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Foreword
‘Nurturing Healthy Futures Best Practice Guide’ – 
launching September 2026

Early childhood is a powerful window for shaping lifelong 
relationships with food, health, and community. Early 
Childhood Education and Care (ECEC) services play an 
essential role in nurturing these foundations – not only 
by providing meals, but by creating environments where 
children feel safe, included, curious, and connected. The 
‘Nurturing Healthy Futures Best Practice Guide’ has been 
developed to support this vital work.

This guide brings together practical, evidence based 
strategies to help ECEC services reflect and enhance the 
food environments they offer across metropolitan, regional, 
and remote communities. Funded by Healthway and 
delivered by Edith Cowan University, it reflects extensive 
consultation, research, and collaboration with educators, 
health professionals, families, and community partners. 
The result is a resource designed to be both aspirational 
and achievable – supporting services to embed nourishing, 
culturally responsive, and sustainable practices in their 
everyday routines.

The guide is organised into a set of interconnected modules 
that together form a holistic approach to food provision 
and learning in ECEC. It provides practical guidance on 
everyday mealtimes practices, menu planning and meal 
quality, food safety, and food education, alongside strategies 
to strengthen partnerships with families and embed best 
practice into service-wide systems to support consistency, 
sustainability, and long-term impact.

Together, these modules acknowledge that safe and 
supportive food environments are not created through 
single actions, but through everyday choices, relationships, 
and shared commitments. They recognise the diversity of 
communities in Australia and the importance of culturally 
safe, inclusive approaches that honour children’s identities 
and family traditions.

By adopting the practices outlined in this Guide, ECEC 
services can help build strong foundations for lifelong 
wellbeing for young children – supporting them to thrive 
physically, socially, and emotionally.

I hope this resource empowers educators and leaders to 
continue building safe and supportive food environments 
where every child feels included and respected, and 
where everyday food experiences support connection and 
nourishment. By noticing and responding to children’s cues 
and partnering with families, services can support children’s 
wellbeing as they grow and learn.

Dr Jacqueline McGowan-Jones 
Commissioner for Children and Young People (WA)
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Background
Food education (FE) in early learning settings is more than cooking – it is an opportunity to experience 
food in ways that include cooking but go far beyond. Food education gives children the opportunity for 
exploration, experimentation, learning, teamwork, skill building and much more. At the same time, 
services must balance safety, regulatory requirements, diverse developmental and cultural needs, 
family expectations and practical constraints such as time and staffing.

The FE module has been developed to support Early 
Childhood Education and Care settings (ECEC), for children 
from birth to 5 years, to create food experiences that are 
safe, engaging, inclusive and responsive to each child, while 
reflecting current evidence and the needs of the sector.

This module aims to:

•	 Provide ECEC services guidance on safety standards in 
food education, and support ECEC services to ensure food 
safety standards during cooking and food preparation 
experiences.

•	 Shift the focus of food education from a sole focus on 
nutrition, to a holistic experience that considers child 
preferences and needs, food allergies, ECEC service 
resources, educator skill levels and awareness of risk.

•	 To support ECEC staff to understand children’s 
developmental pathways and adapt food education to 
reflect each child’s readiness, preferences, and way of 
engaging with food.

•	 Provide support to educators and services on how to plan 
and manage cooking and food preparation experiences.

•	 Provide a Best Practice Guide based on current evidence 
and current needs of the ECEC sector and supporting the 
public health sector.

•	 Provide recommendations that are informed by an 
understanding of child development, and the impact 
of anxiety on food preferences and eating skills for 
a variety of reasons, including food allergy, trauma, 
neurodivergence, and disabilities.

The sections below outline why this guide was developed, 
how it connects to the Artichoke Model and who it is 
designed for.

Why this guide was developed
Many Australian children spend long hours attending 
ECEC each week. In June 2025, 901,050 Australian children 
attended ECEC.1 Children spend on average four full days 
per week (34 hours) in centre-based care and three full days 
per week (26 hours) in family day care. In these settings, 
they share meals with their peers and receive support 
from educators. Within these settings, food and mealtimes 
feature across the whole day: during planned meals, in 
conversations with families about what children are and 
aren’t eating, and in everyday teaching and play experiences. 

This creates daily opportunities for connection, co-regulation 
and children’s self-regulation in eating, as well as for 
learning and development.

The FE module was developed to support ECEC staff to 
build their awareness, confidence and practical skills in 
these areas. It is designed to help services create food 
education that is safe, inclusive and responsive to each 
child, and to support a whole-of-service approach to the 
food environment in early learning settings. The FE module 
sits within the Artichoke Model (Figure 1), which guides the 
overall structure for this Best Practice Guide.

What is the Artichoke Model?
The Artichoke Model: ECEC Food Environment Model2 is a 
visual way of looking at the whole food environment in early 
learning settings.

Like the layers of an artichoke, the model places children’s 
everyday food experiences at ECEC at the centre, with the 
people, places, systems and routines that shape those 
experiences being the ‘leaves’ surrounding and supporting 
the child. Each ‘leaf’ represents a key area of the food 
environment, and together they show how everyday 
practices, relationships, curriculum, policies and service 
systems all work together.

Where did it come from?
The Artichoke Model was co-designed in 2024 by members 
of the National Nutrition Network for Early Childhood 
Education and Care (NNN-ECEC), drawing on their collective 
experience as researchers, practitioners and policymakers.2 
Through collaborative discussion and visual mapping, the 
group identified the key components of food environments, 
creating a simple, sector-owned way of mapping the ECEC 
food environment that feels recognisable to services and 
usable in day-to-day practice.

What does it include and why?
The Artichoke Model maps 12 connected ‘leaves’ across the 
ECEC food environment, grouped into three layers:

•	 What – food provided (for example: Menu and Meal 
Quality, Food Safety and Food Allergen Management, Food 
Education and Curriculum, Environmental Sustainability)

•	 How – feeding practices and support (for example: 
Mealtime Environment and Practices, Staff Knowledge and 
Training, Staff and Family Engagement, Policy)

The Best Practice Guide for Early Childhood Education and Care Food Environment  MODULE 36



•	 Environmental levers – service conditions that shape 
what’s possible (for example: Social-emotional wellbeing 
and Cultural Practices, Food Security of the ECEC service, 
Organisational Readiness and Capacity, Continuous Quality 
Improvement).

Figure 1: The Artichoke Model
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Each leaf includes practical topics and reflection questions 
that services can use to think about where food and 
mealtimes already work well, where children might need 
something different, and what the next small step for 
improvement could be.

This Best Practice Guide builds on the Artichoke Model. The 
project team used the 12 ‘leaves’ to scope and streamline 
key themes and sub-topics, then developed modules that 
turn the high-level map into practical recommendations, 
examples and tools for services. Each module zooms in on 
one or more parts of the Artichoke Model while still keeping 
sight of the whole service.

What does the Artichoke Model mean for FE?
Within the Artichoke Model, FE sits mainly in the 
‘What – food provided’ layer, with links to the ‘How’ and 
‘Environmental levers’ leaves. For FE, the Artichoke Model 
reminds us that engaging and impactful food education 
doesn’t happen by accident – it is part of how the whole 
service and educational program work, how food education 
is embedded into everyday practices, and keeps the child at 
the heart of everyday decisions and planning.

The FE module turns this part of the model into day-today 
practice guidance, focusing on how planning safe and 
engaging food education experiences for children: lesson 
plan examples, safety and food allergy information, ideas for 
programming food education experiences and case studies 
to demonstrate interesting examples of embedded food 
education in services around Australia.

Scope of the Food Education (FE) module

What is included?
The FE module focuses on:

•	 Food education within ECEC services for children from 
birth to five years.

•	 How educators, cooks/chefs, and service leaders plan, 
organise and facilitate food education.

•	 The social, emotional, sensory and cultural aspects of food 
education.

•	 Supporting planning and delivery of food education 
experiences in ECEC services.

•	 Supporting risk awareness and reflective practice around 
food education in ECEC services.

What is not included?
This module does not:

•	 Replace the service’s overall educational program or 
curriculum planning. This module provides food education 
examples, ideas and reflection prompts that educators 
adapt within their own program. Replace clinical 
assessment, diagnosis or treatment for feeding, eating or 
growth concerns.

•	 Provide protocols for specialist feeding therapy or oral-
motor interventions.

•	 Override existing legislation, regulations, or individual 
healthcare/action plans for children.

•	 Focus on outside school hours care (OSHC) or home 
mealtimes, although some principles may still be useful in 
those settings.

•	 Replace the service’s food safety obligations. Food safety 
relevant to cooking and food preparation experiences is 
embedded throughout this module.

ECEC staff and services should use this module alongside 
relevant regulations, service policies and any clinical advice 
for individual children.
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Who this module is for
The FE module is for people working in ECEC services for children from birth to five years. The module applies across centre-
based and family day care and is relevant whether food is provided by the service, brought from home, or a mix of both. Table 1 
suggests how this module can be utilised for each target audience:

Table 1: Intended users and use of the Food Education Module

Intended users How they can use this module

Educators and room leaders 
(including relief and casual staff)

To plan and program safe and engaging cooking and food preparation experiences and 
reflect on these experiences as part of ongoing quality improvement.

Service leaders and educational 
leaders

To set and align expectations for food education across rooms, inform or review 
service policies and procedures related to food education, and plan professional 
learning and reflective discussions with staff.

Cooks, chefs, food coordinators 
and kitchen assistants

To increase involvement in food education with children, assist with planning of food 
education experiences with educators, and support educators with these experiences.

Family day care educators To adapt the principles to home-based food education, plan food education 
experiences that respond to mixed-age groups.

Approved providers and 
management teams

To support consistent expectations across services, align food education with 
organisational policies, and identify areas where staff may benefit from further support 
or training.

Allied health partners (e.g. 
dietitians, speech pathologists, 
occupational therapists)

To align advice and support with the service’s food education approach, provide 
practical suggestions that fit within everyday routines, and use a shared language with 
educators and families around food education practices.

Quality and regulatory staff, 
inclusion support staff and local 
health promotion officers

To inform assessment and rating observations and guidance, support visits and 
resource development.

VET and university educators, 
RTOs and placement supervisors

To integrate food education content into training programs, prepare students for 
real-world food education in ECEC, and support reflective conversations during 
placements.

This module supports 
everyday practice in ECEC 

and does not replace clinical 
or medical advice. ECEC staff and 

services should follow their service 
policies and procedures, food safety 

requirements, and any individual 
allergy, healthcare or action 

plans for each child.

The Best Practice Guide for Early Childhood Education and Care Food Environment  MODULE 310



How to use this guide

Five sections
The guide is divided into five separate sections covering the following topics:

1.	Embedding Food-Based Learning in Everyday Practice
2.	Cooking and Food Preparation Experiences
3.	Food Themes and Learning Experiences
4.	Extending Learning Opportunities
5.	Partnerships and Collaboration for Food Education and Curriculum Opportunities

Elements found across sections

Elements Examples

Learning experiences

A range of Learning Experience cards with ideas, considerations and 
differentiations as well as links to children’s literature.

Experience 1: Herb garden explorers

Herb gardens invite children to grow and care for fresh herbs. From soil to plate, 
herbs provide meaningful opportunities to explore environmental care, scientific 
inquiry, and create a culture of shared responsibility. Herbs offer a rich sensory 
experience for all age groups from babies through to preschoolers. It is the perfect 
way to build connection between nature, food exploration and sustainability.

See Sustainable Food Practices, Section 6, page 75

EXTENDING THE EXPERIENCE

 Grow other fast-growing foods e.g. beans, tomatoes, sprouts. 
 Include other sensory friendly plants into the garden.
 Scrap to sprout: growing using scraps e.g. celery stalk, carrot tops and 

avocado seeds.
 Introduce a composting system to extend understanding of sustainability.

NEUROAFFIRMING AND INCLUSIVE PRACTICES 

Sensory support
• Provide tools, e.g. a shovel or trowel 

for digging.
• Offer gloves.

Visual supports 
• Use visual supports to sequence the 

steps involved in the experience e.g. 
dig, plant, water, cover. 

• Use a visual schedule to assist 
children in anticipating when 
gardening experiences will take 
place.

Engagement
Assess what participation looks like 
for the individual. Small group or 1:1. 
Ensure there is no pressure to engage 
in planned experiences, observing is 
appropriate.

Communication
Recognise and respect all forms 
of communication, including 
spoken language, gestures, facial 
expressions, visual supports and 
augmentative and alternative 
communication (AAC) devices.

Sensory and play exploration 

• Add herbs to the playdough 
table to observe changes to 
scent and texture.

• Add herbs into waterplay.
• Cut herbs with scissors.
• Assist with the watering of 

the herb garden using small 
watering cans and spray 
bottles to care for plants.

Growing

• Plant herbs into garden from 
seeds or seedlings.

• Explore what plants need to 
grow.

• Observe, draw and document 
growth of herbs.

• Harvest, wash and prepare 
herbs and take to the kitchen 
to be used in meals.

• Engage in cooking experience 
using freshly harvested herbs.

RESOURCES 

 Access to a garden or raised 
garden bed

 Herb seeds or seedlings

 Mortar and pestle or other 
tools to crush herbs

 Playdough table and tools

 Waterplay tray and tools

 Watering cans and spray 
bottles

 These experiences 
contain potential food 
allergens (e.g. herbs). 

See Section 2, page 57

Sensory exploration 

• Smell herbs from garden.
• Touch and explore herbs with 

hands.
• Crush herbs to observe the 

change in scent.
• Model descriptive language to 

build vocabulary.

Babies (Birth-2) Toddlers (2-3) Preschool age (3+)

Experiences using natural resources
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EARLY YEARS LEARNING FRAMEWORK

Outcome 1: Children have a strong sense of identity

• Caring for living things builds confidence and 
empathy.

• Revisiting and tending to the herb garden builds a 
sense of belonging.

Outcome 2: Children are connected with and 
contribute to their world

• Watering and harvesting show children their 
actions matter.

• Growing and sharing food builds understanding of 
where it comes from. 

Outcome 3: Children have a strong sense of 
wellbeing

• Smelling, touching and tasting builds comfort with 
new textures.

• Trying food from garden to plate builds confidence 
around new foods.

Outcome 4: Children are confident and involved 
learners

• Watching herbs grow builds curiosity and early 
scientific thinking.

• Comparing and measuring herbs builds early 
maths understanding.

Outcome 5: Children are effective communicators

• Describing what they see and smell builds 
vocabulary.

• Retelling the growing process builds early 
storytelling and sequencing skills.

CONNECTION TO THEME

Sustainability

Environmental
• Learn to care for living plants.
• Explore a plant’s life cycle.
• Explore composting through extension.
• Learn to harvest only what is needed.
• Reuse water from waterplay for the garden and 

discarded drinking water.

Economic
• Growing your own herbs reduces the need to buy 

them.

Cultural diversity 

• Explore herbs that are used in different cultural 
cuisines.

• Invite families to share how they use herbs in their 
cooking.

Seasonality 

• Explore how the season impacts upon growth and 
harvesting.

• Research into which crops grow better in which 
season.

• Identify the need for water and sunlight in order 
for growth.

Experience 1: Herb garden explorers

CHILDREN’S LITERATURE

• Growing Vegetable Soup  
Lois Ehlert

• A Year in Our New Garden 
Gerda Muller

• I Eat Vegetables  
Hannah Tofts

• Apple Farmer Annie  
Monica Wellington

• Planting a Rainbow  
Lois Ehlert 

• The Tiny Seed  
Eric Carle

• Jack and the Beanstalk
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Case studies

Detailed case studies outlining a service’s objectives, process, 
learnings and outcomes.

CASE STUDY 

Mealtime rituals 
A celebration of families and diverse mealtime practices

SERVICE School of Early Learning West Leederville LOCATION

SERVICE TYPE Long day care Perth, WA

MEAL PROVISION MODEL All meals provided on-site

BUSINESS MODEL Private, for-profit

AGE RANGE 6 months to 5 years 

NUMBER OF APPROVED PLACES 160

NUMBER OF STAFF 39

REMOTENESS AREA 
CLASSIFICATION Major cities

Background
The School of Early Learning (SOEL) West Leederville is a 
large service with 160 places across 2 floors. Due to size of 
SOEL services, staff saw that it was important to intentionally 
build a sense of belonging and community for all children 
and families who attend. As part of these efforts, all SOEL 
services decided to focus on moving from routines to rituals 
in the baby and toddler age groups, and that included in the 
mealtime space. 

Part of SOEL’s ongoing professional learning involves staff 
from each room having a research focus, and over the past 
few years, transforming routines into rituals has been the 
dominant idea. Educators had begun learning about the 
importance of rituals in the ECEC space and wanted to start 
something to share mealtime rituals at SOEL, showcase 
to parents the rituals at the centre and learn about the 
children’s rituals at home.

They began a collaborative book showcasing mealtime 
rituals at the centre. It was then sent home with families 
who filled it with their special mealtime rituals from home, 
which are then shared, celebrated and sometimes even 
incorporated into mealtimes at the centre. 

What did you want to do?
• Communicate with families:

 - Share what they were doing in the service with families.
 - Increase communication with families.
 - Communicate a shared intention – meaningful rituals at 

mealtimes.
• Build community:

 - The overall goal was to bring everyone together by 
showing that everyone does things a bit differently, and 
celebrate these differences. 

 - They also wanted something that could be interactive for 
families.

 - The Mealtimes Rituals book felt like the perfect way to 
do this.
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1 What did you do?

Making the Mealtimes Rituals book
• They started the book by writing the rituals they did at the 

service during mealtimes across the day. 
 - They used a simple, 120-page, A4 exercise book.
 - The older children created the cover page.
 - There is a sewing club in the older rooms, and children 

were asked to sew pictures onto a calico bag that would 
protect the book when it was sent home.

 - The front of the book contained a thank you to the 
sewing club children.

 - The first pages of the book contained information on 
rituals, the intention of the book and how to fill it out.

Using the Mealtimes Rituals book
• The book then started to be sent home, with families 

taking photos of their mealtimes rituals at home and 
decorating the pages with photos and pictures.
 - Parents could also email photos to the centre to print 

out if they weren’t able to do it themselves.
 - Each child and family had their own page to fill out.

• Families then bring the book back and educators 
shared the mealtime ritual with the children, and even 
occasionally incorporated it into the centre’s rituals.

What happens to the book when the children leave 
SOEL?
• When the children have finished at the centre, the books 

will be archived for a few years to document SOEL’s work 
in this space.
 - Books that speak most loudly about the heart of SOEL 

will be kept and archived.
 - They will be converted to PDF and any faces blurred if 

necessary for privacy and anonymity.

The difference it has made

For educators and practice
• The addition of the mealtime rituals book has given 

educators the opportunity to add depth to their everyday 
experiences via incorporating practices from the children’s 
homes:
 - Educators are able to highlight treasured moments in 

the lives of families at the service.
 - Educators use the book throughout mealtimes to slow 

down the centre’s own mealtime rituals.
 - The book has also been a useful tool at the centre – they 

have found that when seeking ways to further support a 
child’s mealtime experience, they can explore the child’s 
individual mealtime ritual and draw on this knowledge 
to identify strategies that help the child feel settled and 
supported during mealtimes at the service. 

• Staff have also seen that there is an opportunity to build 
upon this work by including rituals from other parts of 
the day.

For families
• They have had positive feedback from parents, with 

families eager to have a turn to add their mealtime rituals 
to the book.

• Families are able to see what others are doing during 
mealtimes at home, and learn from each other.

Top tips
• Start with 2-3 books so that if one book is out with 

a family, you can still work and teach from another 
book.

• Be clear on rules for adding photos to the book.
 - Consider advising families to avoid adding 

children’s faces as the book will be sent home to 
different households and will be seen by people 
outside of the centre.

• If they had their time again, they would make the 
book more child-focussed than parent-focussed to 
encourage more involvement, especially from the 
older children.

• Some families can get really competitive about their 
page in the book!
 - Encourage families not to lose sight of the purpose 

of their entry.
 - Emphasise that the intent of the contribution is 

what is important (connection, conversation and 
experience), rather than how magnificent it looks.

The staff at SOEL West Leederville hope that the 
Mealtime Rituals book will be a living document 
that grows with the children, documenting the 
development of their mealtime rituals over time. 

The book has been a wonderful 
way for SOEL West Leederville to 
create a welcoming community, 
where all children and families 
are celebrated and can feel 
a sense of belonging and 
acceptance.
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Practical cooking experience ideas

A range of practical cooking experience ideas differentiated by 
resources, budgets. cooking skills and ages and development stages. 

Kitchen with utensils and equipment
Preparation experiences

These experiences require access to more specialist equipment such as an oven, stove and cookware.

• Baking

• Frying and sautéing

• Roasting

Cooking experiences
These are experiences that use the full range of equipment available if there is access to a kitchen. Examples include fried rice 

and rainbow wedges.

Scones/muffins Mini pizzas Cooking fried rice

Making flat breads Use a mini frying pan or pancake 
maker to make pancakes

Yeast based foods like basic breads 
or crumpets

Make naan by mixing flour and 
water, then frying in frypan Making sushi Baking bread (e.g. rolls and scrolls)

Roasting rainbow wedges (e.g. 
potato, sweet potato, carrot, 

beetroot)

Making mini quiches using bread 
rolled flat as a base

Making mini frittatas using muffin 
trays

Creating a full paddock to plate experience for children to 
explore how to grow, care for foods, then create their own 
meal plan with the ingredients they have grown. Children 
will then participate in the cooking and tasting experience

Making oven baked pita crisps – brush the pita with oil 
and flavours (e.g. cinnamon and brown sugar for sweet; 

cheese and paprika for savoury)

EARLY YEARS LEARNING FRAMEWORK NATIONAL QUALITY STANDARD
Outcome 2, Outcome 3, Outcome 4, QA1, QA2, QA3
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Planning, preparation and common risk factors

Support and signposting when undertaking planning and preparation 
and identifying common risk factors for cooking experiences.

Planning and delivering – standard 
operating procedure template
Unlike the information and guidance in the rest of this module, Table 6 is a practical planning template 
designed to be filled in and used directly at your service. Use it to bring together information and ideas 
from across this module and create cooking and food preparation experiences tailored to the children, 
staff and resources unique to your ECEC setting. 

TABLE 6: Standard Operating Procedure Template: Cooking and Food Preparation Experiences

Pre-planning – safety first

Safety task
What safety 
elements need to be 
considered

• List food safety and food allergy considerations – identify children with food allergies and do not plan 
experiences that include their food allergen.

• List any choking risks.
• List other safety considerations – burn/scald risk? 
• Consider heat, sharps, electricity, trip hazards etc.
• List any high-risk foods that can pose a food safety hazard and need to be kept cold such as meat, 

dairy foods and/or need to be cooked thoroughly such as raw meat and egg.

Support resources
What support 
resources are 
available to make 
decisions regarding 
risk

• Complete a risk assessment specific to the food experience. See Section 2, page 37

• Consider utilising a risk assessment tool like the one provided on the:
 ACECQA website

• Complete the National Allergy Council All about Allergens for CEC online food allergen management 
training – The All about Allergens Kitchen Handbook is an accompanying tool for this training.

• Complete the National Allergy Council – CEC Kitchen handbook checklist (pp. 38-39).13

• To assist with ingredient substitutions, consult the All About Allergens ingredient substitution tool.

Decision
State the decision 
on experience, 
adaptations or 
mitigations 

• All food-based experiences must accommodate children with food allergies. They must not include 
that child’s food allergen. Use recipes that are easy to adapt. 

• Consider a risk mitigation tool. For example, if food allergies exist what alternative can be provided? 
If a heat source is involved, how are children protected from burns?

• Decisions can be guided by the outcomes of the risk assessment tool. Consider using something like 
a flow chart whereby if too many risks are ticked then revert to a safer food preparation or cooking 
experience.

Pre-planning tasks

Equipment Utensils
• Have the correct utensils to undertake the experience safely.
• Ensure there are child accessible tools like tongs, spoons and knives.

Resources
• Use a pictorial equipment guide if possible.

Serving and dining equipment
• Ensure there is appropriate serving equipment and consumables. For example:

 - Use service crockery where possible to support sustainable practices, before considering the use 
of disposable paper plates.

 - Have serviettes, hand wipes and plenty of paper towels ready for messy hands.
 - If making taste testers use patty pans or mini sauce tubs etc.

• Consider whether seating is needed for children at the tables.

The Best Practice Guide for Early Childhood Education and Care Food Environment MODULE 346

SECTION 2: Cooking and Food Preparation Experiences

Co
ok

in
g 

an
d 

Fo
od

 
Pr

ep
ar

at
io

n 
Ex

pe
rie

nc
es

2

Risk awareness: considerations
Table 7 is a good starting point for considering risk in cooking and food preparation experiences. 
Note, however, that there are additional elements to be aware of when considering risks when 
coordinating cooking and food preparation experiences depending on service context, children 
attending and location. 

Factor these into any planning and risk assessment, along with the elements in Table 8 (over page), to ensure a safe and 
enjoyable experience for children and staff.

TABLE 7: Risk awareness considerations for cooking and food preparation experiences

Risk awareness Additional points

 Risk factors

Risk differs based 
on various factors 
relevant to each 
service and planned 
experience

Risk factors include:

Food safety The safe preparation and storage of food to avoid bacterial growth and cross-contamination.

Food allergy Foods to which a child may have an allergic reaction, including anaphylaxis.

Space The location of the cooking and food preparation experience, hazard reduction, as well 
as space for storage of food and equipment.

Harm to children 
and educators

Physical harm due to allergen exposure, dangerous use of equipment or inappropriate 
spaces for these experiences.

 Risk levels

Consider the risk level 
of a planned cooking 
experience and modify 
the plan to reduce risk 
and potential harm to 
children and educators

Risk levels can be defined as follows:

 Minor risk: Unlikely to cause long-term problems.17 The chance of occurrence is unlikely, and the 
potential impact is low.17,18 It can be handled through routine maintenance or normal supervision.

 Moderate risk: Could possibly or be likely to occur, with a moderate to significant impact.18 These risks 
require planned mitigation because they could lead to noticeable injuries or minor medical attention.17 

 Significant risk: If it occurs, it can carry severe consequences, such as serious injury, long-term harm, or 
death.18 Will require thorough planning and close supervision by staff.17

Different recipe elements can impact the risk level of a risk factor. For example:
Risk factor: Food safety 
Risk Level: Minor 
A minor risk for food safety would be using a recipe requiring food items with a long shelf life do not need to 
be cooked or refrigerated, e.g. flour, sugar, dry pasta. 

Risk factor: Harm to children
Risk level: Moderate 
A moderate risk for harm to children would be choosing a recipe that requires the use of utensils, such as 
child-safe cutlery for chopping.

Risk factor: Food allergy
Risk level: Significant 
A significant risk for food allergy would be using a recipe that contains the allergen of a child present at the 
service on the day of the cooking experience – in this case, it is recommended that a different experience 
is considered, or the experience is modified so that all children prepare a food that is suitable for the child 
with food allergy.

Risk needs to be 
considered from the 
planning stage onwards 
and evaluated once the 
experience is completed

Risk assessment is a circular process, involving planning, evaluating, learn from experience, and improving 
next time. Risks that come up during the experience should be added into the evaluation at the end.
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Setting the scene
The following pages explore ways to embed food education into everyday practice in ECEC in safe, 
engaging, developmentally appropriate, trauma-informed and inclusive ways. 

Food education is more than cooking. It offers opportunities 
for communication, sensory exploration, environmental 
awareness, and building social connections that benefit 
children throughout their lives.

This section outlines the key concepts of the FE module: 
embedding food education in routines, cooking and food 
preparation experiences and connections to the Early Years 
Learning Framework (EYLF), extending food education 
learning opportunities using on and off-site resources, and 
building partnerships and collaborations to support food 
education. 

Embedding food education into daily 
routines
Along with intentionally planned food experiences, engaging, 
play-based experiences about food and nutrition can be 
embedded into everyday routines. This includes mealtimes 
and free play. The objectives are to: expand children’s 
exposure to diverse foods via experiential learning; support 
foundational learning in health, sustainability, family, culture 
and community connectedness; and promote learning about 
how food is grown and where it comes from.

Cooking and food preparation 
experiences
Cooking and food preparation experiences allow children to 
explore a variety of whole foods, food preparation methods, 
cultural food traditions, and to learn where food comes from. 
When these experiences are hands-on, children are able to 
make direct connections between the food they are preparing 
or cooking and the food they eat every day. In addition, they 
learn valuable life skills, use their senses to explore new 
foods and textures, and share a fun and engaging experience 
with their educators and peers. 

Cooking and food preparation experiences provide children 
with rich learning opportunities when planned and prepared 
well. This section of the module supports the planning 
and delivery of food education experiences, as well as staff 
reflection on the experiences to assist with ongoing quality 
improvement.

Integrated learning
Food education in an ECEC setting offers many opportunities 
for authentic learning through the lens of the EYLF. 
Integrating food experiences across the five learning 
outcomes supports children’s learning in ways that are 
connected, meaningful and responsive to who they are. 
Food-related topics, including sustainability, cultural 
diversity and seasonality, are also naturally embedded 
within food education, providing children with rich learning 
experiences throughout their time in ECEC services.

Utilising on-site and off-site resources 
to optimise extended learning 
opportunities
Extended learning opportunities can be optimised using 
available on-site and off-site resources. On-site resources 
include ECEC service gardens, compost bins and worm farm, 
while off-site resources include visits to local community 
gardens, farms, markets and shops in the community. These 
types of experiences provide the opportunity for children to 
develop an understanding of food, nutrition, sustainability, 
environmental responsibility, cultural diversity and traditions 
and community involvement. 
See Sustainable Food Practices, Section 6, page 75

Collaborations within the system for 
support
Food and nutrition education can be enhanced by developing 
partnerships with community organisations, collaborating 
with local organisations, cultural groups and families. 
Through these partnerships, community-informed food 
experiences can be developed that support both the 
educational program and menu quality.
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