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Yuck! I don’t eat that! Nutrition and Selective 
Eating in Young Children with Autism

Connecting military family service providers 
and Cooperative Extension professionals to research 

and to each other through engaging online learning opportunities

MFLN Intro

militaryfamilieslearningnetwork.org

Today’s Presenters 
Hedda Meadan-Kaplansky, Ph.D., BCBA-D
• Professor of Special Education
• Board Certified Behavior Analyst
• Research Focus:  Social-communication, 

challenging behavior, and intervention methods 
related to young children with autism and other 
developmental disabilities
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• Assistant Professor of Special Education
• FACES Program for parent-advocacy and 

empowerment training
• Research Focus:  Supporting minority families of 

children with autism

Jamie Pearson, Ph.D.

Objectives

We will:
• Describe behavioral, physiological, and cultural factors 

contributing to diet and eating preferences
• Pinpoint nutrient dense alternatives to non-preferred foods
• Identify behavioral strategies for overcoming food 

aversions
• Discuss strategies for strengthening family mealtime 

experiences
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https://militaryfamilieslearningnetwork.org/event/30362/
https://militaryfamilieslearningnetwork.org/event/22036/


6/10/19

2

Image from pixabay.com, CC0

What is autism?
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Autism is…

Image from Pixabay.com, CC0

• A neurodevelopmental disorder

• A spectrum disorder – every child is different

• An umbrella term for:
• Autistic disorder
• Pervasive developmental disorder, not otherwise specified (PDD-NOS)
• Asperger syndrome
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Prevalence of Autism

• ASD occurs in all racial, ethnic, and socioeconomic groups.

• Occurs in:
• 1 in 59 children

• Based on children 8 years old in eleven US states (2014)
• 1 in 40 children

• Based on parent reports for children 3-17 years old (2016)
• 1 in 88 children of active duty military members (2005)

• Based on information from Operation Autism

• Four times more boys than girls

Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) & National Survey of Children’s Health
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Primary Symptoms:

• Deficits in social communication and social interaction

• Restricted, repetitive patterns of behavior, interests, or activities

Symptoms of Autism

All images from Pixabay.com, CC0 8

https://operationautism.org/autism-101/causes-and-prevalence-rates/
https://www.cdc.gov/ncbddd/autism/data.html
https://www.childhealthdata.org/learn-about-the-nsch/NSCH
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What are some 
common food & 

nutrition challenges 
you have 

experienced?
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Nutrition: The Big Picture

• Proper nutritional intake is necessary for optimal childhood 
growth and development during early childhood

• When a child’s diet lacks nutrients from the five essential food 
groups, they can develop a vitamin and mineral deficiency

Image credit U.S. Department of Agriculture
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Curtiss & Ebata, 2019

Autism & Diet

• Mealtime can be stressful but can also be pleasant 
experiences for children with autism and their families

• Due to limited food preferences, parents may offer their 
children with autism fewer foods

• Caregivers can use strategies to strengthen eating habits

Image from Pixabay.com, CC0
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• Children with autism are five times more likely to have 
mealtime challenges

• Narrow food selections, ritualistic eating behaviors, meal-related 
tantrums

• Food selectivity is higher in children with autism than in 
typically developing peers

• Can contribute to or worsen nutritional deficiencies

• Children with autism are more likely to experience 
gastrointestinal disorders
• Diet can help regulate or less these symptoms

Autism & Diet
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https://www.choosemyplate.gov/myplate-graphic-resources
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Nutrition Terms to Know
• A sensory-related intolerance for food taste and 

textures; Sometimes involves difficulty with 
chewing and swallowing

Food Aversion

• Includes food refusal, limited repertoire, and 
high frequency single foodsFood Selectivity

• Gluten is a protein in grains that gives bread its 
glue-like property to make dough elasticGluten-Free

• A protein found in all mammal’s milk; Human 
breast milk still contains casein even if the 
mother is on a gluten- and casein-free diet

Casein-Free
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Special Diets: Dr. Seema Agrawal
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Factors that Influence What 
Children Eat

• Diets often differ by culture

• Parenting practices

• Family meal culture
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Eating- lunch by U.S. Department of Agriculture, CC BY 2.0

• Culture influences our…
• Eating Habits 
• Food Choices 
• Food Preparation 
• Food Consumption

• Family practices surrounding diet and mealtime vary across 
cultures

Image from Pixabay.com, CC0

Culture of Family Mealtime
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https://www.flickr.com/photos/usdagov/27858652023
https://www.flickr.com/photos/usdagov/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/2.0/
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Meal Time Challenges Include

• Food limitations

• Food selectivity

• Disruptive behavior
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Image from Pexels.com, CC0

Physiological Responses

• Physical responses which may cause patterns of restrictive 
eating in children both with and without disabilities:

• Chronic Constipation

• Abdominal Pain

• Gastroesophageal Reflux

• Bowel Inflammation

• Nutritional deficiencies

Image from Pixabay.com, CC0
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Some Useful Strategies

• Typically developing toddlers need 10-12 exposures to a new 
food before it is familiar

• Children with autism need considerable more exposures

• Provide children with a mealtime job

• Allow children to ‘play’ with food
• When culturally appropriate

• Let a new food be served with another favorite food

• Be a role model and eat a new food with your child
• Make sure your child is watching you!
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• Limit opportunities for your child to graze

• Limit open access to juice and soda, provide water as a 
beverage

• Try to avoid using words such as “good,” “bad,” “healthy,” or 
“unhealthy”

• Use visual cues for snacks such as a picture of a banana or 
green or red apple

Some Useful Strategies

20
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Strengthening Family Mealtimes

• Cook and prepare meals together

• Incorporate healthy ingredients in preferred foods

• Make eating a fun experience

• Make mealtime a happy occasion

• Don’t give up!

21
U.S. Air Force photo by Senior Airman Michelle Vickers

Strategies for Military Families:
Dr. Seema Agrawal
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Alternatives for Selective Eaters

• Find preferred textures and incorporate added nutrients
• Ideas for crunchy foods
• Ideas for soft foods

• Find fun ways to incorporate all five food groups in every meal

• Presentation matters!

Hummus Face by Joi Ito, CC BY 2.0Fun Preschool Lunch by Melissa, CC BY 2.0Image from Pixabay.com, CC0
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Understanding Diet and Behavior

• Mealtime as a context for social interaction

• Mealtime as a source of nutrition

Family Eating in Their Kitchen by U.S.D.A., CC BY 2.0 24

https://www.hurlburt.af.mil/News/Photos/igphoto/2000893541/
https://www.flickr.com/photos/joi/1417423
https://www.flickr.com/photos/joi/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/2.0/
https://www.flickr.com/photos/buzzymelibee/8661228454
https://www.flickr.com/photos/buzzymelibee/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/2.0/
https://www.flickr.com/photos/usdagov/16784233542
https://www.flickr.com/photos/usdagov/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/2.0/
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First Steps
Step 1 
• Rule out medical conditions 

Step 2 
• Work with a team of professionals  to develop a plan

Step 3 
• Set a feeding schedule and routines

Step 4 
• Try new strategies 

Step 5
• Be patient and celebrate small and big 

accomplishments

Image from Pixabay.com, CC0 25

Behavioral Strategies for Addressing Food 
Aversions and Selectivity

Kids Eating by U.S.D.A., CC BY 2.0
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Image from pixabay.com, 
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What have you tried to 
address food aversions 

& selectivity when 
working with children 

with autism?
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Behavioral Strategies

• Environmental arrangement

• Reinforcement

• Choices

• Visuals

• Shaping and fading

• Prompting

Image from Pixabay.com, CC0
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https://www.flickr.com/photos/usdagov/25684459650
https://www.flickr.com/photos/usdagov/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/2.0/
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Environmental Arrangement
Behavioral Strategies

• Social Environment
• Who is present?  What emotions and/or behaviors are they modeling?
• What is their proximity to the child?

• Physical Environment
• What is the feeding environment like (e.g., bright/dark, loud/quiet, strong 

smells)
• What feeding equipment is being used?  What is the seating 

arrangement?
• How is the food’s temperature, texture, color, shape, portion, 

arrangement?
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Environmental Arrangement
Behavioral Strategies

• Structured Meals
• Occur at similar times of day each day
• Are predictable 
• Pleasant 
• Take place in the same location and while seated

• Table, coffee table, picnic blanket, child sized table 
• If going out to eat, prepare by showing pictures of the restaurant, and food choices that 

can be made
• Have few electronic distractions
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Jacqueline 700 by Julian & Vanessa Hsu, CC BY 2.0

Let’s Take a Look
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Behavioral Strategies
Reinforcement

• Identify reinforcers
• High five, song, game, activity

• Use reinforcers to develop the daily schedule

• Use reinforcers during mealtime

Image from Pixabay.com, CC0
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https://www.flickr.com/photos/hsu-family/515537671/
https://www.flickr.com/photos/hsu-family/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/2.0/
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Behavioral Strategies
Choices

• How:  In sight but out of reach
• Child can see but not reach the choice

• How Many:  Start small, increase over time
• Add more over time

• Types:  Better to provide choices within preferred items and 
within nonpreferred items

33
Image from Pixabay.com, CC0

Behavioral Strategies
Visuals

• Visual schedule for the day

• Visual schedule for mealtime

IMG_6663 by bloomsberries, CC BY-ND 2.0

Image from http://allthingsfee.blogspot.com/2011/10/organized-routines.html?m=1 34

Behavioral Strategies
Visuals

• First-Then visual

• Timer

Image from trainerswarehouse.comImage located in Module 1 from CSEFEL
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Behavioral Strategies
Shaping and Fading

• Shaping
• Gradual steps to approaching a new food

• Fading
• Adding a small amount of the nonpreferred or new food to preferred 

food 

• Multiple Presentations
• Present a rejected food multiple times over a long period of time (even 

months) with the goal that the child will become less fearful of the new 
food and it will become familiar

Ives & Munro, 2002; Legge, 2002; Koegel & LaZebnik, 2014 
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https://www.flickr.com/photos/fabliaux/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nd/2.0/
http://allthingsfee.blogspot.com/2011/10/organized-routines.html?m=1
http://csefel.vanderbilt.edu/resources/training_preschool.html
https://www.lejeune.marines.mil/Photos/igphoto/2000710714/
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• Indirect - Give the child hints about what to do
• Direct - Tell the child what needs to be doneVerbal

• Gestures that the child knows that cue the action expected from the 
childGestural/Nonverbal

• Real objects, pictures, drawings, or symbols that provide the child with a 
cue about what to doVisual

• Partial - Adult shows part of what to do
• Full - Adult shows exactly what to doModel

• Partial - Adult partially supports & guides the child in doing what is 
expected

• Full - Adult gives hand-over (or under)-hand guidance to do what is 
expected

Physical

Behavioral Strategies
Prompting

Meadan et al., 2013
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General Guidelines

Consult a doctor 
to rule out 
medical 

conditions

Create routines Use minimal 
distractions Provide choices

Have clear 
instructions

Model 
appropriate 

behavior

Prompt and 
shape behavior

Continue to try 
new 

foods/textures

Reinforce Celebrate 
success!
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• Three years old 
• Very selective eater 
• Camden prefers very salty and sweet foods 

and is sensitive to smell
• Mom bargains and negotiates to get him to 

eat a bite 
• Mom works on food expansion regularly with 

Camden despite not having any formal 
support from a nutritionist or diet therapy  

• Mom says she and Camden work as a team 
to take turns picking out what to eat

• They plan meals together and Mom checks 
in with Camden to ensure he still wants to eat 
what was decided

Meet Camden

Image from Pixabay.com, CC0
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What behavioral 
strategies might you 

use to support 
Camden?

40
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Some Encouraging Words
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Connect with MFLN Family Development!

To subscribe to our MFLN Family Development newsletter send an email to: 
MFLNfamilydevelopment@gmail.com with the Subject: Subscribe 

@MFLNFD

@MilitaryFamilies

Anchored Podcast Series

Military Families Learning Network
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Continuing Education Credits or Certificates of Completion
• Require completion of evaluation and a post-test score of 80% or higher
• Emailed automatically within 24-48 hours
• May be sent to spam folder 

– Please check, then email MFLNFDEarlyIntervention@gmail.com

CE Credits Offered for FDEI 2019 Series
• Behavior Analyst Certification Board credits
• State credits for individuals in Arizona, Connecticut, Georgia, Indiana, 

Kansas, Michigan, North Carolina, Ohio, Pennsylvania, Texas, Virginia, 
Washington, West Virginia, and Wyoming

This webinar also provides a certificate of completion for nutrition and 
wellness professionals.

For details about these credits, please visit 
militaryfamilieslearningnetwork.org/event/30358/

Continuing Education Credits
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For Board Certified Behavior Analysts (BCBA) Credits
• Must attend live webinar as an individual (no group log ins)
• Pass post-test within 24 hours of live event
• Provide BACB certification number when prompted on the post-test
• Can obtain both state credits and BACB credits through one evaluation and 

post-test link
For State Credits or a Certificate of Completion
• Must attend live webinar (or view recording) and pass post-test within 1 year 

of live event
• Michigan and Wyoming participants must provide credential certification 

number as directed on the post-test
• Wyoming participants must complete all webinars in the 2019 FDEI series

Continuing Education Credits
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https://twitter.com/MFLNFD
https://www.facebook.com/MilitaryFamilies/
https://militaryfamilieslearningnetwork.org/podcasts/
https://www.youtube.com/user/MIlFamLN
https://militaryfamilieslearningnetwork.org/event/30358/
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Questions/concerns surrounding CE credit certificates can be emailed to this 
address: MFLNFDEarlyIntervention@gmail.com
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Evaluation and Post-Test Links

For Board Certified Behavior Analysts (BCBA) Credits Use This Link:

https://vce.az1.qualtrics.com/jfe/form/SV_0wxSIHOEsZ9j0a1 

For State Credits or a Certificate of Completion Use This Link:

https://vce.az1.qualtrics.com/jfe/form/SV_b91pE8Hp42FqSRn
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FD Early Intervention 
Upcoming Event

For information about the MFLN FD Early Intervention Autism Series go to:   
https://militaryfamilieslearningnetwork.org/family-development/autism/

militaryfamilieslearningnetwork.org
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