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Getting young children 
to eat a healthy meal 
can feel like an uphill 
battle. Many child care 
providers and parents face 
food neophobia—the 
reluctance to try new 
foods—especially when it 
comes to vegetables and 
less familiar foods. Yet 
research and real-world 
experience show that a 
simple, playful strategy 
can make a big difference: rebranding 
healthy foods with fun names.

WHY FUN NAMES WORK
Studies have found that giving foods 
catchy, imaginative names increases 
children’s willingness to taste and 
eat them. For example, Cornell 
University’s Food and Brand Lab 
discovered that preschoolers ate twice 
as many carrots when they were called 
“X-ray Vision Carrots” instead of just 
“carrots.” Even more impressive, the 
effect lasted beyond the novelty—kids 
continued eating about 50% more car-
rots later, even when the fun name was 
dropped. The takeaway? Marketing 
matters—even at the lunch table.

Creating menus for children is 
more than meeting the meal pattern 
requirements and serving sizes, it’s 
about sparking joy and creating 
an environment where meal time 
feels like an adventure. A name 
like “Superpower Salad,” “Blast-Off 
Broccoli” or “Sunshine Scrambled Eggs” 
turns a boring food into something 
adventurous. This approach reframes 
eating as play, which aligns perfectly 
with how young children learn and 
engage.

CREATIVE STRATEGIES FOR 
CHILD CARE PROVIDERS
You don’t need a degree in marketing 
to make vegetables appealing. Here 
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Make Healthy Foods Fun: 
Creative Naming  

Can Help Kids Eat Better Q. Is 2% milk reimbursable?

A. �No. Serve whole milk to 1-year 
olds and 1% or non-fat milk to 
children 2 years and up.

Q. Is chocolate milk reimbursable?

A. �No. Sugar sweetened beverages 
are not allowed in childcare 
facilities in California, including 
adding flavored straws, syrups 
and powders to unflavored milk. 

Q. �How long is a medical 
statement valid for?

A. �Medical statements are valid until:  

•	The participant and/or 
household replaces the previous 
medical statement with a new 
medical statement requiring 
different meal modifications for 
snacks and/or main meals; or,

•	The participant and/or 
household notifies the CACFP 
participating program that 
the meal accommodation or 
substitution requests are no 
longer necessary.

CACFP operators should document 
details of the conversation with 
the family of the enrolled child/
ren in these situations. Medical 
statements must be completed and 
signed by a State licensed medical 
professional.
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Make Healthy Foods Fun: Creative Naming Can Help Kids Eat Better

are some practical ways to incorporate fun naming 
into your menus:

1. Add Characters to the Dish 
Tie foods to beloved characters or themes. For 
example:

•	 Dragon Slayer’s Drumsticks

•	 Bugs Bunny Carrots 

•	 Pikachu Oatmeal 

•	 Unicorn Horn Fruit Kababs

This works because children associate positive 
feelings with their favorite characters, making the 
food feel familiar and fun.

2. Tell a Story 
Turn mealtime into a narrative. 

If you’re serving grilled cheese sandwiches and tomato 
soup, tell them how much the sandwich enjoys dipping its 
toes in the tomato soup. Before you know it, they will be 
dipping and munching away! 

If you’re serving steamed broccoli florets, tell the children 
the broccoli heads need a trim or have them give a silly 
haircut. Not many kids will resist nibbling off the tops and 
edges of the broccoli.

3. Use Descriptive, Playful Language 
Words like “super,” “power,” “magic,” “sparkle,” “rainbow,” 
“zippy” and “zoom” add excitement. Try:

•	 Rainbow Veggie Sticks for colorful bell peppers.

•	 Superhero Spinach for leafy greens.

•	 Magic Beans for any bean dish.

•	 Zippy Zuchini for a side of zucchini, cooked or raw.

WHY THIS MATTERS
According to USDA guidelines, toddlers should eat about 
1 cup of vegetables daily, and preschoolers need 1½ cups. 
Yet most children fall short. By making vegetables fun, 
you’re not just reducing mealtime stress, you’re helping kids 
build lifelong healthy habits.

TIPS FOR SUCCESS
•	 Stay Consistent: Use fun names regularly so they 

become part of your menu culture.

•	 Get Kids Involved: Let them help brainstorm names 
and have them help with small tasks in the kitchen. 
Ownership makes them more likely to try the food.

•	 Keep It Positive: Avoid pressure or bribery. The goal is to 
make eating feel like an adventure, not a chore.

•	 Be Patient: Toddlers often have a natural fear of new 
foods, and it can take 15 or more tries for them to accept 
a new food, even with a fun name.

Rebranding healthy foods with playful names is a simple, 
cost-free strategy that works for some children. It helps 
turn mealtimes into a positive experience, sparks curiosity, 
and encourages children to embrace nutritious choices. So 
go ahead—serve up “Rocket Ship Raviolis” or “Power Punch 
Peas” and watch the mood in the room light up with more 
children tasting and eating new and previously untouched 
foods.

— �Catherine Stafford 
Child Health & Nutrition Director 
CocoKids

Sources: thetakeout.com, firstthingsfirst.org,  
pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov

Food Funny Q. What do you call cheese that isn't yours?    [ Answer on page 4 ]
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Car Seat, Booster Seat and Seat Belt Safety

KIDS’ HEALTH & SAFETY

Child passenger safety is the driver’s 
responsibility. Being informed on 
up-to-date and upcoming laws and 
regulations is not only necessary, but 
also lifesaving. Whether you are driv-
ing your own car, or renting one, you 
must ensure you are always following 
current rules and regulations when 
transporting children.

AGE AND SIZE REQUIREMENTS
•	 Under 2 years old: Must be in a 

rear-facing car seat unless they meet 
the 40-pound or 40-inch height 
requirement. 

•	 Under 8 years old: Must be secured 
in a car seat or booster seat in the 
back seat. It is safer for all children 13 and under to 
ride in the back seat. 

•	 Eight years old or older, or at least 4'9"tall, may 
use a booster seat until they are ready for a vehicle 
seat belt when it properly fits them according to a 
“5-Step Test.” 

THE 5-STEP TEST 
For a child to be “properly restrained” by an adult seat 
belt without a booster, all five conditions of the follow-
ing test must be met: 

1  �The child sits all the way back against the vehicle  
seat, with their knees bent comfortably at the edge. 

2  �The child’s shoulders and back are against the  
vehicle seat. 

3  �The lap belt lies snugly across the upper thighs or 
hips, not the stomach. 

4  �The shoulder belt lies snugly across the shoulder  
and chest, not the neck or face.

5 �The child can maintain this position for the entire trip. 

NEW CAR SEAT FEDERAL 
REGULATIONS INCLUDE 
UPDATED SAFETY STANDARDS:
• � Side-impact testing: Car seats 

for children under 40 pounds 
must now pass a new side-impact 
crash test simulating a “T-bone” 
collision. 

• � Safety features: To meet the new 
standards, some car seats may 
include improved energy-absorbing 
materials and enhanced headrests 
or side wings. 

• � Effective date: Initially, the 
National Highway Traffic Safety 
Administration (NHTSA) issued 

the side impact testing regulation to become mandatory 
for all new car seats sold after June 30, 2025. An exten-
sion was considered, and now companies must meet the 
new requirements and comply by December 5, 2026. 
The effective date change is to give manufacturers more 
time to test and make the necessary changes.

In addition to these federal changes, individual states 
are updating their laws. In the past, consumers had to 
follow the manufacture’s maximum weight and height 
guidelines. However, in California the law requires all 
children under two to be in a rear-facing seat unless 
they are over 40 pounds or 40 inches tall. 

For all the latest updates on recalls, choosing the  
correct car seat or booster, car seat installation tips,  
free installation inspections, and an app where you  
can sign up to receive the latest updates, go to  
nhtsa.gov/vehicle-safety/car-seats-and-booster-seats.

Child passenger safety matters! Knowledge is power and 
you can make a difference. Share this information with 
the families you serve, relatives, friends and neighbors.

— �Alejandra Marín Santos 
Child Health & Nutrition Specialist, CocoKids. 

Sources: nhtsa.gov, calmatters.org

https://www.nhtsa.gov/vehicle-safety/car-seats-and-booster-seats
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Handy Cooking Substitutions
No salt? Replace with half as much lemon juice.

No sugar? Replace one cup granulated sugar 
with 1¼ cups powdered sugar.

No cornstarch? For 1 Tbsp of cornstarch, 
replace with 2 Tbsp all-purpose flour.

No bread crumbs? Replace with same amount 
of crushed crackers, cornflakes, or croutons.

No vanilla extract? Replace with half amount 
of almond extract.

No butter? Replace 1 cup with 7/8 cup vegetable 
oil or 1 cup of shortening.

Short on eggs? When baking and the recipe 
calls for 2 or more eggs, replace one egg 
with half a banana or ¼ cup of unsweetened 
applesauce.

No lemon? Replace 1 tsp lemon juice with half 
a teaspoon of white vinegar.

No garlic? Replace 1 clove with half teaspoon 
minced garlic or 1/8 teaspoon garlic powder.

No honey? Replace 1 cup honey with 1¼ cups 
white sugar and 1/3 cup water.

Kickin’ it 
in the Kitchen

Cabbage Curry

Cabbage....................1 small head
Vegetable oil.......................2 Tbsp
Cumin seeds.......................½ tsp
Mustard seeds....................½ tsp
Ginger, ground..................1 tsp
Onion, thinly sliced...........½ cup
Tomato, finely chopped.....½ cup

1.	 Remove the outer leaves of cabbage and cut into quarters. Heat  
5 cups of water in a large pot. Turn off the stove right before water 
starts to boil. 

2.	 Place the cabbage in the hot water and leave it for 2 to 3 minutes.
3.	 Drain the cabbage and rinse well, shaking off excess water. Chop the 

cabbage into thin slices and set aside on a towel to dry.
4.	 Pour oil in a hot pan. Once hot, add mustard and cumin seeds. 

When they begin to sizzle, add ginger and sauté until aromatic. Add 
sliced onions and stir until they turn transparent. Add tomatoes, salt, 
and turmeric. Cook until the tomatoes become mushy and soft.

5.	 Add red chili powder, and garam masala and sauté for a couple of 
minutes. Add more salt if needed.

6.	 Add green peas and after one minute, add the cabbage. Stir well and 
cook for 2 to 3 minutes on medium high heat, until cabbage is tender 
but slightly crunchy. Sprinkle coriander leaves on top and serve.

Yield: 8 servings
Meets the CACFP requirement for vegetables
 � — indianhealthyrecipes.com

Salt	.....................................½ tsp
Turmeric.............................1/8 tsp
Red chili powder................½ tsp
Garam masala....................¾ tsp
Green peas..........................½ cup
Coriander leaves,   

finely chopped.................2 Tbsp

Food Funny 		  A. Nacho Cheese!

Minty Citrus Salad

Grapefruit, peeled..............2
Sugar ..................... optional 
Orange, peeled...................4

1.	 Segment the grapefruit, oranges, and mandarins. Cut the fruit out of 
the membrane. If desired, sprinkle the grapefruit with sugar to make 
the fruit less tart.

2.	 Combine all the citrus into a medium bowl. Add honey and mint.
3.	 Gently mix the salad together. Serve at room temperature or cold.
Yield: 8 servings
Meets requirement for fruit
� — olgasflavorfactory.com

Mandarins, peeled.............4
Honey.................................1 Tbsp
Fresh mint, thinly sliced....½ Tbsp


