The Seven Essential Life Skills Every Child Needs
PRESCRIPTIONS FOR LEARNING

Sitting for Family Meals
Promoting the Life Skill of Communicating in Preschoolers
Eight Strategies That Work in Moving from Managing Children’s Behavior to Promoting Life Skills
Question: My three-year-old has a hard time sitting at the table for meals with the family. She’d rather go off
and play on her own. How can we keep her interested in staying at the table with the rest of the family?
The American Academy of Pediatrics suggests that family meals are an excellent way to support language
and social development in young children. There are many strategies you can use to help your daughter sit
with the family during meals and help her be involved in learning at the same time.
1. Wait until you are ready to serve the meal before you bring young children to the table. Children tend to have
more patience for family meals if they haven’t spent a long time waiting beforehand.
2. Create positive routines. You can create traditions that everyone enjoys, such as each person sharing a memory from
the day. You can change the questions for sharing—the funniest thing that happened today, the most surprising thing, the
most exciting thing, etc.
Catherine Snow of Harvard University and her colleagues taped family meal times and playtimes to
determine how these experiences are linked with children’s competencies in language, literacy and the skill
of Communicating later on. She found that conversations and the use of language make a big difference in
how well children learn.
3. Involve everyone in the conversation. Your child will be more likely to want to stay at the table if the conversation
involves her. The most effective conversations go on for more than a few sentences. Snow found that the most effective
conversations engage children by asking them to think about what the family is discussing.
For example, you can ask:
• “Why do you think that happened?”
• “What do you think will happen next?”
Ask your child to talk about her experiences and to tell stories about her own life.
4. Use rich and diverse language and ask questions in engaging back and forth conversations. Another key
finding from Snow’s research is that some families have wonderfully interesting conversations that include rich and
diverse language, even when children don’t understand every word the adults are using. So, just by hearing your
conversations, she is learning.
5. Play games at mealtime. Word games also promote Communicating skills. For example:
• Play guessing games with the first letters of words. Ask, “How many foods can we think of that start with the
letter ____?” All family members can take turns giving answers.
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• Word of the day. Ask family members to find a new word to share with the rest of the family.
• Rhyming games. Ask the youngest child at the table to say a word. Then each family member goes around the table
saying a word that rhymes with it until no one can think of any more.
• Play tongue twisters. Use traditional tongue twisters such as, “Peter Piper picked a peck of pickled peppers” or
create your own. For example, have your child name one food on the table. The next person would repeat the word
and add another word that starts with the same sound (e.g., “milk, meatball”) continuing around the table.
Anne Fernald of Stanford University and her colleagues found that the way mothers spoke with their children at
18 months helped their children have larger vocabularies and were able to process words faster at 24 months.
As Fernald puts it, these “little differences can add up to a big effect.” She says:
For the young child, there are always new things to be learned in almost every sentence they hear. So, that
advantage [of processing language more quickly], small as it is, can add up to a big advantage later on
because the capacity for learning is then increased.
6. Speak often, use different words for the same object, use different types of words and use long phrases.
In a study of children’s memories, Robyn Fivush and her colleagues at Emory University taped conversations
between mothers and children. This and other studies have found that the children of mothers who speak in
more elaborative ways (the same would be true of fathers) are more likely to have strong memories, better
language and literacy skills, and a better understanding of the perspectives of others. In other words, they
have better Communicating skills.
7. Elaborate. You can use the following strategies to keep the conversation going with your daughter:
• Discuss past experience in rich detail;
• Ask lots of open-ended questions or “wh” questions: why, what, where, or who questions;
• Repeat back what she says, thus encouraging her to say more;
• Provide more feedback as the conversation goes back and forth; and
• Show a genuine interest in what she is saying.
8. Share your own stories. Mealtimes are a great time to share your own stories with your daughter. When you talk with her
about your childhood and family history, you are passing down traditions and memories that will bind your family together.
These eight strategies will promote the life skill of Communicating and move from managing children’s
behavior to promoting life skills in fun and doable ways.
Communicating involves much more than understanding language, speaking, reading and writing—it is the skill of
determining what you want to communicate and realizing how your communications will be understood by others.

Mind in the Making (MITM), at The Bezos Family Foundation, is an unprecedented effort to share the science of children’s learning with the general public,
families and professionals who work with them. Based on Mind in the Making: The Seven Essential Life Skills Every Child Needs (HarperCollins, 2010) by Ellen
Galinsky, Chief Science Officer at The Bezos Family Foundation, its mission is to promote Executive Function life skills in adults and through them in children
in order to keep the fire for learning burning brightly in all of us.
Prescriptions for Learning were created with funding from the Popplestone Foundation.
Visit us at mindinthemaking.org. Follow us on Facebook.com/MindInTheMaking.
© 2016 The Bezos Family Foundation. All rights reserved.
Disclaimer: Any advisory or instructional information included on this tip sheet is intended as general advice only and should not be considered advice that will necessarily apply to any specific circumstance
or to any individual child. Parents and other individuals are advised to receive professional advice or counseling from a qualified professional familiar with your unique situation before selecting the appropriate
care or educational procedures to be used. Neither The Bezos Family Foundation nor any individuals named herein will be responsible for the results of your acting solely on these recommendations.

Page 2

