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Abstract:

Introduction: Children with autism spectrum disorders (ASD) are five times more likely
to have feeding challenges than neurotypical peers (Sharp et al., 2013). Of these feeding
challenges, food selectivity is among the most prevalent (Leader et al., 2020) and is defined as
food refusal or limited food repertoire (Bandini et al., 2017). Food selectivity has been
correlated with nutrition inadequacies (Bandini et al., 2010; Sharp et al., 2013) and poor diet
quality (Johnson et al., 2014) in children with ASD. Additionally, correlations exist with sensory
processing difficulties (Leader et al., 2020; Suarez et al., 2014), internalizing and externalizing
behaviors (Johnson et al., 2014), and restrictive and repetitive behaviors (Page et al., 2022). In
addition to feeding challenges, children on the autism spectrum have lower participation rates
at school (Falkmer et al., 2012; Simpson et al., 2019). Despite children with ASD’s lower school
participation levels and food selectivity’s correlations with factors that could impact school
participation, there has been limited attention in the literature to food selectivity at school and
its impacts on school participation. School participation is an important area of consideration
because it is associated with health and well-being (John-Akinola & Nic-Gabhainn, 2014).
Furthermore, educators and schools have a responsibility towards school participation because
under IDEA students are guaranteed equal opportunity and participation in public education
(Individuals with Disabilities Act, 2004).

Objectives: This study aimed to explore the school participation of students with ASD
and food selectivity from the teachers’ perspectives. The objectives were to describe the food
selectivity of students on the autism spectrum in the school environment and describe the
impact of food selectivity on their school participation.

Methods: This study used a qualitative approach using semi-structured interviews
(Merriam & Tisdell, 2016) with deductive content analysis (Bengtsson, 2016). Data collection
and analysis were grounded in a conceptual framework of school participation for children with
disabilities developed by Maciver et al., 2019. Participants were special education teachers who
work with students with autism and food selectivity. Teachers selected students with autism
and food selectivity to reflect on during the interviews without sharing the students’ identities
with the interviewer.



Results: Ten special education teachers participated. Most participants identified as
female and white. Most taught in suburban school districts and their ages ranged from 28 to 62
years old. Categories were identified as Maciver et al.’s (2019) three mechanisms of identity,
competence, and experience of mind and body, as well as the five contexts of qualities of
adults, peers, structures and organization, physical spaces, and objects. Subcategories were
identified under each category guided by the conceptual framework and based on the data
from study participants.

Conclusion: Teachers described the impacts of food selectivity on the school
participation of students with ASD including the presence of anxiety, physical symptoms, and
challenging behaviors. Sensory qualities of the environment, in particular the cafeteria, limited
meaningful mealtime participation. Additionally, teachers described inequities to the access of
preferred foods at school which heightened the impact of food selectivity on participation.
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Synopsis: The teachers described food selectivity as impacting school participation. They
described students with anxiety, physical symptoms, and challenging behaviors. Occupational
therapists should prioritize students’ emotional and mental well-being to support participation
at school. The environment of the cafeteria limited students” meaningful lunchtime
participation. Occupational therapists should address food selectivity at school. They should
provide interventions to support participation and help create an environment to encourage the
participation of students.
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