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Advanced Certificate in Pediatric Occupational Therapy

Feeding and Swallowing

Feeding and Swallowing
Feeding and swallowing are essential activities that are crucial for human survival and overall well-being. In
the context of pediatric occupational therapy, understanding feeding and swallowing processes, challenges,
and interventions is vital for supporting children's development and health. This course delves deep into the
complexities of feeding and swallowing in children, providing occupational therapists with the knowledge
and skills to address a wide range of issues related to these critical functions.

Oral Motor Skills
Oral motor skills refer to the coordinated movements of the lips, tongue, jaw, and cheeks that are necessary
for various activities such as eating, drinking, speaking, and swallowing. In pediatric occupational therapy,
assessing and developing oral motor skills are essential components of addressing feeding and swallowing
difficulties in children. Occupational therapists work to improve oral motor control, strength, coordination,
and endurance to enhance a child's ability to eat and swallow effectively.

Oral Sensory Processing
Oral sensory processing involves how the mouth, tongue, and throat interpret sensory information such as
taste, texture, temperature, and pressure during feeding and swallowing. Children with sensory processing
difficulties may have aversions to certain foods, textures, or temperatures, leading to challenges in mealtime
routines. Occupational therapists evaluate oral sensory processing and develop strategies to help children
overcome sensory sensitivities and improve their feeding and swallowing skills.

Feeding Developmental Milestones
Feeding developmental milestones are key indicators of a child's progress in developing the skills necessary
for independent feeding. These milestones include aspects such as self-feeding, using utensils, drinking
from a cup, chewing various textures, and transitioning to solid foods. Occupational therapists monitor
children's feeding milestones to identify delays or difficulties and provide targeted interventions to support
their feeding development.

Swallowing Disorders
Swallowing disorders, also known as dysphagia, refer to difficulties in swallowing food, liquids, or saliva.
Children with swallowing disorders may experience symptoms such as choking, coughing, gagging, or
aspiration, which can lead to serious health risks such as malnutrition, dehydration, or respiratory issues.
Occupational therapists play a crucial role in assessing and treating swallowing disorders in children,
including collaborating with other healthcare professionals to develop comprehensive treatment plans.

Oral Motor Exercises
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Oral motor exercises are activities designed to improve strength, coordination, and control of the oral
muscles involved in feeding and swallowing. These exercises may include lip and tongue exercises, chewing
activities, sucking exercises, and facial massages to target specific oral motor skills. Occupational therapists
incorporate oral motor exercises into therapy sessions to help children enhance their oral motor abilities
and overcome feeding and swallowing challenges.

Texture Modification
Texture modification involves altering the consistency, texture, or viscosity of foods and liquids to make
them safer and easier for children with feeding and swallowing difficulties to consume. Occupational
therapists assess children's tolerance to different textures and recommend appropriate modifications, such
as pureeing, thickening, or chopping foods, to ensure safe and successful feeding. Texture modification
plays a crucial role in managing dysphagia and promoting effective swallowing in children.

Mealtime Environment
The mealtime environment refers to the physical, social, and emotional factors that influence a child's eating
experience. Creating a positive and supportive mealtime environment is essential for children with feeding
and swallowing difficulties to feel comfortable, relaxed, and engaged during meals. Occupational therapists
work with families to establish routines, set up appropriate seating arrangements, minimize distractions, and
promote positive interactions to enhance the mealtime experience for children.

Behavioral Feeding Challenges
Behavioral feeding challenges are non-organic factors that impact a child's feeding and eating behaviors.
These challenges may include food refusal, food aversions, mealtime tantrums, or sensory sensitivities that
affect a child's willingness or ability to eat. Occupational therapists use behavior modification techniques,
desensitization strategies, and positive reinforcement to address behavioral feeding challenges and
promote healthy eating habits in children.

Feeding Tubes
Feeding tubes, also known as enteral tubes, are medical devices that deliver nutrition directly into the
stomach or intestines when a child is unable to eat or swallow adequately. Children with severe feeding and
swallowing difficulties, such as those with neurological conditions or congenital anomalies, may require
feeding tubes to ensure proper nutrition and hydration. Occupational therapists collaborate with healthcare
providers to manage feeding tubes, support feeding transitions, and optimize feeding outcomes for
children.

Parent/Caregiver Education
Parent/caregiver education is a critical component of pediatric occupational therapy for feeding and
swallowing. Educating parents and caregivers about feeding development, mealtime strategies, oral motor
exercises, texture modifications, and behavioral feeding techniques empowers them to support their child's
feeding skills at home. Occupational therapists provide guidance, resources, and practical tips to help
families create a nurturing and supportive feeding environment for their children.
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Mealtime Challenges
Mealtime challenges encompass a wide range of difficulties that children may experience during feeding
and eating activities. These challenges may include sensory aversions, oral motor weaknesses, swallowing
disorders, behavioral issues, medical conditions, or developmental delays that impact a child's ability to
participate in meals. Occupational therapists assess mealtime challenges, identify underlying causes, and
implement individualized interventions to improve feeding and swallowing skills in children.

Feeding Goals
Feeding goals are specific, measurable objectives that address a child's feeding and swallowing needs and
aspirations. These goals may focus on increasing oral motor skills, expanding food acceptance, improving
mealtime behaviors, reducing feeding aversions, or enhancing independence in feeding tasks. Occupational
therapists collaborate with children, families, and caregivers to establish realistic and meaningful feeding
goals that guide intervention planning and measure progress towards successful feeding outcomes.

Feeding Interventions
Feeding interventions encompass a variety of strategies and techniques used to address feeding and
swallowing difficulties in children. These interventions may include oral motor therapy, sensory integration
techniques, behavior modification strategies, mealtime modifications, feeding schedules, and caregiver
training. Occupational therapists tailor feeding interventions to meet the unique needs of each child,
considering their underlying challenges, strengths, preferences, and goals for successful feeding outcomes.

Aspiration
Aspiration occurs when food, liquids, or saliva enter the airway instead of the digestive tract during
swallowing, leading to potential respiratory complications. Children with swallowing disorders, neurological
conditions, or anatomical abnormalities may be at risk of aspiration, which can result in pneumonia,
respiratory distress, or other serious health issues. Occupational therapists play a crucial role in assessing
aspiration risk, implementing aspiration precautions, and developing safe feeding strategies to prevent
aspiration in children.

Feeding Team Collaboration
Feeding team collaboration involves working with a multidisciplinary team of healthcare professionals,
including speech-language pathologists, dietitians, physicians, nurses, and psychologists, to address
complex feeding and swallowing issues in children. Collaborating with other specialists allows occupational
therapists to gain diverse perspectives, share expertise, coordinate care plans, and provide comprehensive
support for children with feeding challenges. Team collaboration enhances the effectiveness of feeding
interventions and promotes optimal outcomes for children.

Feeding Assessments
Feeding assessments are comprehensive evaluations conducted by occupational therapists to assess a
child's feeding and swallowing abilities, challenges, and needs. These assessments may include clinical
observations, oral motor assessments, sensory evaluations, mealtime observations, feeding histories, and
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caregiver interviews to gather information about a child's feeding skills and behaviors. Occupational
therapists use feeding assessments to identify underlying factors contributing to feeding difficulties and
develop personalized intervention plans to address these challenges.

Feeding Diary
A feeding diary is a log or record that caregivers maintain to track a child's feeding and eating patterns,
behaviors, preferences, challenges, and successes over time. Keeping a feeding diary helps caregivers and
therapists identify trends, triggers, and opportunities for intervention to improve a child's feeding habits
and mealtime experiences. Occupational therapists may use feeding diaries as a tool to monitor progress,
adjust interventions, and collaborate with families to promote healthy feeding practices for children.

Feeding Equipment
Feeding equipment includes a variety of tools, devices, and aids designed to support children with feeding
and swallowing difficulties in mealtime activities. These may include adaptive utensils, sippy cups, high
chairs, feeding chairs, bibs, plate guards, adaptive plates, cups with straws, and positioning aids to facilitate
safe and independent feeding. Occupational therapists recommend and customize feeding equipment
based on a child's specific needs, abilities, and challenges to promote successful feeding outcomes.

Choking Hazards
Choking hazards are objects, foods, or liquids that pose a risk of choking for children during mealtime
activities. Children with oral motor weaknesses, swallowing disorders, sensory aversions, or developmental
delays may be more susceptible to choking hazards. Occupational therapists educate caregivers about
identifying and reducing choking hazards, supervising children during meals, and implementing strategies
to prevent choking incidents. Minimizing choking hazards is essential for ensuring safe and enjoyable
feeding experiences for children.

Feeding Groups
Feeding groups are therapeutic programs or sessions led by occupational therapists to support children
with feeding and swallowing difficulties in a group setting. These groups provide opportunities for children
to practice feeding skills, explore new foods, socialize with peers, and develop positive mealtime behaviors
in a structured and supportive environment. Feeding groups foster peer interactions, model appropriate
feeding behaviors, and promote independence in feeding tasks while addressing individualized feeding
goals for each child.

Oral Hygiene
Oral hygiene refers to the practices and habits that maintain the cleanliness and health of the mouth, teeth,
gums, and tongue. Children with feeding and swallowing difficulties may have challenges with oral hygiene
due to food residue, saliva pooling, or reduced oral motor control. Occupational therapists educate
caregivers about oral hygiene routines, brushing techniques, flossing, mouth care products, and dental visits
to promote oral health and prevent dental issues in children with feeding challenges.
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Feeding Progression
Feeding progression involves advancing a child's feeding skills, abilities, and tolerances to gradually
introduce new foods, textures, utensils, and feeding routines. Occupational therapists work with children to
expand their food repertoire, improve chewing skills, increase oral motor control, and enhance mealtime
behaviors over time. Feeding progression follows a systematic approach that considers a child's readiness,
preferences, sensory needs, and developmental milestones to promote successful feeding experiences and
support feeding independence.

Transitioning to Solid Foods
Transitioning to solid foods is a significant milestone in a child's feeding development that involves
introducing age-appropriate textures, consistencies, and flavors to expand their diet beyond purees and
liquids. Children with oral motor delays, sensory sensitivities, or swallowing difficulties may face challenges
in transitioning to solid foods, requiring gradual exposure, support, and guidance from occupational
therapists. Transitioning to solid foods is a gradual process that focuses on building oral motor skills,
chewing abilities, and food acceptance to promote safe and enjoyable feeding experiences for children.

Mealtime Routines
Mealtime routines are structured and predictable sequences of activities that occur during feeding and
eating occasions. Establishing consistent mealtime routines helps children with feeding challenges feel
secure, engaged, and prepared for meals, reducing anxiety and promoting positive mealtime behaviors.
Occupational therapists collaborate with families to create mealtime routines that incorporate sensory
strategies, oral motor exercises, social interactions, and adaptive equipment to enhance the feeding
experience and support children's feeding development.

Feeding Challenges in Neurodevelopmental Disorders
Children with neurodevelopmental disorders, such as autism spectrum disorder, cerebral palsy, Down
syndrome, or intellectual disabilities, may experience a wide range of feeding challenges due to sensory
sensitivities, oral motor difficulties, cognitive impairments, or behavioral issues. Occupational therapists
assess and address feeding challenges in children with neurodevelopmental disorders by providing
individualized interventions, sensory integration techniques, behavior supports, and caregiver education to
promote successful feeding outcomes and improve mealtime experiences.

Feeding and Swallowing Goals
Feeding and swallowing goals are objectives that focus on improving a child's feeding and swallowing skills,
functions, and behaviors to enhance their overall quality of life. These goals may target specific areas such
as oral motor control, sensory processing, mealtime behaviors, food acceptance, independence in feeding
tasks, or oral hygiene. Occupational therapists collaborate with children, families, caregivers, and other
professionals to establish meaningful and achievable feeding and swallowing goals that guide intervention
planning and measure progress towards successful feeding outcomes.

Positioning for Feeding
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Positioning for feeding involves setting up a child in a stable, supported, and appropriate posture during
mealtime activities to optimize their feeding and swallowing abilities. Proper positioning ensures that a child
can maintain head control, trunk stability, and alignment of the head, neck, and body to facilitate safe and
efficient swallowing. Occupational therapists recommend positioning strategies, seating options, adaptive
equipment, and environmental modifications to create a conducive feeding environment that promotes
successful feeding outcomes for children with feeding difficulties.

Oral Phase of Swallowing
The oral phase of swallowing is the initial stage of the swallowing process that involves preparing food,
forming a bolus (food mass), and moving it to the back of the mouth in preparation for swallowing.
Children with oral motor weaknesses, sensory aversions, or coordination issues may experience difficulties
in the oral phase of swallowing, leading to challenges in managing food in the mouth and initiating the
swallow reflex. Occupational therapists assess and address oral phase swallowing difficulties to promote
safe and efficient swallowing in children.

Pharyngeal Phase of Swallowing
The pharyngeal phase of swallowing is the second stage of the swallowing process that involves the
movement of the bolus through the pharynx (throat) and into the esophagus. During this phase, the airway
is protected, and the swallow reflex is triggered to prevent food or liquids from entering the airway.
Children with swallowing disorders, neurological conditions, or anatomical abnormalities may have
difficulties in the pharyngeal phase of swallowing, leading to aspiration or swallowing inefficiencies.
Occupational therapists assess and address pharyngeal phase swallowing difficulties to ensure safe and
effective swallowing in children.

Esophageal Phase of Swallowing
The esophageal phase of swallowing is the final stage of the swallowing process that involves the passage
of the bolus through the esophagus into the stomach. This phase is primarily reflexive and involuntary,
allowing for the smooth and coordinated movement of food and liquids towards the digestive tract.
Children with esophageal dysmotility, gastroesophageal reflux, or structural abnormalities may experience
challenges in the esophageal phase of swallowing, leading to discomfort, regurgitation, or feeding
difficulties. Occupational therapists collaborate with healthcare providers to address esophageal phase
swallowing issues and optimize feeding outcomes for children.

Feeding and Swallowing Therapy
Feeding and swallowing therapy is a specialized intervention provided by occupational therapists to address
difficulties and challenges related to feeding and swallowing in children. Therapy sessions may include oral
motor exercises, sensory integration techniques, mealtime modifications, texture trials, swallowing exercises,
behavioral strategies, and caregiver education to improve feeding skills, enhance mealtime behaviors, and
promote safe and efficient swallowing. Feeding and swallowing therapy is tailored to meet the unique
needs of each child and focuses on achieving successful feeding outcomes and overall well-being.
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Feeding and Swallowing Challenges in Premature Infants
Premature infants, born before 37 weeks of gestation, are at increased risk of feeding and swallowing
challenges due to their immature oral motor skills, sensory processing difficulties, medical complications,
and developmental delays. Occupational therapists assess and address feeding and swallowing challenges
in premature infants by providing specialized interventions, positioning strategies, feeding support, and
caregiver education to promote safe and successful feeding experiences. Early intervention and close
monitoring are essential to ensure optimal feeding outcomes and support the growth and development of
premature infants.

Thickened Liquids
Thickened liquids are beverages that have been modified in consistency to reduce the risk of aspiration for
children with swallowing difficulties. Thickening agents, such as commercial thickeners or food starches, are
added to liquids to increase viscosity and slow down the flow rate, making it easier for children to manage
and swallow safely. Occupational therapists recommend appropriate thickened liquids based on a child's
swallowing abilities, preferences, and hydration needs to prevent aspiration and promote effective
swallowing during meals.

Feeding and Swallowing in Genetic Disorders
Children with genetic disorders, such as Down syndrome, Prader-Willi syndrome, or Rett syndrome, may
experience feeding and swallowing difficulties due to anatomical anomalies, sensory sensitivities, oral motor
weaknesses, or cognitive impairments. Occupational therapists assess and address feeding and swallowing
challenges in children with genetic disorders by providing individualized interventions, adaptive equipment,
sensory strategies, and caregiver education to promote successful feeding outcomes and enhance mealtime
experiences. Understanding the unique needs and characteristics of children with genetic disorders is
essential for developing effective feeding and swallowing interventions and supporting their overall
development and well-being.

Feeding and Swallowing Challenges in Medically Complex Children
Medically complex children with chronic conditions, multiple diagnoses, or complex medical histories may
experience a variety of feeding and swallowing challenges due to their underlying health issues, treatments,
or interventions. Occupational therapists collaborate with healthcare providers, families, and caregivers to
address feeding and swallowing challenges in medically complex children by providing comprehensive
assessments, individualized interventions, feeding support, and caregiver education to promote safe and
successful feeding experiences. Multidisciplinary collaboration, specialized care plans, and ongoing
monitoring are essential to ensure optimal feeding outcomes and support the health and well-being of
medically complex children.

Feeding and Swallowing in Traumatic Brain Injury
Children with traumatic brain injury (TBI) may experience a range of feeding and swallowing difficulties due
to neurological impairments, sensory processing issues, oral motor weaknesses, or cognitive deficits.
Occupational therapists assess and address feeding and swallowing challenges in children with TBI by
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providing specialized interventions, sensory strategies, oral motor exercises, mealtime modifications, and
caregiver education to promote successful feeding outcomes and enhance mealtime experiences.
Understanding the impact of TBI on feeding and swallowing functions is crucial for developing effective
interventions and supporting the recovery and rehabilitation of children with TBI.

Feeding and Swallowing Challenges in Sensory Processing Disorders
Children with sensory processing disorders (SPD) may have difficulties with feeding and swallowing due to
sensory aversions, sensitivities, or dysregulation that impact their ability to tolerate certain tastes, textures,
temperatures, or smells. Occupational therapists assess and address feeding and swallowing challenges in
children with SPD by providing sensory integration techniques, desensitization strategies, oral motor
exercises, mealtime modifications, and caregiver education to promote successful feeding outcomes and
enhance mealtime experiences. Sensory-based interventions, individualized approaches, and a supportive
environment are essential for supporting children with SPD and improving their feeding and swallowing
skills.

Feeding and Swallowing in Cleft Lip and Palate
Children with cleft lip and palate may experience feeding and swallowing difficulties due to anatomical
differences, oral motor weaknesses, or sensory sensitivities that impact their ability to suck, swallow, and
manage food effectively. Occupational therapists assess and address feeding and swallowing challenges in
children with cleft lip and palate by providing specialized interventions, positioning strategies, feeding
support, and caregiver education to promote successful feeding outcomes and enhance mealtime
experiences. Collaborating with healthcare providers, speech-language pathologists, and feeding specialists
is essential for
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