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CHAPTER 1: The Gentle Start – First 7 Days to Reset
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By Maya Kendrick — recovering snack-pusher, kitchen negotiator, and firm believer that small changes can create big peace.



Let me say something right up front.

I am not the mom who replaced every snack in the pantry overnight and got applause from my children.

What really happened?

I swapped out the fruit snacks, and my kid acted like I had personally canceled their birthday.

So when I say this is a gentle reset, I mean gentle.

No forcing. No guilt. No food fights.

Just quiet nudges, little swaps, and a simple plan that helps your child’s body begin to settle—and your kitchen feel like a place of calm instead of chaos.

Let’s start with what that looks like—day by day, meal by meal.



a) A Step-by-Step Plan to Introduce New Foods Without Battles

The first seven days aren’t about overhauling your pantry or making kale chips from scratch (unless you want to). They’re about creating safety and curiosity around food, especially for kids who are sensitive to texture, taste, smell, and even sound.

We’re not “tricking” our kids. We’re inviting them to experience food in a new way—on their terms.

Day 1: The Sidecar Trick

Pick one meal. Just one. Something your child usually eats—mac and cheese, toast, nuggets, whatever’s safe.

Then, without a fuss, place a tiny piece of a new food on the plate. Not hidden. Not forced. Just next to their favorite food. This is the "sidecar."

Example: Serve their usual pasta and add two blueberries on the side. No speech. No expectations. Just presence.

“What’s this weird thing doing on my plate?” is actually the start of curiosity. That’s good.

Let them touch it. Smell it. Ignore it. Whatever they want. Your only job? Stay calm and observant.

​

Day 2: Smell & See

Repeat the sidecar, but this time invite them to smell the food before eating. Make it playful. Say something silly like,

“This strawberry smells like summer and bathwater.”

Let them sniff. Maybe hold it. Maybe poke it with a fork.

Still no pressure to eat it.

Smell is the first step to trust. If they’re smelling it, you’re already winning.

​

Day 3: The Two-Plate Trick

Use two plates today: one with their safe food, one with the “new guest food.” Let them serve themselves.

Why? Because control reduces fear. If they choose what and how much to try, they’re far more likely to engage.

Serve only one new food today. Keep it small. The size of your thumbnail is enough. A sliver of avocado. A single spinach leaf. A spoon of brown rice. Less is more.

Praise isn’t necessary here. Just be nearby and calm. Let them explore.

​

Day 4: Mix and Match

Today, take a food they already love and add a small twist.


	Mix mashed banana into oatmeal.

	Add shredded carrots into muffin batter.

	Put a tiny bit of chopped apple into their peanut butter sandwich.



Let them help. Kids are more likely to try food they’ve helped prepare. It’s not just about eating—it’s about making food feel like play.

Even if they don’t eat the whole thing, it counts. Exposure counts. Small steps count.

​

Day 5: Texture Talk

Today’s focus is how food feels. Some kids are more sensitive to the way food crunches, squishes, or melts than how it tastes.

Let them describe what a food feels like in their mouth—or even in their hand.

Try things like:


	Smooth yogurt

	Crunchy snap peas

	Chewy dried mango

	Soft scrambled eggs



Let them explore one new texture. Describe it with fun words like “squishy,” “bouncy,” “cloud-like,” or “squeaky.” Be silly with it.

This step isn’t about loving the food—it’s about getting comfortable with it.

​

Day 6: Dip It Day

Kids love to dip. It gives them choice, control, and interaction.

Offer a few simple dips with familiar and new items:


	Hummus

	Yogurt

	Guacamole

	Unsweetened applesauce

	Nut or seed butters



Use cut-up fruits, veggies, or even crackers as dippers.

Let them try what they want, how they want.

Sometimes a child won’t touch a new food—but if they’ll dip their finger in it and lick it, that’s progress.

​

Day 7: The Celebration Plate

By now, your child has seen, smelled, touched, or tasted several new foods.

Today, create a plate with one new item they engaged with this week, paired with their favorite foods.

Make it colorful. Use a small sectioned plate if you have one.

Let them arrange it. Or draw it. Or name it.

Say, “Look at this plate you made. You’re exploring so many new things this week.”

No matter how small the progress, celebrate it. Their nervous system remembers safety. And that’s what keeps them coming back to the table.



b) Mindful Transitions from Sugar, Fake Dyes & Ultra-Processed Foods

Let’s talk about the big shift.

We all know by now that sugar, artificial colors, and ultra-processed foods can crank up hyperactivity, worsen sleep, and throw mood into chaos. But if you’ve got a child who lives off beige snacks and rainbow gummies, a sudden kitchen makeover can feel like betrayal.

So how do we start shifting the foods that don’t serve them—without tantrums or sneaky swaps that damage trust?

We go slow. Thoughtfully. Kindly.

​

Step 1: Swap the Easy Stuff First

Pick one thing in your pantry or fridge that you know could be better. Then swap it with something similar but a little more supportive.

Instead of: artificially colored yogurt cups

Try: plain or vanilla Greek yogurt + frozen berries stirred in

Instead of: sugary juice boxes

Try: water with fruit slices or diluted juice (half water, half juice)

Instead of: neon gummy snacks

Try: dried fruit with no added sugar (like mango, dates, or raisins)

Make one swap per week. Let them help pick the new version. If they hate it, try another. This isn’t about perfection—it’s about direction.

​

Step 2: Rework the Favorites

Does your child love boxed mac and cheese? Chicken nuggets? White bread sandwiches?

Instead of banning them, build around them.

Try:


	Mixing in a spoonful of mashed cauliflower into the cheese sauce

	Using whole grain breadcrumbs on homemade nuggets

	Adding one slice of avocado or cucumber to their sandwich plate



They still get their favorite food, but now you’ve added value.

​

Step 3: Focus on the Additions, Not Just Subtractions

Instead of only removing sugar and dyes, focus on what you’re adding in:


	More protein at breakfast

	A fruit or veggie with every snack

	Healthy fats like avocado or seeds in a smoothie



This creates a mindset of abundance, not restriction. And that makes change feel exciting instead of scary.



c) “Kitchen Calm Checklist” to Reduce Sensory Overload

Let’s talk about the kitchen itself.

For many kids, mealtime struggles aren’t about food at all. They’re about how the kitchen feels.

The lights are too bright. The blender is too loud. The smells are too strong. The chair is cold. The plate slides. Someone is chewing too loud. And suddenly? That’s it. Total meltdown.

You can serve the perfect, nutrient-rich meal and still end up with tears if the environment feels unsafe or overwhelming.

Here’s a checklist I use in my own home to create a calming kitchen space.



Kitchen Calm Checklist

Lighting


	Dim the overhead lights if they’re harsh

	Use a soft lamp or natural light if possible

	Avoid flickering bulbs or bright white lights



Sound


	Turn off the TV or radio during meals

	Use noise-canceling headphones if needed

	Speak in soft tones—mealtime is not the time for loud corrections



Seating


	Provide a chair with foot support (dangling legs = tension)

	Add a cushion or blanket if the seat feels cold or hard

	Allow them to sit on the floor or a stability ball if that feels better



Utensils


	Offer a choice: plastic, metal, or silicone forks

	Use plates that don’t slide or make scraping sounds

	Cut food into shapes or sizes that feel manageable to their hands



Smell


	Keep strong cooking smells to a minimum if your child is sensitive

	Light a neutral-scent candle or open a window if the smells overwhelm

	Let them step out of the room if prepping something fragrant (like garlic or fish)



Visuals


	Keep the table clutter-free

	Use divided plates to separate textures

	Offer one or two food items at a time if a full plate feels overwhelming



Pacing


	Don’t rush meals—allow them time to smell, touch, or talk about the food

	Take breaks if needed. It’s okay to get up and return to the table later

	Give gentle cues, not commands
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