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Dedicated to my darling husband, Christopher, and his totally brilliant ADHD brain!
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FOREWORD BY DR RICHARD FRY

The world is a very confusing place these days, and especially so for parents. With so much information out there and so little time to digest it, thank heaven that someone can write a fully referenced book that is easy to read, understand and put into action on the sometimes vexed subject of diet and neurodiversity. Lucinda Miller has, in Brain Brilliance, created a highly digestible guide to optimizing the neurodivergent brain through diet. Actually, neurotypicals can listen up too because it is also full of wisdom on how diet and nutrition affects the brain more generally!

When I was training as a doctor forty-odd years ago, there was nothing at all in the curriculum about food or diet apart from some things about sugar and diabetes, and a warning against fat. We then heard from some man called John Yudkin, who went on and on about how it was not fat that was the enemy but sugar. He was a prophet unhonoured in his own country, who turned out to be correct and is now fêted. Sugar is indeed our problem and inflammation our issue.

But so is the lack of micronutrients, the widespread consumption of ultra-processed foods and our increasingly challenging environment interacting with our genes. Here, Lucinda presents her easy-to-implement plans that will help you solve these issues and drop your kids’ intake of ultra-processed food to 20 per cent or less.

In this book, she clearly and concisely spells out how to flex your child’s diet to clear their brain fog, and support their neurotransmitter production and balance. She sets out what signs indicate they might need specific nutrients, and signposts what steps to take if they do. If you want a quick but thorough overview, you will have it by the end of chapter 2. If you want a deeper dive, look at the chapters later in the book. And if you want to know how to put all the theory into practice, keep reading all the way through to the end and enjoy her recipes.

Learn how an electric toothbrush can help encourage a broader and more varied diet; see how the right balance of foods can reduce after-school meltdowns; find out how cherries can help your child sleep better. All this and many more practical approaches are discussed. There are chapters on helping to read and write and how to reduce noise sensitivity and procrastination – these are day-to-day things that will be all too familiar to parents of neurodivergent children.

So many texts will give you facts; if you are lucky, they debate some of the research, but they leave you bewildered about what to do. In this book, Lucinda gives us the means of how to apply this knowledge – with real, practical and tasty recipes. See this book as an easy-to-action manual of how to move things forward for your child.

At last, here is an integrated and integrative look at the field of neurodivergence. I will be recommending it to parents and all my medical colleagues.

Dr Richard Fry, Consultant Integrative Child

Psychiatrist MD




INTRODUCTION

We all have brilliant brains, whether we recognize it or not, and our minds are just as individual as our iris patterns and fingerprints. What a joy it is that we are all unique; and having a neurodivergent brain can add to this uniqueness. Neurodiversity is a relatively new collective term that embraces a multitude of cognitive characteristics. The best-known ones are Dyslexia, Dyspraxia, Attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD) and Autism, but there are many other learning or sensory differences. It’s not nearly as lonely as it used to be, as neurodiversity is being recognized and accepted so much more. Welcome to our brilliant neurodiverse universe!

When our kids and teens are struggling with their learning, behaviour, development or mental health, it can be hard to see the upside. When the going gets tough for a child, they can find it hard to fit in and their frustrations spill out to affect the lives of other people around them. Sometimes, it can seem challenging and frustrating, and it can feel as if their neurodivergence is holding them back. But it does not need to be this way and I will show you how simple nutrition tweaks can provide some short- and long-term answers.

If you are reading this as an adult living with neurodivergence yourself, and you have grappled with cognitive or mental-health challenges over your lifetime, then you might also learn a thing or two from Brain Brilliance!

If you’re wondering if your child needs a specific diagnosis to benefit from this book, the answer is no! Of course, many children will already have a diagnosis; others will be on an (often long) journey to it. This book is also for any parent, carer or teacher who even has an inkling that their child (or a child they are responsible for) is developing, learning or behaving on a different trajectory from the average ‘neurotypical’ child. Read this if you want to help them stay happy, healthy and gain the resilience to navigate life’s inevitable ups and downs.

The best news is that no one needs to wait for a diagnosis to benefit from better diet nutrition. You can begin nourishing your child’s brain cells right away, setting the foundations for a healthier and happier future. I have seen how a child’s life, and their family dynamics, can so easily be derailed when you have neurodiversity in the picture, and equally how easily they can be perked up and rebalanced when you gain proper nutrition know-how.

For more than 25 years as a naturopath and functional medicine practitioner, I have put my heart and soul into supporting thousands of neurodivergent people through the gentle route of nutrition and natural remedies. It has meant many long evenings trawling through countless academic research papers and, more importantly, listening to every single individual, hearing their unique story and using this knowledge to help them become the best version of themselves. Now, in this book, I will share stories of hope from many of the families who have been under our care at my NatureDoc clinic.

My clinical work is dedicated to helping neurodivergent children and young people thrive using evidence-based nutrition. Brain Brilliance brings together my top nutrition and wellbeing tips to help kids of all ages shine with their very exceptional brains. See this book as a big warm hug to the neurodivergent community and a glow of positivity with lots of delicious recipes to nourish the brain and the soul. My mission is to make Brain Brilliance accessible to all and to highlight the everyday challenges that many neurodivergent children experience and struggle with, rather than focusing on the specific label or diagnosis. A love of food, and understanding its role in nourishing the brain, can help all brains to flourish, no matter what the diagnosis is.

THE HIGHS AND LOWS OF HAVING A BRILLIANT BRAIN

The diversity of human minds and brilliant brains make our lives a little more exciting and complete. Our world would be boring and muted without the rich tapestry of exceptional people with distinctly different brains.

Difference can be positive and uplifting, whether someone has contributed to progress in science, technology, sport, the arts or music; or simply their uniqueness has touched their family or community. When your child is struggling, remember that some of the most successful individuals in the world, from entrepreneurs and Olympic athletes to talented artists and musicians, identify as neurodivergent, and plenty more are privately neurodivergent, or don’t know it yet.

However, it is important to recognize that, equally, there are large numbers of neurodivergent children with significant special needs and disabilities who will need life-long care without ever being able to live independently. There are also, of course, a great many in between these two distinct ends of the neurodiversity spectrum. Once you have met one neurodivergent person, you have only met one presentation of neurodivergence, so understanding and respecting individuality is super important.

There are some incredible kids who endure long-term developmental, mental and physical health challenges with a smile on their face, despite huge adversity. You might think they are brilliant at masking their difficulties, but many are simply at ease with who they are, and they beam with positivity, often thanks to a great support network. However, plenty of neurodivergent kids find long periods of their life hard, and this can affect their family and other societal dynamics as well as future educational and work opportunities.

Big emotions can easily come alongside neurodivergence. Masking differences to fit into a world of ‘neurotypical’ people can be hard work and emotionally draining. Often it can seem that other people don’t understand your child or the often hidden complexities of their needs. There are many challenges that neurodivergent kids face, which can influence their perspective of the world from childhood through to adulthood. Whether it is starting school with no voice or delayed speech, experiencing barriers to learning, being overwhelmed by the noise of school, not making friends or being bullied for being different – all these experiences can be traumatizing and give a nasty kick to self-esteem.

This is where emotional dysregulation, anxiety, meltdowns, behavioural outbursts, as well as physical and mental health problems, can develop and start to cause distress for neurodivergent kids and, in turn, affect the lives of those close to them. These early life experiences can shape how they navigate and thrive through their adult life, so getting it right early on can make a positive difference in the long term.

Feeling physically and mentally unwell or having chronic (long-term) learning or physical differences can be exhausting and debilitating for children. Finding yourself always the square peg trying to fit into a round hole can result in burnout. And, unfortunately, being in this state of inertia, isolation, or ‘shut-down’ for long periods of time can close doors to life opportunities – whatever those are to your child.

But it doesn’t always need to be this way, and help is at hand via what you choose to eat. Brain Brilliance shares how nutrition and lifestyle changes can help your child navigate the highs and lows. After all, food is fuel for our bodies and what is in that food directly affects our brains and our mood, as well as our physical wellbeing. This book is going to show you that you really are what you eat.

WHY AM I INTERESTED IN HOW YOUR BRAIN TICKS?

I was diagnosed with ADHD in my early thirties, having had ups and downs at school and university. I just thought I was disorganized and scatty – any kind of paperwork was the bane of my life! My mental stamina was rock bottom, and I spent much of my teens and twenties feeling burnt out and exhausted from my busy brain.

Since then, it turns out that several of our wider family tick the boxes to some degree for being neurodivergent. These include ADHD, Autism, Dyspraxia, Dyslexia, sensory processing as well as chronic fatigue and depression. We are a family filled with very lovable, sensitive and interesting individuals. Although we know that our traits are strongly genetic, many of us have personally witnessed how important diet, nutrition and lifestyle can affect how we think and feel.

The positive changes in my own and my children’s mental clarity, educational journeys and self-confidence after simple nutritional and lifestyle changes have been profound. This firsthand experience spurred me on to share this vital information and specialize in it professionally.

THE NEURODIVERGENT UNIVERSE

Thankfully, the ever-growing ‘neurodiversity club’ welcomes anyone who chooses to join, and individualism is celebrated and accepted. There is a dizzying list of conditions and neurodivergent traits that your child may be diagnosed with by a psychiatrist, educational psychologist, neurologist or medical doctor. And if you are at all worried about your child’s development or symptoms, it is important to seek medical advice and diagnosis. Neurodiversity covers a whole host of neurological, neurodevelopmental and mental health labels, all of which can affect the mind. Here are very brief explanations of some of them if you have not come across the terms before:

Angelman syndrome – this genetic syndrome means the child is usually non-speaking but still good at communicating and able to get their needs met. Often, they are very delayed in their learning skills and overall development, and typically experience seizure activity. Known affectionately as ‘angels’, they tend to be very happy, smiley and calm souls.

Attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD/ADD) – this is when a child finds it hard to concentrate, gets easily distracted, and may also be very active, restless or impulsive. Some kids are not at all hyperactive and can be seen as daydreamers with active imaginations. ADD (without the hyperactivity) is now seen as a subdivision of ADHD. They might struggle to keep organized and can make decisions without thinking them through. But it’s not all negative: children with ADHD can be highly energized, creative and full of fun ideas, making them great company, and as adults they are often successful in setting up their own businesses with an entrepreneurial flair.

Auditory processing disorder (APD) – with this condition the brain struggles to interpret sounds properly. As such, it’s not a hearing problem but an issue with how the brain processes sound. People with APD might find it hard to understand speech, especially in busy, noisy places, because their brains confuse different sounds.
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Autism – sometimes known as Autism spectrum disorder (ASD), it is a set of neurological differences that can affect how people communicate and interact with others. Autistic children might find social situations difficult, struggle to understand what others are thinking or feeling, and have a narrow set of special interests. They often prefer to stick to routines, or certain patterns of behaviour. These behaviours might seem rigid or repetitive, but they are ways for the child to make sense of the world around them. Some autistic people are academically able, social and can live independently and raise their own family, whereas others can be non-speaking with significant developmental delay and will never lead an independent life. And of course, the vast majority lie somewhere in between.

Brain injuries – many different scenarios can lead to a traumatic brain injury. It can often happen during pregnancy and/or around the time of birth if there is an interruption in supply of oxygen or other essential nutrients as well as birth trauma. Later, sports concussions, car crashes, falls, fights or accidents at home can cause brain injuries. They can also result from serious health problems like brain tumours, strokes, brain bleeds, or infections leading to brain inflammation. Such injuries can alter how the brain works and hugely affect memory, concentration, locomotor skills (movement and coordination) and even personality.

Cerebral palsy – this condition specifically affects a child’s movement and coordination. It is usually caused by changes in the brain that happen before, during, or just after a baby is born. Such changes can make it harder for them to move their muscles as they wish. The condition is lifelong, but it can be managed by physical, speech and occupational therapies.

Chronic fatigue – also known as Myalgic encephalomyelitis or ME, this is a condition where a child feels constantly exhausted, and this doesn’t improve with rest. It’s not just about feeling sleepy; it’s a deep, lasting fatigue that can make it very hard to do everyday tasks. The condition often lasts for several months or even years. Other symptoms can present alongside the fatigue, such as headaches, muscle pain or difficulty concentrating. A child with chronic fatigue may struggle with mood, sociability, brain fog and learning while they are unwell, and this is why it is sometimes included within neurodiversity.

Developmental coordination disorder (DCD)/Dyspraxia – this affects both gross and fine motor skills – like riding a bike, tying shoelaces or using cutlery – and other physical movement and coordination. People with DCD might seem clumsy with their physical movements, but it also affects their planning and organization skills and ability to carry out daily tasks such as getting dressed or completing their homework.

Dyscalculia – kids with this condition find it hard to understand numbers, and simple maths concepts such as adding, subtracting, multiplying or dividing can be challenging. This makes everyday tasks like handling money or measuring ingredients for cooking difficult. It’s not about being ‘bad at maths’, rather it’s a specific learning difficulty that affects the way the brain processes numbers.

Dysgraphia – this condition makes writing difficult. Dysgraphia can affect handwriting, making it messy or tricky to read, and it also makes it harder for the child to put their thoughts down on paper. Like Dyspraxia, kids with Dysgraphia can struggle with fine motor skills.

Dyslexia – this learning difficulty can make it hard to write things down correctly and to understand written information. People with Dyslexia often mix up letters in their spelling or read words in the wrong order. But it’s not about intelligence or effort: Dyslexia is a specific condition that affects working memory and how the brain processes language. It may co-exist with Meares-Irlen Syndrome, which affects vision or visual tasks and can include light-sensitivity, depth perception and visual distortions.

Executive function difficulties – a child might have trouble organizing tasks, managing their time, making decisions, and controlling impulses, often leading to difficulties in school and daily activities.

Fragile X syndrome – genetically acquired, this can lead to challenges similar to Autism, making social interaction and communication hard for those affected by it. The name derives from the fact that part of the X chromosome looks fragile under the microscope. Fragile X can present in either sex, but males are usually more affected. Apart from learning challenges, there may be associated physical characteristics, such as a long face or large ears.

Global developmental delay – this refers to when a child doesn’t reach key milestones, such as crawling, walking, talking and social interaction, at the same rate as their age group. Essentially, they develop at a slower pace overall. This delay affects multiple areas of their development, and they may seem young and immature for their age, even when they grow up.

Highly sensitive person – this term is used for those who are particularly tuned in to social cues like voices or facial expressions. They can also be sensitive to sounds, light and smells, which can easily cross over with Sensory processing disorder. They often feel other people’s emotions deeply, a sign they are very empathetic. Such heightened awareness also means they can become easily overwhelmed or overstimulated in busy or intense situations.

Mental health problems – mental health challenges that are chronic (long-term) can affect a child’s day-to-day life. Conditions such as chronic depression, bipolar disorder and anxiety that also affects daily tasks and mental capacity are sometimes included under neurodivergence.

Misophonia – this refers to a strong negative reaction to specific sounds. It isn’t just about disliking a sound, but Misophonia can make a person feel upset, stressed or angry. The condition can be standalone but is often found in people with other neurodivergence.

Obsessive compulsive disorder (OCD) – this is when someone cannot stop thinking about certain worries or fears, known as obsessions. It’s a bit like having a song stuck in your head, but with worries instead of a tune. These repetitive thoughts can be very distracting and make the child feel the need to do certain actions over and over again; and these are called compulsions. OCD often presents alongside anxiety and tic disorders.

Oppositional defiant disorder (ODD) – this label is used when someone, typically a child or teenager, constantly misbehaves, argues and will not follow instructions from adults or those in authority such as teachers. It is as if they are in a permanently grumpy mood and often seem to be resisting anyone trying to assist or guide them; they can seem uncooperative, defiant and hostile. This can make it challenging for them to get on well with others.

Paediatric autoimmune neuropsychiatric disorders associated with or without Streptococcal Infections (PANS/PANDAS) – this is a misdirected autoimmune reaction to a streptococcus infection or other bacterial or viral infection in children, leading to rapid onset symptoms that include OCD, anxiety, tics, restricted food intake, emotional changes, irritability, a regression in behaviour or language skills, a decline in school performance, frequent urination, body dysmorphia, sleep disturbances and other symptoms. There are medical treatments, and symptoms can wax and wane.

Pathological demand avoidance (PDA) – an often overlooked yet profoundly challenging condition, it is characterized by intense unease, avoidance tactics or anxiety when confronted with the routine demands and expectations of daily life. Difficult scenarios may include going to school, shopping or interacting with other children. It’s as if the brain’s wiring interprets ordinary demands as significant threats. PDA should not be mistaken for unwillingness to comply; it stems from deep anxiety and a heightened fight-or-flight state so overwhelming that it becomes debilitating. This often comes hand in hand with Autism.

Post-viral illness and Long Covid – symptoms of these conditions can affect children and adults alike. Both are closely related to Chronic Fatigue and can cause problems with energy levels, resulting in persistent tiredness. Long Covid can be a more complex condition as it can trigger various additional health complications. Kids experiencing post-viral illness may fall under the neurodivergence umbrella while their mood, sociability, learning or focus are being affected.

Rett syndrome – this is a specific type of Autism that predominantly affects females and it is usually progressive. It is characterized by developmental delays, particularly in areas such as speech and motor skills. A child may experience a regression in their abilities and seizures after an initial period of typical development.

Selective mutism – with this severe anxiety disorder, a child may experience difficulties speaking in specific social situations, such as at school or at parties, despite being chatty and sociable at home or in other familiar settings or with close relatives. This often comes hand in hand with Autism.

Sensory processing disorder (SPD) – this condition affects the way the brain processes sensory information or stimuli. Those with SPD may experience heightened sensitivity to sensory inputs including what they see, hear, smell, taste or touch. These can include bright lights, loud sirens and fireworks, strong smells, food textures and labels on clothing. Sensations that may seem ordinary to others can feel overwhelming or intense to children experiencing SPD, which can affect their ability to navigate and engage with their environment.

Speech and language delay – this refers to when a child exhibits a slower pace in learning to use words or developing other forms of verbal communication compared to what is typically expected at their age. It involves delays in both expressive language (using words or gestures to communicate) and receptive language (understanding what is heard or read). Children with speech and language delays may stutter, struggle to form sentences, pronounce words incorrectly or find it hard to comprehend instructions or conversations.

Tourette syndrome (TS) and tic disorders – this involves sudden motor and vocal tics, repetitive movements or sounds that are out of a child’s control. Motor tics can include eye blinking, facial grimacing or making jerking movements, while vocal tics may involve throat-clearing, grunting or repetitive sounds and even swearing. Tourette syndrome is generally diagnosed once the tics have been present for over a year.

Trisomy 21 (Down syndrome) – this is a genetic condition in which people have an extra copy of chromosome 21. They typically experience learning difficulties and may face challenges related to heart defects, thyroid problems, vision impairments and hearing difficulties. Down Syndrome is characterized by distinct facial features including almond-shaped eyes, a smaller nasal bridge, flattened cheekbones and often a protruding tongue.

Twice-exceptional (2e) – this term refers to kids endowed with great natural ability, intelligence or talent, often in one or a few specific areas, such as music, maths or art, but who, conversely, also face certain learning or developmental challenges. Such individuals are truly unique and talented or smart, and may also have Dyslexia, ADHD or Autism alongside. Their remarkable abilities can often mask their challenges, making it important for them to receive the right support.

Working memory difficulties – our working memory is like a mental notepad that temporarily stores and works with information to help us think and solve problems. A child with poor working memory may struggle to follow instructions, have difficulty with tasks that require remembering multiple steps like solving maths questions, and often forget what they were just doing or thinking about.

When assessing and supporting developmental differences, each condition has its own distinct diagnostic and management approaches. Dyslexia, for example, is assessed within educational psychology with a focus on literacy skills; Dyspraxia leans towards treatments like physiotherapy and occupational therapy to improve physical coordination; ADHD is primarily managed under psychiatry and can involve the use of prescription stimulant medications; while Autism blends medical diagnosis with a combination of educational, behavioural, speech and language as well as social skills therapies.

The reality is that many children who are diagnosed with one of the above also share traits with some of the others, and it is common for an educational psychologist’s or psychiatric assessment to establish more than one diagnosis. For instance, you may embark on an educational psychologist’s assessment assuming a child has Dyslexia and discover they also have Dyscalculia. Equally you may assume the condition is ADHD when seeing a psychiatrist and come out with add-on diagnoses of Autism and a tic disorder. Many kids are diagnosed with both autism and ADHD together and this is known as AuADHD.

There is no blood test to diagnose any of these neurological differences; it is up to the skills of the professionals involved to evaluate how your child presents at the time of the assessment, which usually cross references with a report from school or another expert who knows them well.

WHY READ BRAIN BRILLIANCE?

The wrong food choices can really affect a developing brain, and this is all the more important when someone is struggling to reach their potential. But by eating the right foods and optimizing nutrition you can create the scaffolding to help the brain flourish, meaning that learning, communication and social interaction are not so challenging or overwhelming. And if a child gets optimal nutrition while they are developing, it can be a lasting benefit that helps them achieve their true potential in the long term.

A diverse diet packed with healthy nutrition is the cornerstone for feeding a developing neurodivergent brain. The ideas in this book are affordable and easy switches. Given that children eat at least three times a day, these are three opportunities a day to nourish them so they flourish. Nutrition is not the only therapy to support neurodivergent kids and teens – far from it – but many people find that when they get the nutrition right it becomes easier to access some of the other therapies and educational support.

All the tips and hacks here are safe and simple dietary and lifestyle changes that can make a difference to your loved ones, even if specific research has not been carried out on their unique combination of neurodivergence. The majority of the scientific literature surrounding diet, lifestyle and environment influencing neurodivergence focuses on Autism or ADHD, which are often more complex to unravel and come under the umbrella of psychiatry. However, if your child does not have either of these, it should not pose any barriers to benefiting from this book, as the right nutrition can help everyone.

And don’t worry, eating more nutritious foods will not mute their super skills, talents and unique characteristics – you will find that their individual, exciting and interestingly wired brains will still be there, fully intact and able to shine through even more brightly. The right nutrition can simply help to dial down the background noise, so that life becomes less overwhelming, exhausting and distracting.

The individual chapters set out the key nutrients and lifestyle changes that have been found to help many children, teens and young adults, according to scientific studies and our clinical experience and extensive lab testing. Importantly, because nutrition can be complex, I explain how to spot if your child is deficient in specific nutrients, so you can focus in on the individual support they need.

The book is divided into three main parts. The first introduces the essentials of nutrition and the key nutrients we all need to thrive. It looks at how ultra-processed foods affect the brain and the importance of a healthy gut microbiome and balancing blood sugar levels. Even our immune system affects the brain – once you understand how, you’ll appreciate the significance of what you eat even more.

The second part takes a deep dive into the common challenges experienced by neurodivergent children, from highly selective eating, emotional dysregulation, anxiety and tics to speech delay, difficulties with reading and writing, apathy and lack of concentration. I share my top nutrition tips to help you and your child navigate these challenges.

Finally, you will find 60 nutritious and delicious recipes that will help your child to become their best selves, one tasty mouthful at a time.

LEARN TO PUT YOUR OXYGEN MASK ON FIRST

The first step is looking after yourself so that you can keep calm, strong and resilient for your child both in the short and long term.

As parents supporting complex kids, we can become hypervigilant and easily overwhelmed. This is especially so at the outset when we are first getting our head around the fact that our child is taking a different developmental pathway from their peers and siblings or struggling with their physical and mental health.

If you are anything like I was when I realized my kids needed more input to help with their learning, focus and coordination, I went on a mission to help them as best I could, and in the meantime overlooked my own health and wellbeing. This meant I got burned out and exhausted, and this in turn exacerbated my own ADHD, so I became less ‘on it’ for my kids. When I stood back and I started to look after myself, I was able to make much more progress with them, as I had much more calm energy and mental clarity.

So, my advice to you, just as you are advised on an airplane, is to ‘put your own oxygen mask on first’ when you are on a journey to support your neurodivergent child. It can seem like a marathon to get them on track, and you need the mental and physical stamina to fight for the therapies and the education that they need to blossom and thrive. This can mean prioritizing time for yourself every single day. For me it began with a warm bath before bed, as it was the only time in the day that I could squeeze in for myself. It became my sacred sanity time and meant that my busy brain was able to wind down and then sleep came more easily.

Here are some other things to put in place to help build your resilience:

► Prioritizing sleep is super important, even if your child is not sleeping that well or needs you by their side when they are in bed. Do your best to get the rest and sleep you need to function. This may seem near impossible at times and my tips in chapter 11 should help everyone to get a better night’s sleep.

► If you set out to feed your kids a healthier diet, then do the same for yourself, and I recommend that you eat as a family whenever possible, so you are all getting nourished by the good stuff. The recipes I have developed for this book are for everyone to enjoy together so you only need to cook once for you and your gang.

► Light exercise, whether this is walking in nature, going for a bicycle ride with your kids or practising yoga, can really help ease you through the ups and downs of parenthood. Everyone feels better after some exercise as it lifts the endorphins.

► Laugh and keep things light – even when you are going through dark days, try to weave in something light hearted and uplifting. Do something small that sparks joy every day.

► Making changes for your child can seem quite alienating at first and you can feel quite alone. It is therefore important to find your parent tribe and share the highs and lows of having a neurodivergent child with like-minded souls going through the same journey as you. I have set up an online community, NatureDoc Live! Q&A but many people also hook into local or global social media or messaging groups. Raising kids is so much easier when you have someone to turn to when your child is having a rubbish day.

If you have got this far, congratulations! You have taken the first step to making positive changes. Let’s now get started, digging deeper into the foundations of nutrition!




[image: Image]




[image: Image]




1

HOW TO READ & USE THIS BOOK

This book is your friendly guide to unravelling the emerging science that explains the important interplay between nutrition, gut health and immunity and their influence on how the brain ticks. There are now dedicated global research teams digging deeply in fields such as nutritional psychiatry, psychobiotics, immunopsychiatry and neuroinflammation. This new research helps us to understand how nutrition, the balance of gut microbes, infections and allergies, as well as inflammatory processes in the body, interact with the brain. These in turn may provide clues on how to help neurodiverse children unlock their full potential and thrive in their own special way.

It can seem complex at the outset, and hard to work out where to start. My advice to you is to read through this book once from cover to cover. Then go back and highlight the parts that you feel are most relevant to your child and write these down in a list. Then start to make one new change at a time, which could be supercharging their breakfast with one new ingredient such as ground flax seeds in their porridge, or adding in one new food supplement into their orange juice, such as a few zinc drops. Or get your kids to look through all the recipes and choose which ones appeal to them most.

All my recipes in Brain Brilliance are nutritionally packed, simple to make and have got the thumbs up from our brilliant children’s taste team.

MY CHILD IS A HIGHLY SELECTIVE EATER. I WON’T BE ABLE TO MAKE CHANGES!

You might be wondering how new food ideas can help your child if they are a highly selective eater, they are grappling with a complex relationship surrounding food or have disordered eating habits. It’s no secret that many neurodivergent children have a rather limited diet, and any changes can become an uphill battle. If this describes your child, and they only live off a handful of foods, learning about nutrition and gut health is even more important. This is because certain food supplements and home remedies can prevent nutrient deficiencies and support intestinal health if the diet remains restricted or haphazard.

The beauty of this gentle approach using food supplements is that these additional nutrients and live bacteria can help to enhance your child’s appetite, stimulate gastric juice production, optimize digestion and even modulate the brain’s perception of the food they are consuming. Over time, many parents discover that this approach can alter their child’s taste buds, sense of smell and even the sensation of different food textures in the mouth – and ultimately, they start to eat a much broader range of foods.

Certain exercises can also help with oral tone to help with chewing and swallowing over the longer term. Over time, better oral tone can take away the fear of trying new foods and so widen food choices. These include simple things like drinking through a curly wurly straw, having fun with party blowers, musical pipes and blowing bubbles. They all strengthen the muscles in the mouth, which in turn help with chewing, swallowing and texture perception. (See chapter 8 for more information.)

A neurodivergent brain needs a diverse and wholesome diet to thrive! So, you will be relieved to know that my food and nutrition mantras are not about strict diets or banning certain foods forever – quite the opposite. My tried-and-trusted method is all about learning exactly what a young brain requires to flourish, and finding easy ways over time to incorporate a child’s nutritional needs into lifestyle and eating habits that are enjoyable, sustainable and truly nourishing. Above all, it’s about feeding them food that they will actually eat!

‘BUT MY CHILD EATS A BRILLIANT DIET ALREADY!’

Bravo, if this is your child! A varied, wholesome diet is a great start and probably means that they have the foundations of good nutrition already. That said, I usually find there is room for improvement and just small tweaks can still make useful differences.

What is important to get your head round is that eating what most people would consider a ‘healthy’ diet doesn’t necessarily guarantee that your child is avoiding nutritional pitfalls. Several factors come into play – their body’s ability to absorb and digest nutrients, the freshness and quality of the food they are consuming, and any competition in the gut from parasites or other unwanted microbes. Certain medical conditions, such as Crohn’s or Ulcerative Colitis (inflammatory bowel disease) or Coeliac disease (an autoimmune reaction in the gut to consuming wheat and gluten), can also adversely affect a young person’s absorption of nutrients, and so too can external factors, such as stress. Stress and trauma also affect how well we assimilate and digest nutrients from food, and when children are in a flight-or-fight state, their digestion can slow up quite a bit.

The very acts of smelling food as it is cooking, as well as salivating and chewing food well, send important signals to make enough enzymes further down the intestines. These enzymes break down the food efficiently, meaning you get the most nutrition from your food. This is why it is important to avoid eating on the run, bolting down meals too quickly or eating food directly from a packet – all of which can surprise your digestion so that the gastric juices are not ready to do their best job.

Once food is digested in the gut, the nutrients are absorbed into the bloodstream – the body’s natural transport system – and then specific vitamins and minerals help to make special chemicals that transport fats, carbohydrates and proteins as well as micronutrients into our cells. The cells are where all the magic happens, and our energy and vitality are created. Cells that are well nourished play a vital role in maintaining a child’s mental stamina and abilities.

The efficiency of all these vital bodily processes – the gut, the bloodstream and the cells – can be altered or even blocked by genetic factors, nutrient deficiencies, chronic inflammation, oxidative stress and even the presence of environmental pollutants. All of which will be discussed in this book.


IT’S ALL GENETIC, ISN’T IT?






EPIGENETICS IS KEY






NEURODIVERSITY CAN BE ACQUIRED
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