
Part 2: Practical management 

of feeding differences in 

neurodivergent children in  

early years settings: 

This webinar, led by Lucy Upton (Paediatric Dietitian) and Lucy Bates (Occupational 
Therapist) from The Feeding Trust, explored practical strategies for supporting 
neurodivergent children who experience feeding differences.
Building on from part 1, where our guest speakers explored why feeding can look 
different for neurodivergent children, the focus of part 2 was on the practical 
management of feeding differences in neurodivergent children. During the 1-hour 
webinar our guest speakers shared evidence-based approaches for creating 
supportive mealtime routines, fostering positive food exploration and experiences, 
and how to respond effectively to each child’s individual needs at mealtimes. 

Highlights from our webinar 
with The Feeding Trust

The strategies were centred around four key themes…

Children must be regulated before they can learn 
about food. Regulation enables the “upstairs brain” 
(the thinking, learning and problem-solving part of 
the brain) to be active. In contrast, when children are 
dysregulated, the upstairs brain is switched off and the 
child is in a fight, flight or freeze mode which doesn’t 
allow for engagement or interaction with new foods.

Regulate to educate1 How to support regulation:
•	 Prioritise felt safety and predictability: 

Predictable routines, calm transitions, familiar 
foods and consistent adults help build a sense  
of security and support felt safety.  

•	 Incorporate proprioceptive activities before 
mealtimes: This could include push/pull games, 
carrying toys, hand presses, or tight hugs to help 
children achieve a “just-right” sensory state for 
learning.

•	 Avoid putting pressure on the child to explore, 
touch or taste the food: Try to lower your 
expectations and meet each child where they  
are; progress may be slow and non-linear and 
that’s ok. 

•	 Create a calm sensory environment: Minimise 
sensory overload at mealtimes such as noise, 
smells and movement to support regulation.



‘Eating as Learning’ Ladder2
Eating is one of the most complex sensory tasks humans engage in. It is a 
developmental process that unfolds in small, non-linear steps and will look 
different for every child and for different foods too. 

The Feeding Trust’s Eating as Learning Ladder outlines how children can 
gradually become familiar and comfortable with new foods when they 
are well supported.

Practical application:
•	 Step back to allow the child to step up: With 

each food, step back and notice where the child 
feels comfortable with each food, start there and 
avoid skipping ahead however tempting it might 
feel.

•	 Use a learning plate: Instead of placing new foods 
on the same plate as accepted foods, try using a 
separate small dish with tiny amounts of new foods 
(as little as a few grains of rice). 

•	 Model interactions with food without directing: 
For example, say “I’m going to bite this carrot,  

it’s crunchy!” Here you are not asking the child to 
copy but simply narrating what you are doing with 
the food.

•	 Allow and normalise spitting food out: It’s part 
of the learning process. Knowing it is acceptable 
to spit the food out encourages security and felt 
safety around that food.

•	 Acknowledge all progress: looking, smelling, 
touching and tasting. Remember the goal isn’t to 
get every child to eat the food, making small steps 
up the ladder demonstrates progress.

Taste

Smell

Sound

Touch

Look

4.	 Looks at the food in  
front/close of them

3.	 Watches adult interact  
with the food from across  
the table

2.	 Looks at food from  
across the table

1.	 Tolerates being in  
the same room

13.	Breaks food next to ear

12.	Breaks with finger/hands  
close to face

11.	Breaks with finger/hands  
whilst close to the body 

10.	Breaks with finger/hands  
held away

9.	 Breaks food with utensil

8.	 Listens as adult breaks the 
food

21.	Bites the food, chews and 
swallows

20.	Bites the food and spits out

19.	Bites down and makes marks 
in the food

18.	Elephant lick the food

17.	Lizard lick the food

16.	Kisses the food

15. Brings food close to face  
to smell

14. Holds at distance to smell

7.	 Touches food with whole 
hand

6.	 Touches food with fingerips

5. 	 Touches food with a utensil/
equipment



‘Eating as Learning’ language3
Language around food can have a big impact on a 
child’s comfort and curiosity. The goal is to use neutral, 
descriptive, and non-pressurising language to reduce 
anxiety, keep the child regulated and support learning.

Avoid directive or evaluative phrases: 
Statements like “You need to eat it,” “It’s 
good for you,” “Just try one bite,” can 
increase pressure on the child and risks 
less engagement with the food.

Facts over feelings: Use descriptive, 
factual language such as “It’s green and 
crunchy,” “It smells sweet,” instead of “it’s 
delicious!” or “Yum, I really like it, it’s my 
favourite”

Model curiosity and imagination:  
Say things like “It looks like a tree!” “It’s as 
soft as clouds” to spark imagination and 
build curiosity.

Invite, don’t instruct: “You can touch it if 
you want” rather than “Can you touch it?”

Avoid calling accepted food ‘safe foods’: 
The term “safe” can imply others are 
unsafe. Try the term “same foods” instead, 
this emphasises predictability without fear.

Praise neutrally: Offer simple, specific 
comments such as “Good smelling,” 
or “Nice chomping” rather than big 
reactions, high fives or rewards, which can 
reintroduce pressure.

Key approaches:



E:  hello@nurserykitchen.co.uk
W: nurserykitchen.co.uk
T:  01245 808080

Postural stability4
Physical comfort and stability at the table are vital 
for effective eating and learning. Poor posture can 
increase fatigue and reduce a child’s innate curiosity  
to explore or interact with food.

Best practice:

Provide foot 
support (stool 

or step) and back 
support (cushion  

if needed).

For children 
transitioning 

from highchairs, 
ensure stability and 

security remain 
prioritised.

Additional practical tips
•	 Model, don’t mandate: Show enjoyment and 

curiosity through role modelling; avoid instructing 
or coaxing.

•	 Predictability matters: Consistent routines, 
familiar adults, and ‘same foods’ promote  
felt safety.

•	 Social eating: Encourage eating around peers 
but respect each child’s comfort level and 
positioning. Try taking the spotlight off the 
child and off the food and focus on the social 
interaction and connection at mealtimes instead.

•	 Avoid sneaking foods into accepted dishes/
meals: Hidden ingredients risk damaging a child’s 
trust and may result in losing accepted foods 
from their list.

•	 Respect all communication: Non-verbal cues of 
discomfort (turning away, gagging) are all valid 
signals and should be responded to.

Remember…
Supporting neurodivergent children with feeding 
differences isn’t about “fixing” eating. It’s about 
creating the right environment, language, and 
expectations so that children feel safe, curious, and 
in control. Early years practitioners play a crucial 
role by slowing down the process, noticing small 
successes, and nurturing trust at every stage of the 
eating journey.

If you would like to learn more, you can 
watch the full webinar recording of:

Part 2: Practical 
Management of  
Feeding Differences  
in Neurodivergent 
Children in Early Years 
Settings here 

And don’t forget about our resource  
and webinar for:  
Part 1: Understanding feeding 
differences in neurodiverse children.
It’s a lovely place to start (or refresh your 
memory) before diving into this session.

Check that tables 
and chairs are the 
correct height for 

each child.

Together, 
we can help 

every child enjoy 
food in a way that 

feels right for 
them.
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