Supporting inclusive
mealtimes for children

with SEND

Foob.  HEG

Health Equalities Group




HEG &
my Equalities
[} Group

Executive Summary
Introduction

Children with special educational needs and disabilities (SEND) often face additional challenges during
mealtimes, particularly when food is unfamiliar, unpredictable, or presented differently from what they
expect. Following feedback from providers during our Good Food for the Holidays training in Easter
2025, concerns were raised that the current School Food Standards (SFS), while nutritionally robust, do
not adequately reflect the sensory, behavioural, or dietary needs of many children with SEND.

This research aimed to better understand the mealtime experiences of children with SEND within the
Holiday Activities and Food (HAF) programme, identify the barriers faced by providers, and to highlight
practical, inclusive strategies that can help children with SEND feel safe, supported, and able to access
nutritious food during the school holidays.

Methods

+ Six individual interviews were conducted with dietitians, nutritionists, HAF providers, parents and
charities supporting children and families.

* Interviews explored current experiences, challenges, and examples of positive practice relating to
food provision and mealtime support for children with SEND.

Key findings

* Routine, predictability and consistent food presentation are essential for many children with SEND,
helping to reduce anxiety and support a sense of safety at mealtimes.

* Visual supports, familiar language, sensory-based food play and gradual exposure help children feel
more comfortable around new or unfamiliar foods.

+ Calm, non-pressurised mealtime environments and opportunities for autonomy support confidence,
familiarity, and positive associations with food.

* The current SFS were viewed as too broad and insufficiently inclusive of SEND needs, often leading
to food refusal, waste, or children going hungry.

* Progress around new or unfamiliar foods for children with SEND is often gradual and highly
individual.

Recommendations at a glance

Please see page 10 for the full set of recommendations.

National government / Department for Education: Review and update the School Food Standards to
include SEND-specific guidance, including sensory, behavioural and dietary considerations. Ensure
adequate funding for SEND HAF settings and provide national training and resources to support
flexible, inclusive food provision within HAF.
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Local government and HAF coordinators: Provide training and practical guidance for HAF providers
on supporting children with SEND, including strategies for predictability, flexibility and sensory needs.
Encourage co-production with parents and carers and support flexible interpretation of the SFS where
necessary to meet individual needs.

HAF clubs: Develop inclusive whole-setting food policies that reflect the needs of children with SEND.
Maintain clear communication with families about meals and routines, create calm, structured and non-
pressurised mealtime environments, and offer safe, familiar foods alongside new options using visual
and sensory supports.
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Introduction

The HAF programme [1] is a UK-funded initiative that provides healthy meals and enriching activities to
children and young people during the school holidays, particularly those who are eligible for free
school meals. The programme aims to ensure children and young people have access to nutritious
food, provide engaging activities that help them stay active and develop a greater knowledge of health
and nutrition, and support outcomes such as reducing social isolation and building resilience.

School holidays can be pressure points for some families due to increased costs (such as food and
childcare) and reduced incomes. For some children this can lead to a holiday experience gap, with
children from low-income families more likely to experience ‘unhealthy holidays’ in terms of nutrition
and physical health. Since 2018, the HAF programme has provided vital support to families, helping to
reduce this gap and ensure children have access to nutritious food and engaging activities during the
school holidays [1].

All food provided through HAF must adhere to the School Food Standards (SFS) [2], which are designed
to ensure that children have access to healthy, balanced, and varied meals. While these standards
provide an important framework for nutrition, many HAF providers have highlighted that following
them can sometimes be challenging. This is particularly the case for many children with SEND, who may
experience additional aversions to certain tastes or textures, sensory sensitivities, or anxiety during
mealtimes, especially when faced with unfamiliar foods or unexpected changes [3]. Food selectivity may
also occur due to a strong preference for routines and sameness—known as mealtime rigidity [4]. Some
children may reject new or unfamiliar foods, not because of taste or texture, but because the food is
unexpected or disrupts their usual routine, with food refusal often reflecting anxiety or a perceived loss
of control rather than an inability to tolerate the food itself [4].

Similar patterns of food selectivity and mealtime anxiety can also be observed among some children
without a formal diagnosis of SEND, with restrictive or selective eating behaviours in children reported
to have increased since the COVID-19 pandemic [5].

Given these challenges, adhering to the SFS while also meeting the needs of children with SEND, and
children without diagnosed SEND who also experience restrictive or selective eating behaviours, can be
difficult in practice, highlighting the need for practical and inclusive approaches.

About this research

This research was conducted as part of Food Active’'s ongoing commitment to improving children’s
health and promoting good nutrition, focusing specifically on the mealtime experiences and food
provision for children with SEND. It follows feedback from HAF providers during our Good Food for the
Holiday's training in Easter 2025, who highlighted challenges with the SFS not fully meeting the needs
of these children. Providers noted that while the standards promote balance and variety, some children
with SEND can experience anxiety or distress during mealtimes due to unpredictability, leading to a
strong preference for familiar routines and sameness.

The research aimed to understand the barriers and opportunities for supporting healthy eating in HAF
settings for children with SEND and to identify practical strategies for inclusive food provision. We
explored proactive approaches designed to reduce concerns and gently support flexibility, rather than
focusing solely on managing behaviours once they arise. While the research focused on children with
SEND, many of the findings and strategies identified may also be relevant for children without
diagnosed SEND who experience restrictive or selective eating, anxiety around food, or difficulties with
unfamiliar mealtime environments.
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Methods

Six individual interviews were conducted with professionals and organisations supporting children with
SEND, including dietitians, nutritionists, HAF providers, parents, and representatives from charities
working with children and families. The interviews aimed to explore current experiences, challenges and
examples of good practice around food provision and mealtime support for children with SEND.

Interviews were conducted online and recorded with participants’ consent. Recordings were transcribed
in-house and underwent thematic analysis. See appendix for the list of interview questions used (page
11). The findings will inform the development of training resources for HAF providers to better support
children with SEND during mealtimes and food provision.

Please note that all names of the interviewees have been removed for anonymity. We would like to
express our sincere thanks to the interviewees who supported us in conducting this research, and for
sharing their honest experiences and feedback on the topics explored.

Key findings

1. Routines and predictability around food is essential for many children with SEND, but it
can also depend on the individual.

Most of the participants said that routines and predictability around food are essential for many
children with SEND, helping to reduce anxiety and support a sense of safety at mealtimes. Participants
explained that children often rely on sensory consistency (e.g. same colours, textures, smells and visual
appearance) and may become distressed or refuse food when differences in presentation, packaging or
preparation occur. One participant explained that Fruit Shoots recently changed their packaging which
resulted in the originally “safe” drink being dropped from some children’s accepted food and drink lists.
Other participants mentioned that children will only eat certain food if served in a specific way, such as
sweetcorn being placed in a separate bowl! from the rest of the meal. Consistency and predictability
were seen as important factors with participants suggesting that presentation should be kept the same
for meals, snacks and drinks, as well as offering familiar, safe foods alongside other meals.

One participant emphasised that the importance of routine and predictability around food varies
greatly between children with SEND. While some benefit from highly structured, predictable meals,
others may tolerate or even enjoy small variations. For example, for children with both autism and
ADHD, predictable foods may initially help reduce anxiety, but boredom can lead to sudden rejection of
"safe” items.

“It's not just about liking something, if it's unfamiliar or unpredictable, that's it, she won't touch it” - HAF

provider.
—_—

“It can't be mixed or touching other food. It's also like starting all over again if something looks different” -
HAF provider.
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2. Using visual, sensory and familiar approaches can help children feel more comfortable when
introducing new or unfamiliar foods.

Participants described a wide range of strategies to support children with SEND to feel more
comfortable around new and unfamiliar foods. These strategies are a mix of professional guidance as
well as trial and error. It was emphasised that what worked well for one child may not work for another
and that progress can take weeks, months, or even years.

Visual supports and the use of familiar, descriptive language were identified as particularly effective in
helping children feel more comfortable when faced with new or unfamiliar foods. Visual communication
tools, such as the picture exchange communication system (PECS) or social stories, were highlighted as
effective ways to reduce anxiety and provide predictability. Participants mentioned that the way foods
are introduced and described can also influence a child’s willingness to try them. For example, using
familiar or neutral terms rather than unfamiliar names e.g. referring to a poppadom as a large crisp or
halloumi as cheese or describing foods using colours, shape, or familiar terms, (e.g. calling vanilla ice
cream “white ice cream”). Participants noted that presentation matters, with some children preferring
certain shapes or textures, such as smooth yoghurts, while rejecting foods with added bits, such as
yoghurts with fruit pieces. Participants also emphasised the value of giving information about meals in
advance, such as how it would look and smell and what would be served, to help children prepare and
reduce uncertainty.

Some of the participants highlighted that sensory-based activities, such as ‘Fun Around Food’ sessions,
were valuable ways to build familiarity and reduce anxiety. These sessions encourage play and
exploration (e.g. painting toast with coloured water or handling dyed spaghetti) which allow children to
interact with food through touch and smell before tasting.

Most participants also agreed that flexibility and individualisation were key, as children’s needs vary
widely and rigid adherence to the SFS can be counterproductive. Offering choice was highlighted as a
key strategy by many participants. For example, one participant suggested spreading a range of food
items across a room rather than presenting them altogether can help to reduce sensory overload, while
allowing children to select from a choice of items can also support autonomy and control. However,
another participant mentioned that offering too many choices can cause ‘decision paralysis’ (the
inability to make a choice due to being overwhelmed by too many options), which can result in
shutdowns or refusal. Instead, they highlighted that best practice is to offer only one or two options,
while ensuring that at least one known safe food is always available.

Modelling by trusted adults or peers was also highlighted as being beneficial, with participants
emphasising that children are more likely to show interest in foods when they see others eating and
enjoying them. One participant described how a child tried apple and halloumi after seeing their
mother eat them. Gradual changes to familiar foods, such as food chaining (e.g. moving from a white
bread roll to a crusty roll, then a toasted roll) were also cited as helpful in building variety while
maintaining familiarity.

“One child used to only eat Quavers. Now, after months of sensory food play, he’ll eat Cocoa Pops and
cornflakes” — HAF provider.
———

“For many children, how the food looks is just as important as the food itself” — HAF provider.

“There’s never going to be a one-size-fits-all for SEND. Even with one child, what works one day might not
the next” — HAF provider.

—
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3. Gradual exposure autonomy and non-pressurised environments can support familiarity,
curiosity, and positive associations with new or unfamiliar foods.

Participants emphasised that for many children with SEND, gradual exposure in calm, structured, and
non-pressurised environments can be an effective way to build familiarity and positive associations with
new foods. Many participants mentioned that forcing or rushing children to try new and unfamiliar
foods could lead to distress or long-term refusal. Instead, small, supported steps, such as looking at,
smelling, or touching the new foods, can help to build tolerance over time. Allowing children to refuse
food and avoiding any sense of pressure were highlighted as key to maintaining a calm, positive
mealtime experience. Several participants highlighted the importance of autonomy and consent, noting
that asking permission before offering food can help build trust and a sense of control.

“It's the effort that's important — being in the room with new smells or tolerating something on their plate”
— Dietitian.

——

“You only get one chance with some foods. If it goes wrong once, that might be it for good” — HAF
provider.

4. The current School Food Standards are too broad and not inclusive of children with
SEND needs.

Most participants felt that the current SFS are too broad and do not consider the needs of children with
SEND. They described how the standards lack flexibility for children with texture, sensory, or feeding-
related aversions, which as a result, can lead to food waste and, in some cases, children going hungry.
Several participants mentioned that even when HAF provisions are aware of the child’'s needs, meals still
failed to meet them.

Participants described how rigid expectations around meals can create unnecessary stress and barriers
for children with SEND. One participant mentioned that a child with SEND would refuse lunch entirely if
the only crisps available were not their preferred plain flavour. Similarly, participants noted that in some
HAF provisions, unpredictable hot meal options often led many parents to send their child in with a
packed lunch option as it feels safer and predictable for them.

On the other hand, one participant noted that the SFS could work in principle, but only with greater
flexibility and adaptation, respecting what works best for the individual child rather than imposing rigid
ideas about what is deemed as ‘healthy'. A few participants mentioned that for some children, any food
is better than no food and if a child only wants to eat a specific food or meal then they should be
allowed to do so. Participants also highlighted additional examples whereby the SFS could be adapted
including serving pasta dishes with sauce on the side, offering familiar “safe” foods such as crackers,
cheese spread or fruit alongside the main meal, and allowing children to choose from a small selection
of preferred foods. It was also noted that providing the option where children could select their own
food was a lot more effective, noting that at one of the HAF provisions, children are able to choose 5
out of 10 options, which provides more control for the child and less waste.

Several participants also called for the inclusion of SEND-specific guidance within the next review of the
SFS. They emphasised that the principles of the standards fail to capture the complexity and diversity of
children’s sensory and dietary needs. Ensuring that these needs are clearly flagged within the standards
was seen as essential to prevent them from being overlooked and to promote a more inclusive
approach to food provision.

Page |7



| Health
‘ N Equalities
[} Group

“Any meal can technically comply. There’s no mention of allergies or SEND-specific needs” — Registered
Nutritionist.

===

“They can choose five out of ten options, it gives them control, and it means less waste” — HAF provider

——

“If a child only eats Nutella sandwiches, they should be allowed” — Dietitian.

———

“[The child] came home with it all, she hadn't eaten a thing [after being given a lunchbox
containing items she could not eat, such as yoghurts and apples]” — HAF provider.
——

“We have to meet the children where they are, not where the standards say they should be” —
HAF provider.

T ———

5. Training slides on flexibility and predictable change would be useful for HAF providers
in supporting children with SEND with food provision and mealtimes.

Participants agreed that HAF training should include guidance on supporting flexibility through
predictable change and on food provision for children with SEND. They noted that applying the SFS to
SEND meal provision is not always realistic and called for practical, evidence-informed, child-centred
examples. Participants emphasised the need for basic SEND food awareness training to address
sensory, behavioural, and trauma-related food refusal. They also suggested that the Department for
Education provide clearer, more flexible guidance on SEND needs within HAF and the SFS, stressing the
importance of realistic, non-judgemental training that reflects the diverse food challenges children with
SEND face.

Training was also viewed as an opportunity to highlight the importance of respecting children’s safe
foods, avoiding pressure to eat, and collaborating with parents and carers to understand individual
preferences and needs. Participants noted that clear guidance on flexible approaches — such as choice-
based meal systems, repeat menus, and calm, structured mealtimes — would be particularly useful.

“It's not always about answers. Sometimes they just need reassurance they're not doing it wrong” —
Dietitian.

e

“Training should encourage reflection on providers’ own beliefs about food to prevent unintentional stigma

or pressure” —Dietitian.

“SEND providers aren’t necessarily looking for perfect solutions, but want practical, evidence-informed
(deas and validation that their challenges are understood” —Dietitian.

T ———
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6. Some participants emphasised the importance of getting parents/carers involved in
planning food provision to ensure comfort and acceptability.

Several participants emphasised that involving parents and carers in planning and delivering food
provision for children with SEND is essential. They noted that parents and carers have detailed
knowledge of their child’s usual eating patterns, safe foods and individual sensory or dietary needs.
Participants highlighted that collaboration with parents and carers would support staff in better
understanding what works for each child, help to manage expectations and prepare children for
mealtimes involving new or unfamiliar foods.

“It's crucial to adapt interventions and listen to parents for individualised support. What works varies from

child to child” — HAF provider.
——————

The findings from this research show that many children with SEND have more capacity to try and even
enjoy new foods if changes are introduced gradually, predictably, and with clear communication.
Strategies such as familiarising children with certain foods in advance , using visual supports, keeping
food presentation consistent, offering small choices, and pairing new foods with familiar ones can help
reduce anxiety and support greater flexibility. Even visual or sensory exposure to new foods is a positive
step and, over time, gradual, supportive approaches may help to build familiarity and trust around new
and unfamiliar foods. This underscores the importance of understanding behavioural rigidity as a
separate and significant factor in food selectivity, and the value of proactive, child-centred approaches
in mealtime planning.

The current School Food Standards review presents a valuable opportunity to strengthen inclusivity by
incorporating clearer guidance for supporting children with SEND. Evidence from this research
highlights that consultation with SEND stakeholders, including parents and carers of children with
SEND, HAF providers, and professionals with expertise in SEND behaviours and sensory needs, is critical
to the development of practical and effective guidance. Many children with SEND have specific dietary,
sensory, or medical needs that can make standard meal provision challenging, and these needs are best
understood through lived and frontline experience. By co-developing recommendations, such as
guidance on texture modification, allergen management, sensory-friendly dining environments, and
workforce training, HAF clubs can ensure provision is both appropriate and inclusive. Embedding SEND
considerations within the standards through a consultative review process would not only support
better health and wellbeing outcomes but also reinforce the principle that every child, regardless of
need or ability, is entitled to a positive, dignified mealtime experience.

Conclusion

This research underscores the importance of flexibility, communication, and collaboration in supporting
children with SEND during mealtimes. While the SFS provide an essential nutritional framework, they
currently lack the specificity needed to support the diverse sensory and behavioural needs of children
with SEND. Practical, child-centred approaches such as consistent food presentation, visual supports,
predictable routines, and collaboration with parents and carers — can help reduce anxiety, improve
inclusion, and ensure all children have equitable access to nutritious food and positive mealtime
experiences within HAF provision.
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Recommendations

HAF clubs need support from national and local government to be able to address the concerns and
implement the techniques and strategies raised within this report. A range of recommendations are
detailed below that seek to bridge this needs gap. These recommendations have been informed by the
findings of this research and prioritised to align with the Food Active policy calls.

National government / Department for Education:

* Ensure sufficient funding for SEND HAF settings, staff to child ratio, and resources.

* Review and update the SFS, in consultation with SEND stakeholders, to include SEND-specific
guidance on sensory, behavioural, and dietary needs.

* Ensure funding and training support for HAF providers to adapt food provision and environments for
SEND inclusion.

Local Authorities and HAF Coordinators:

* Provide training and guidance for HAF providers on supporting children with SEND during
mealtimes, including strategies around predictability, flexibility, and sensory considerations.

* Encourage co-production with parents and carers when planning menus and activities to ensure
acceptability and comfort.

» Support providers in applying flexible interpretations of the SFS, ensuring that meeting a child’s
needs take priority over strict compliance.

HAF clubs:

* Maintain clear communication with parents/carers about meals, routines and any upcoming changes
to meal provision.

» Create calm, structured, and non-pressurised mealtime environments where children can explore
foods at their own pace.

+ Offer safe, familiar options alongside new foods, and use visual, sensory and familiar aids to build
familiarity and confidence.
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Appendices

Appendix 1: Interview questions
Please note these questions were used as a basis and adapted depending on the interviewee.

1. From your experience working with children with SEND, do you think that these children often need
routines or sameness around food, and that it helps to introduce new foods or changes slowly and,
in a way, they can expect?

2. Have you found any practical strategies that help support children with SEND to try new or
unfamiliar foods?

3. Do you currently use any approaches to help prepare children with SEND for changes in food or
mealtime routines? For example, have you used things like visual schedules, pictures, or advance
explanations?

4. What challenges do you face in balancing adherence to School Food Standards with meeting the
dietary and behavioural needs of children with SEND?

5. How helpful would a training slide focused on supporting flexibility through predictable change be
for your team? What key messages or examples should it include?

6. Are there specific adaptations or additional resources that you would find useful to support your
staff in managing food selectivity or mealtime anxiety in children with SEND?

7. How do you involve children and their families/carers in planning food provision to ensure comfort
and acceptability?

8. Do you have any other feedback or suggestions regarding improving food provision and mealtime
support for children with SEND?

Copyright: Health Equalities Group, January 2026
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