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Building Mealtime Skills

The development of cutlery skills and sitting posture is integral for a child’s learning to
self-feed with independence. When looking at these areas, the first and foremost need is
to understand general age-appropriate developmental norms for self-feeding, as well as
the child’s individual stage, which may differ due to natural variations between children.

The development of cutlery skills and sitting posture is integral for a child’s learning to
self-feed with independence. When looking at these areas, the first and foremost need is
to understand general age-appropriate developmental norms for self-feeding, as well as
the child’s individual stage, which may differ due to natural variations between children.

On the next pages are some tips to support your child in making those steps toward using
cutlery and sitting at the table independently.

0330 024 9910 | enquiries@theotpractice.com | www.theotpractice.co.uk




~ ~ ~ ~ ~

\ 'K\ ’K\ 'K\ ’K\

T6-'- wd-  Little Steps, Big Progress

EXPERTS IN THERAPY Mealtime Skills

Cutlery Selection and Mealtime Set-up

e Cutlery with shorter, thicker handles or
ergonomic, easy-to-grip designs can
significantly improve a child’s control.

e Some kids also benefit from cutlery with a bit
of weight to it, as it allows for more sensory
feedback to the hand.

e Provide plates and bowls that are stable (do
not slide) and have high sides or raised edges
for learning to stab and scoop food.

e A non-slip mat under dishes may be
considered to further ensure they stay in
place.

e Aspoon and fork are held with the
thumb and index finger on top and the
middle finger supporting underneath.

e When using a knife and fork together,
hold the fork like a pencil, with the
index finger resting on the top, near
the base, pointing towards the prongs.
The knife uses the same grip, with the
index finger pointing down the back of
the blade.

e Aright-handed child will cut from left to
right so that the cut portion can remain on
the fork and go straight to the mouth. For a
left-handed child, cut instead from right to
left to accommodate their hand preference.

e Consider food consistencies. Sticky foods
are best for teaching to scoop. Soft foods
are best for teaching how to use a fork. Soft,
long or log-shaped foods are best for
teaching to use a fork and knife together.
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Mealtime Seating and Postural Support

e Encourage an upright seated posture (e.g.
back supported and straight, feet supported
on the floor or another stable surface). This
will make the child feel secure, and they will
have better control of their hands and arms.

e For younger children, highchairs and
booster seats ensure appropriate table
height and foot support. Nursery and
younger primary school-aged children may
benefit from using child-sized tables and
chairs during meals or when practising
related skills.
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e Sitting at an adult-sized dining table can
be appropriate, as it offers important
social and learning benefits. However,
modifications may be required, such as
cushions, boosters, or adjustable chairs
to increase seated height and reduce
seat depth, and a low stool or sturdy box
for foot support.

e Allow for some flexibility with seated q
positionings. Some children struggle to stay e ~
upright for a long period of time, even if
they start that way. Small amounts of
fidgeting and changing of position can
actually support your child in remaining
seated, especially if for extended time
frames, like family meals.

e If a child really struggles to remain upright
and/or seated, sensory tools, like a ‘wobble’
cushion, can provide additional movement
input, making sitting easier.
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Additional Mealtime Suggestions

e Create a routine. Setting out utensils and
dishes the same way each mealtime builds
consistency, so the child knows what to
expect.

e Have the child eat with other people
whenever possible, both at home and
school. This will further support skill
development through modelling and social
learning. N

e Limit eating in front of electronics, as
this will reduce attention, which is
needed when learning new skills such
as managing cutlery.

e Give them a ‘just right’ challenge. For
example, if your child is just learning to
use a knife and fork together, give them
a mix of foods, not just those that
involve cutting.

e Consider the sensory environment. If a B ‘ /
child is easily distracted by sounds or /
i

sights, struggles to remain seated, or
shows behaviours of touch, taste or smell
sensitivity around certain foods, they may
benefit from practising cutlery skillsin a
quieter, more controlled environment.

Keep on practicing these skills and watch your
child’s mealtime skills develop.
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