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Eating Problems among Children with Autism

Among the challenges that parents face with children with autism, one of the most stressful is dealing with eating
problems. These can result to children not getting the right nutrition; hence it is important to work on this quickly.

Ms. Hui Ling Loh, BCBA, Clinical Supervisor of ABC Center Singapore, talks about her experience on this issue, and what
strategies can best help.

Is it common for children with autism to have eating problems?

HLL: | have seen quite a number of children with autism having issues on
food selectivity. The food they prefer to eat can be very limited in variety
and they can reject all other types of food. Some children just eat a certain
texture of food -- for example they only eat soft food, or only crunchy food.
Some children prefer a certain taste only, like only wanting sweet food, for
instance.

What causes food selectivity?

HLL: According to research, the causes of food selectivity are varied. It could
be caused by digestive problems like constipation or reflux. It could be
caused by sensory problems. Autism and a few other medical or genetic
conditions can be linked to food selectivity as well.

At what age is it noticeable?
HLL: Many parents notice it as early as when their kids should start eating a
variety of solid foods, which could be around the 12 month old period.

What is the downside of food selectivity?

HLL: The biggest downside is lack of nutrition. A child that is not on a balanced diet risks malnutrition. We have seen some children
who just eat meat for instance -- no vegetables nor fruits. The vitamins and minerals that these children get can be sorely lacking.
This has to be worked on right away.



Do you handle many cases that involve food selectivity?

HLL: Here at ABC Center, we are working to increase food tolerance among a few children. There are some children who only eat soft
food, some only on a liquid diet, even at an age when they should already be eating a variety of solids in different textures. We have
some who only eat a certain type of pasta, or a certain type of fruit.

How do you help these children at ABC Center? I —
HLL: We first determine what food groups are missing in their '
diets. Then we discuss with the parents the list of food that we At ABC Center... we design a program to slowly

plan to introduce. We usually start with the most urgent to

k ) ) desensitize the food selectivity of the child.
achieve a balanced diet as soon as possible.

We also have an in-depth discussion with the parents on how they We start with one target type of food at a time.

have been dealing with the food selectivity at home. We ask how
often the parents attempt to introduce new food, and what they This will lead to slowly increasing the child’s tolerance
do if this is not ted by the child. .
© [TTNIS IS not accepted by the ch to different types of food eventually.
After understanding this behaviour history, we design a program
to slowly desensitize the food selectivity of the child. We start with
one target type of food at a time. This will lead to slowly
increasing the child’s tolerance to different types of food eventually.

How can parents help in increasing the variety of food that their children eat?

HLL: Parents need to be patient and persistent in introducing new food. If the child refuses it, insist that the child tries at least one
spoon (and reassure them that it is okay even to spit it out if they really don’t like it). Or for children, who are very young, at least show
them new food, have it around and encourage the child just to touch it at the beginning. Then the parent should praise the child for at
least giving it a try. This will encourage the child to be more tolerant of trying new things.

Would it be important to also check with a medical doctor or any
other professionals regarding this issue?

HLL: Definitely. When it comes to food sensitivity, it is important
to check if there is a medical issue involved first and to rule this out.
There could be digestive problems that result to an upset stomach for
instance, that drives the problem.

Also, there could be chewing or sensory problems, which could be
checked by a medical doctor or an occupational therapist.

However, if these are ruled out, then we need to use applied
behaviour analysis to increase food tolerance, and the younger we
start, the better it is for the child.

Have you had successes in this area at ABC Center?

HLL: Yes, the team has done good work in this issue. | recall a
particular case where the child had a very limited variety of accepted
food, and would only drink milk, and not other types of soft food like
porridge or soup.

We put together a feeding and eating history from the parents. Then
we created our program to slowly desensitize the child’s food
selectivity. We started with food that he used to eat but has since
stopped.

Now he has learned to eat a variety of fruits, soup and other solid
food. He is also no longer resistant to trying new food, and agrees
to at least ‘try one spoon’ for new things. This has been good
progress done by both the team here at ABC Center and the parents
of the child at home.
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* Children’s pictures are altered for confidentiality.
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A Registered Behavior Technician™ (RBT™) is a paraprofessional who practices under the close, ongoing supervision of a
BCBA, BCaBA, or FL-CBA. To obtain the RBT credential, one must be able to undergo and finish extensive training program
and complete comprehensive assessment that involves interviews and direct-observations of their competencies for the
position. The certifying body, the Behavior Analyst Certification Board’, Inc. (BACB') is a US based nonprofit 501(c)(3)
corporation established in 1998 to meet professional credentialing needs identified by behavior analysts, governments,
and consumers of behavior analysis services. The BACB adheres to international
standards for boards that grant professional credentials.
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We would like to extend our warmest congratulations to our ABC Center Philippines’
Behavior Technicians for passing the Registered Behaviour Technician (RBT)
certification from the Behaviour Analyst Certification Board’, Inc. (BACB). We could not
be more proud of the commitment, hard work and passion that each of you has shown
and we hope that you will all continue to aspire to be better and aim for personal
excellence.

BCBA-D™ RBT™
ACE™ ACS™

One of ABC Center’s priorities is to ensure the development of the skills of each and

every member of the ABC Family which is why we are dedicated to provide opportunities for employees to advance and
grow professionally and personally not only for them to excel in their assigned jobs but more importantly and eventually,
for them to progress up the career ladder.

“There is nothing noble in being superior to your fellow man; true nobility is being superior to your former self.”
— Ernest Hemingway
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