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The Benefits of Including
Kids in the Kitchen

Learning to cook is an essential life skill everyone should
strive to develop at some point in their life. Involving kids
in the kitchen is a great way to kickstart that learning from
a young age and comes with numerous benefits. Cooking
with kids provides opportunities to teach them about food
and nutrition. Involvement in meal preparation exposes
them to new foods in a positive way and increases
their likelihood of trying new foods, such as fruits and
vegetables (van der Horst et al., 2014). Consequently,
getting your kids cooking may be a great way to raise
less picky and more adventurous eaters. The purpose of
this fact sheet is to explore the benefits of cooking with
children and provide some helpful tips to get started.

Encourage Adventurous Eating

Cooking with children is a great way to encourage them
to try new foods, especially ones they are initially unsure
about. As kids try new foods, parents can encourage
them to use all their senses such as smelling, feeling, and

tasting a sample and discuss the differences the children
notice. When children are able to get comfortable with a
new food before eating it, they are more likely to have a
positive perception of it, and more likely to eat it (Ng et al.,
2021). This may be an effective strategy to use with picky
eaters because children tend to be more willing to try the
foods they have helped prepare (Quelly, 2019). Children
are also more likely to consume foods from all the food
groups when they are involved in cooking (Nozue et al.,
2016).

Increase Veggie Consumption

Over 90% of children in the United States aged 2-18
years consume less than the recommended servings of
vegetables each day (Kim et al., 2014). Getting kids to
eat their veggies can be a tricky task, especially for picky
eaters. Unfortunately, if kids feel pressured to try new
foods such as vegetables, there is an increased chance
they will avoid that food (DeCosta et al., 2017). Including
children in the cooking process is a good strategy without
any pressuring or nagging, as children who are involved
in cooking are more likely to eat raw and cooked veggies
at mealtime (Garcia et al., 2020). Try letting kids choose
which vegetable to make for the meal and see if it
increases their interest in eating it even more. In fact,
kids who regularly help with mealtime preparation tend to
eat an additional serving of veggies every day compared
to kids who don’t (Chu et al., 2014). Simply getting
kids involved in food preparation has healthy dietary
benefits beyond just increasing children’s willingness to
eat more fruits and veggies such as decreasing risk for
nutritional deficiency and having higher quality diets overall
(Quelly, 2019). This can be an easy way to increase
their consumption of healthy foods, while spending time
together in the process. Sounds like a win-win, right?

Raising Smart Kids

There are so many important skills that can be learned
in the kitchen. The American Academy of Pediatrics
encourages using cooking time to teach kids about
counting, fractions, measuring, science, vocabulary,
and how to follow directions (Fernando, 2020). Many
of these skills are naturally developed when cooking,
and this is a great time to incorporate learning. Helping
children develop these cooking skills also increases
their confidence in their ability to cook and make healthy
decisions (Asigbee et al., 2020). Parents can also teach
their kids about where ingredients came from, how they
were grown, if it is a plantbased food, and which part of
the plant it is from (root, stem, flower, or fruit). Children
may also enjoy learning about what labels on ingredients
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mean and the nutritional benefits whole foods have on
their growing bodies. Meal preparation can be a great time
to start talking about nutrition. Incorporating different food
groups for building balanced meals and food safety are
more possible topics of conversation that could easily be
incorporated into cooking time.

Where to Start

You can begin involving your children in the kitchen as
young as two years old, with the most simple and safe
tasks, as long as they can follow simple directions (Dean
et al., 2021). Teach children to wash their hands for 20
seconds and clean counter spaces before preparing food.
As their motor skills improve, new skills can be taught.
Slow progression of tasks allows children to participate
in the meal preparation process while also keeping them
safe. Progression with chopping could be starting with
a plastic knife and soft food, and progressing to a real
knife as their skills, technique, and confidence increase
(Dean et al., 2021). Safety and supervision are crucial
and should always be considered when introducing new
skills. The Academy of Nutrition and Dietetics has cooking
suggestions for different age groups, which can be found
along with more ideas in Table 1. Keep in mind that there
are many other ways you can involve your kids in the
kitchen that may not be listed, and some tasks may be
done at an earlier age with some extra assistance or
modification.

Table 1. Kid-Friendly Cooking Tasks by Age Groups

Age group Appropriate tasks

3-5 years old • Wash produce.
• Wipe countertops.
• Help add ingredients

to recipes.
• Mix batters.
• Brush cooking oil

onto veggies or
bread.

Age group Appropriate tasks

• Cut cookies with
cookie cutters.

• Squeeze lemons &
limes.

• Help set dishes on
the table.

• Fill glasses with ice
water.

• Clear dishes and
silverware from table
to sink.

6-7 years old • Use a peeler to peel
fruits and veggies.

• Crack eggs into a
bowl.

• Scoop out avocado
(after it’s cut by an
adult).

• Snap green beans.
• Load the dishwasher

or wash the dishes.
• Shuck corn.
• Pound chicken.
• Cut herbs or green

onions with blunt
kitchen scissors.

8-9 years old • Open cans with a
can opener.

• Put leftovers in
containers to
refrigerate.

• Beat eggs.
• Check the

temperature of
meat with a food
thermometer.

• Juice a lemon or
orange with a juicer.

• Skewering.
• Set the table.

10+ years old • Boil pasta.
• Microwave foods.
• Follow a recipe.
• Simmer ingredients

on the stove.
• Slice and chop

vegetables.
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Try getting your kids involved in the kitchen next time
you are cooking a meal! It can be a great opportunity
to spend quality time together and teach them valuable
skills and knowledge at the same time. Raising confident,
adventurous cooks and eaters may be easier than you
think!
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