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What does eating do for us?  

 Life sustaining 

 Growth and development 

 Health and strength 

 Socialization and bonding 
 Starts with your very first meal 

 Talk about your day 

 Eating is often a part of holidays and celebrations with 
our family and peers 

 Sense of belonging 



The complexity of eating 
 Eating is a complex skill that requires the coordination 

motor skills 
 Gross motor 
 Fine motor 
 Visual motor  
 Oral motor 

 Eating is one of the most refined fine motor skills 
 Successful eating requires the integration of  

 Primitive reflexes 
 Sensory systems 

 Eating contributes to our social and emotional 
development 



Types of eaters  
 Typical: likes eating, interested in food, feels good 

about eating, has preferences but eats a variety of 
foods 

 Picky: certain limitations and aversions to foods, eat 
enough of a different foods to maintain a balanced, 
healthy diet  

 Resistant: 10-15 foods or less, refuses 1 or more food 
groups, may eat only one color or texture, severe 
adverse reaction (cry, tantrum, gag, vomit), food jags 
(insist a certain food be present at every meal & always 
prepared in same way and in same container) 



 
 
What to expect from an OT feeding 
assessment 

 Bring a food list  

 Discuss mealtime environment (when, where, who) 

 Assessment of child in motion  

 Sensory Processing (touch, movement, body 
awareness, vision, hearing, smell, taste) 

 Oral skills-non food (make faces, blow bubbles, 
mouthing, nuk) 

 Observation of eating and drinking favorite foods 

 



Food List 

 List  

 Favorite foods or must have foods 

 Occasional foods 

 Rejected foods 

 Provides ‘red flag’ information about 

 Oral motor skills 

 Sensory preferences 

 



Mealtime Environment  
 When are meals/snacks (frequency and duration) 

 Where do they eat?  

 Eating at the table (support those feet!) 

 Who do they eat with? (home, school) 

 Auditory and visual distractions 

 Size of plates/utensils 

 How much do they eat? (portion size) 

 Pace 

 Sensory exploration of food 



Gross motor supports oral motor 

 Muscle tone 

 Postural control 

 Balance and coordination 

 Bilateral integration (crossing midline, using both sides 
of the body) 

 Eye hand coordination 

 Spatial awareness 

 Breath control 

 



Sensory Processing 
 Body is a sensory processing machine 

 Takes in information-registration 

 Sorts information-file cabinet 

 Inhibits or filters out   

 Output or response  

 Discriminative sense 

 Protective response-self preservation 
 Flight, fright, fight  

 Arousal level-modulation 
 Over arousal 

 Under arousal 

 

 



Proprioceptive issues  

 Poor grading of jaw opening for different size foods 

 Open mouth posture; drooling 

 Poor grading of the force needed to bite or chew 

 Teeth grinding-seeking 

 Hold utensils awkwardly 

 Slump in chair 

 Poor body awareness-knock over glass, drop utensils 

 Poor grading to bring cup or spoon to mouth 



Vestibular concerns 

 Under registration/seeks movement 

 Distracted by how he/she is moving or the fact that 
he/she is not moving 

 Benefits from movement opportunities 

 Fast is alerting and slow in calming 

 Over registration/sensitive to movement 

  Hyper alerted to body’s position in space/fear of falling 

 Needs a supportive chair with feet supported  



Touch (tactile) 
 Over register 

 Oral-Resistive to touch around and/or in the mouth 

 Hand-affects finger feeding and utensil use 

 Calming-smooth even textures, neutral/warm 
temperatures, deep pressure touch 

 Under register 

 Poor awareness of food on face, in mouth, or on hands 

 Alerting-uneven or rough textures, extreme hot/cold, 
light ticklish touch, vibration 

 



Taste and Smell  
 Taste (gustatory) 

 Under register-lick/taste inedible objects, prefer spicy foods, 
prefer very hot or cold temperatures 
 Alerting-sour, bitter, spicy (pickles, lemons, salsa, iced lemonade) 

 Over register-refuse certain textures, refuse certain 
temperatures, often gag when eating  
 Calming-sweet, salty  (pudding, pretzels, chips, crackers) 

 Smell (olfactory) 
 75% of taste perception depends on efficient use of smell 

 Smell input goes directly to the limbic system 

 The limbic system is primarily involved with emotions and 
inner drive 



See and Hear 
 Visual  

 Over registration-may be distracted or over stimulated by a 
busy environment 
 Calming-neutral colors, clear the table, less busy room, familiar 

items 

 Under registration-visual perceptual or acuity issues 
 Alerting-brighter colors, contrasting colors,  

 Auditory  
 Over registration-covers ears, distracted by sounds 

 Calming-less busy room, room acoustics, soothing music, 
headphones 

 Under registration-problems  attending, following directions, 
locating the sound source 
 Alerting-picture or touch cues, repeat directions w/ eye contact 
 

 



Oral motor skill & reflexes 
 Suck-swallow-breath synchrony 

 Trigger the swallow reflex 
 Nasal reflux 

 Aspiration 

 Gagging 
 Motor/Tone-poor bolus formation before swallow reflex 

 Sensory 
 Hypersensitive-tactile around or in mouth; smell 

 Hyposensitive-lack of awareness; over stuff 

 Size of bite 

 GER 

 

 

 



Developmental readiness 
 Upper and lower lip movement 

 Jaw movement 

 Tongue movement 

 Cheek tension 

 Spoon feeding skills 

 Finger feeding skills 

 Cup drinking skills 

 Biting skills 

 



Ready to have a happy mealtime 

 Change is necessary. 

 

 Insanity is doing the same thing over and over and 
expecting a different result. 

• -Albert Einstein 



What can you do to set the stage? 
 Include food in your play themes and art projects 

 Cut up velcro fruit 
 Paint with potatoes 
 Spaghetti noodle pictures 
 Cheerios necklace 

 Learn about food 
 Internet 
 Read books 
 Grow food/shop for food 

 Prepare the body 
 Strengthening 
 Meet sensory seeking needs 
 Activate the low arousal child/calm the high arousal child 
 Explore/increase tolerance to messy tactile textures 

 



Where to start? 
 Mealtime environment 

 Remove distractions 

 Progression of expectation to sit at the table 

 Size and support of seat (90-90-90) 

 Size appropriate utensils/plate/portions 

 Eat together 

 Have the child participate in preparing food, setting the table, 
serving the food, clearing dishes 

 Discuss where the foods on your plate come from 

 Sensory exploration of foods 

 Build in choices 



Gently moving forward 
 Introducing new foods 

 One basic meal for the entire family 

 One preferred item at each meal 

 New food on plate at each meal-progression 
 tolerance 

 touch 

 smell 

 lick/kiss/tap on tooth 

 taste 

 If you suspect oral motor or sensory concerns  
 Seek out an OT evaluation 

 

  



Important things to remember 
 Be consistent 

 Get the whole family involved 

 Change takes time 

 These behaviors evolved over an extended period of time 
and they will take time to reshape 

 Don’t change everything at once 

 Take a deep breath 
 Be patient with yourself and your child 

 Have fun and enjoy your child 

 

 

 


