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A TIERED APPROACH TO 
MEALTIME AND FEEDING SUPPORT

YEV VEVERKA, PHD, BCBA-D
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HOW I GOT HERE

A little story about 
lucky charms....
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Where was Sam as 
a 3-year-old?

Is this really the 
only way?
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This is pretty  normal. Let’s wait 
and see how he’s doing next 
year. Just keep doing what 
you’re doing and t ry  not to 

worry!
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Feeding is outside of my 
scope. I’ve been told that I 
need specialized training to 
work on feeding and I don’t 

want to cause harm.

5

One year later...
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THE TIERED 
APPROACH TO 
MEALTIME AND 

FEEDING 
SUPPORT

Tier 3 
Intensive 

individualized 
supports

Tier 2 
Supplemental 
supports and 
modifications

Tier 1 
Universal Support
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Focus on prevention 
Early identification
Early support at first signs of concerns 
Caregiver and provider education 
Trauma-informed practice
Serve children and families where they are 
already eating

WHAT CAN WE DO INSTEAD?
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HOW DO I KNOW WHEN TO 
INTERVENE?

WHAT’S A MEALTIME 
“CHALLENGE?”

WHEN IS IT “BAD
ENOUGH”

TO INTERVENE?

ISN’T THIS 
“NORMAL”?

WON’T THEY JUST “GROW 
OUT OF IT”?

9
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DEFINING MEALTIME CHALENGES
Clinical Diagnoses 

Pediatric Feeding Disorder (PFD)
Avoidant Restrictive Food Intake Disorder 
(ARFID)
Resources: Feeding Matters 
(www.feedingmatters.org)

Subclinical Challenges are 
Also Valid!
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Impacts physical health

Impacts emotional well-being 

Impacts social opportunities

Increases family stress

Can create long-term 
challenging relationships 
with food

WHAT IF MEALTIME ISN’T EASY?
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A behavior or set of behaviors that cause:
Any impact on physical or emotional health 
Increased stress
Undermined felt sense of safety
Keeps individual from participating in social 
routines or community activities
Disrupts child/caregiver or family 
relationships

A MEALTIME CHALLENGE IS...
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http://www.feedingmatters.org/
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WHY CAN EATING 
BE DIFFICULT?

Eating requires coordination among organ 
systems, muscles, and sensory systems.

Systems work together to support 
posture, breathing, swallowing and digestion
Eating is a sensory experience
Eating can be a social experience: social 
difficulties can cause eating difficulties

Eating can cause a physiological fear, 
disgust, or stress response
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Gathering information

Developing goals

Choosing strategies for 
each goal

Ongoing assessment

Communication and
collaboration with family 
and other providers

ELEMENTS OF A TIERED APPROACH 
TO MEALTIME SUPPORT
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Gathering information

Developing goals

Choosing strategies for 
each goal

Ongoing assessment

Communication and
collaboration with family 
and other providers

ELEMENTS OF A TIERED APPROACH 
TO MEALTIME SUPPORT
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GATHER 
INFORMATION

About yourself

About the child

About the systems the child is 
part of: family, community, 

school, etc.
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UNDERSTAND 
YOUR BIASES

What do you bring to mealtime?

What is your background? 
What were expectations 
around food?
How does that influence 
your work?
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GATHERING INFORMATION 
ABOUT THE CHILD

Mealtime/feeding history 
Current mealtime behaviors 
Current challenges and 
successes
What do challenges look like? 
(what, when, where, with whom) 
Strengths, skills, interests 
Culture and values

18
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GATHER INFORMATION ABOUT 
ENVIRONMENTS AND 

SYSTEMS

Caregiver and provider 
perceptions and values about 
mealtime/feeding
Physical mealtime environment 
Mealtime routines and schedules 
Social dynamics
Institutional practices and policies
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Gathering information

Developing goals

Choosing strategies for 
each goal

Ongoing assessment

Communication and
collaboration with family 
and other providers

ELEMENTS OF A TIERED APPROACH 
TO MEALTIME SUPPORT
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“IF I HAD A MAGIC WAND AND TOLD 
YOU YOUR NEXT MEALTIME WOULD 
BE YOUR IDEAL MEALTIME, WHAT 

WOULD THAT LOOK LIKE?“

21
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WE W I L L  EAT
TOGETHER AS A

FAMILY,

MY CHILD

ENJOYING  OUR 
MEALTIME, AND

W I L L
GET THEIR 

N U T R I T I O N A L  
NEEDS MET

MY C H I L D  W I L L
FEEL COMFORTABLE
W I T H  NEW FOODS

MY C H I L D W I L L

TO COME  TO
W A N T

THE
FORT A B L E

MEALS

I W I L L R E D U C EPRESSURE I N M YF E E D I N G
P R A C T I C E S

C H I L D   W I L LMY
SLOW DOW N T H E IR

E A T I N G ,   R E D U C IN G

O V E R - S T U F F IN G

C H I L D  W I L L
W A TC H  OTHERS E A T
NEW FOOD W I T H O U T

D IS TR E S S

C H I L D  
EXPLORE

W I T H  A L L

W I L L  
FOODS 
SENSES

W I T H O U T  D IS TR E S S

P A R E N T W I L L
PRESENT FOOD

W I T H O U T  D E M A N D S
TO  E A T  I T
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Gathering information

Developing goals

Choosing strategies for 
each goal

Ongoing assessment

Communication and
collaboration with family 
and other providers

ELEMENTS OF A TIERED APPROACH 
TO MEALTIME SUPPORT
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CREATE A SUPPORTIVE 
ENVIRONMENT

Consider appetite (timing 
of meals, health, what is 
being served)
Make sensory aspects of 
the environment enjoyable 
Build positive interactions

24
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CREATE AND PROMOTE
LOW-PRESSURE ENVIRONMENTS
Instead of...

“It’s just one little bite!”

“Mmmm this soup is so good! Just try a 
little!”

“You need to eat 2 bites of broccoli beofre 
you have dessert. The broccoli is really 

healthy for you.”

“I’m so worried that you aren’t getting th e 
nutrition you need. Please do this for me”

Say...

“What do you feel you need right now?”

“It’s ok if you’re not ready to try it?”

“Let’s take a moment together to see if your 
body is telling you it is full.”

“It looks like you’re not ready for a bite.
Would you like to smell it today?”
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REPEATED EXPOSURE
A powerful tool in overcoming 
fear and hesitancy around new 
foods
Continue to expose children even 
after a refusal
Don’t force, simply expose
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“JUST TRY IT”

27
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TAKE SMALL, COMFORTABLE 
STEPS TOWARDS CHANGE

Yes, BUT...Diet
I t  has to  be  in  
nugge t  fo rm

It  has to  be  shaped 
l ike  a d inosaur

I t  has to  be air-fried, 
no t  m icrowaved

I t  has to  be  d ip p e d  
in  k e tc h u p

I t  has to  be  served a t  
th e  r ig h t  tem pera tu re
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TAKE SMALL, 
COMFORTABLE 

STEPS TOWARDS 
CHANGE

Cheddar fish crackers Square cracker Circle cracker

Circle cracker 
with cheese

Toast with 
cheese

Grilled cheese 
sandwich

29

Create food  in te rac t ion  
oppor tun i t ies  ou ts ide  of 

m e a l t im e

Use too ls  such as cookie 
cutters

Use toysUse food  as utensils  or  fun  
utensils

Incorpora te  o the r  
preferences

30
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FADING BY TEXTURE
Start small and familiar and slowly take steps towards a 
different consistency
Make sure to rule out any medical/swallowing issues!
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Gathering information

Developing goals

Choosing strategies for 
each goal

Ongoing assessment

Communication and
collaboration with family 
and other providers

ELEMENTS OF A TIERED APPROACH 
TO MEALTIME SUPPORT
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ONGOING ASSESSMENT
Data will drive your 

decisions: Do I continue a 
strategy or try something

new?

Quantitative AND qualitative 
measures are both 

important!

33
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Gathering information

Developing goals

Choosing strategies for 
each goal

Ongoing assessment

Communication and
collaboration with family 
and other providers

ELEMENTS OF A TIERED APPROACH 
TO MEALTIME SUPPORT
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COLLABORATE WITH CAREGIVERS 
AND OTHER PROVIDERS

People eat many times a day in 
many contexts.
Interdisciplinary collaboration 
helps ensure mealtime success 
across these settings.
Each provider brings a unique 
perspective
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FAMILIES HAVE EXPERTISE THAT 
WE DO NOT!

Consider barriers to 
communication

COLLABORATION
vs. 

training

36
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Provider Role

Medical provider Monitors growth, medical conditions, and nutrition concerns

Speech-Language Pathologist
Supports oral-motor skills, swallowing, and communication at 

meals

Registered Dietitiation
Provides guidance on nutrition, food variety, and dietary needs

Occupational Therapist
Addresses sensory processing, positioning, and motor skills for 

eating

Parent/Caregiver Implements strategies at home, weighs in on family dynamics
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THANK YOU!
YEV.VEVERKA@GMAIL.COM
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