods. For more information about Healthy Waltham, please visit www.healthy-waltham.org. “Healthy Waltham” will appear as a
monthly column in the Waltham News Tribune. Send feedback to newstribune@cnc.com
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