DINNERTIME BATTLES – THEY DON’T HAVE TO BE THE NORM!

Dinnertime is often described as being one of the most stressful parts of a parent’s day. I wonder if this is true for you? The challenges are many – arguing over who’s going to have which cup, managing fussy eating habits, whilst trying to maintain some level of calm! It’s a tricky business. These challenges are often perceived as being part and parcel of child development, but sometimes they persist a little longer than usual! Many feeding issues go unnoticed and as a result, they are not appropriately managed. This article looks at typical feeding development and ways you can help your child eat a more varied diet. 

All children are born with the ability to learn to like the food they are given however there are very clear stages of learning. In the first year of life babies tend to accept food relatively easily.  They have a natural preference for sweet foods, but all other tastes can be learnt through continued exposure.  In the second half of the first year they begin to eat solids with different textures.  The second stage starts around 12 months.  This is known as the Neophobic phase.  The child begins to refuse foods they have not seen or tasted before.  This peaks at 18 months and is based on the way food looks.  It may appear that the child is being fussy or difficult but in fact he or she is just exhibiting a developmental behaviour that is typical of all children. Children can learn to accept new foods provided they know it’s ‘safe’.  They generally decide whether something is safe if they see their parents and other children eating it. 

Typically, children progress from one stage to the other. By the age of 2 years, children have usually learnt the foundation skills necessary for eating a range of foods which vary in texture, taste, smell and appearance. By this stage they will also have developed their own personal tastes and preferences. 

Top tips for facilitating eating in children from 6 to 24 months:
· When first introducing solids, give your child a wide variety of foods which differ in taste, texture and colour.
· Show that foods are ‘safe’ by eating them in front of your child (and enjoying them!)

· Give the child plenty of opportunity to get used to the taste of a new food

· When spoon-feeding let the child tell you when he wants more food by waiting for him to open his mouth 

· Let him decide when he’s finished

· Introduce finger foods from 7 months 
· Let the child take an active role in eating by letting him feed himself

· Give the child the opportunity to feed independently from 9 months

· Use open cups as soon as possible but start with very small quantities of liquid at first.

Top tips for facilitating eating in children from 24 months upwards:

· Eat with your child when possible

· Avoid upset by having the same cups and plates for everyone 
· Reduce background noise so your child can concentrate on eating

· Keep portions small your child can have the satisfaction of finishing his plate of food and asking for more 
· Don’t make eating the focus of your conversation 

· Let the child set the pace for eating

· Let the child decide when he’s finished eating

· Respect your child’s personal food preferences
We have noticed at Auditory Verbal UK that some children get stuck somewhere along the way and challenging feeding behaviours continue to persists. Common complaints from parents include “Ben is so stubborn – he won’t eat anything with sauces – everything has to be plain”, “Laura will only eat ham”, “everything has to be pureed for David – he’s such a slow eater”.  There are many reasons why these behaviours continuing to persist. These may related to sensory issues (e.g. sensitivity to different textures), oro-motor issues (e.g. weakness in your child’s chewing ability) or simply learnt behaviours. Either way, it is important that these be managed as soon as possible so that your child can learn to eat a varied diet with a wide range of textures, colours, smells and appearance. If you have concerns about your child’s feeding, please consult your local Speech and Language Therapy service and arrange a feeding evaluation. 
Auditory Verbal UK have invited Specialist Speech and Language Therapist, Sue Strudwick, to run a one-day course entitled “Feeding Issues in Children” on 15th May 2008 in order to raise awareness of feeding issues and give practical suggestions of how to manage them. The course is designed for parents and Speech and Language Therapists and will be held at AVUK’s centre in Oxfordshire. The fee is £120 and this includes lunch. If you would like more information about the course or if you would like to register please visit our website www.avuk.org or call us on 01869 321 492.
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