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With the busy pace of life these days, sometimes eating together as a family is difficult. Between different work and eating schedules, sports practice, dance lessons and homework, family meals can take low priority.  However, when you see all the benefits that eating together has for children, you’ll see it’s worth it to make it happen.

Eating Together:

Improves language skills and school performance
Fosters healthy child development
Decreases the risk of overweight and disordered eating
Boosts nutrient intake
Helps teens better cope with stresses and temptations of adolescence
Improves food choices of family members when not eating together

How to Make Family Meals Happen

· Plan Ahead: This is the most important tip by far in making sure eating together is a priority. Planning a menu and shopping list—with input from the rest of the family—is key. Let each child choose dinner once a week with your help. When family members play a role in deciding what’s for dinner, they are more likely to eat it!
· Cook once: eat twice. Leftovers don’t have to be boring if you plan ahead. Grilled chicken can become barbecue sandwiches. Leftover salmon works well for fish tacos. Lean ground beef for burritos can be become chili, spaghetti or shepherd’s pie.
· Delegate dinner duties. When everyone helps, putting dinner on the table is less daunting. Toddlers can put napkins on the table or tear lettuce for a salad. Older children can pour the drinks, put plates on and help serve. 
· Use the Crockpot. It’s a magical appliance: throw it all in the morning and come home to a house bursting with the smell of dinner! From soups and chili to roasts and breakfast cereal, you are only limited by your imagination. 
· Eat from the freezer: keep cooked and ready-to-eat shrimp, chicken, ravioli or “meal in a bag” on hand for super quick meals. Frozen vegetables require less prep time and can be cooked quickly in the microwave.
· Eat from the pantry. A bean burrito made from canned low fat refried beans is healthy and quick. Add some lettuce and tomato, fruit and a glass of low fat milk for a balanced meal.
· Think outside the dinner table. If eating together at dinner doesn’t work, make breakfast your main meal together. Eggs are one of the quickest cooking and economical main dishes—and super nutritious. They also work for a quick dinner meal.


One last tip to make sure dinner together keeps happening: make it positive. Keep the family meal free from lectures and arguments to make meal time something everyone looks forward to. And make the table an “electronics-free” zone to keep the family focused on what’s most important—each other!


