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What is Celiac Disease?
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Ask a group of children what their favorite foods are and most of them will likely have pizza, pasta or cereal in the top three. But what if eating these foods could make them sick or even hinder their development?  For children with celiac disease, that is exactly what could happen.
Celiac disease is a digestive disorder triggered by the protein gluten, which is found in wheat, barley, and other grains.  Children who have this disease should not eat foods that contain gluten.  Those foods can set off a reaction that damages the small intestine, specifically small fingerlike protrusions called villi.  Nutrients are absorbed into the bloodstream through these villi, so if they’re not working properly, the body isn’t able to absorb the vitamins and minerals it needs to stay healthy.  
This disease affects each individual differently.  Symptoms may occur in the digestive system, or in other parts of the body.  For example, one child might have diarrhea and abdominal pain while another could be irritable and depressed.  In fact, irritability is one of the most common symptoms in children.  
“Celiac disease can be a very obvious illness with plenty of gastrointestinal symptoms,” says Dickson City pediatrician, Dr. Mark Sigman.  “You may see bloating, large bulky stools or chronic diarrhea and even growth failure.  In some rare cases, it can be a very subtle disease easily dismissed as simple mild abdominal pain with few other symptoms.  Most patients, however, have a moderate amount of abdominal discomfort and associated symptoms such as chronic diarrhea.”
Since the symptoms of the disease are so varied and similar to other digestive disorders, in the past celiac was often overlooked or misdiagnosed.  Also, until recently, there was no simple way to determine if a child had an intolerance to gluten.  According to Dr. Sigman, “In the past trial and error and an eventual endoscopic biopsy were the primary tools for making the diagnosis.  Thankfully, we now have accurate screening blood tests which can be preformed at any lab that will confirm the diagnosis.”  
There are no drugs to treat celiac disease and there is no cure.  But children who suffer from this disease can lead a normal, healthy life by following a gluten-free diet.  When gluten is removed from the diet, the small intestine will start to heal and symptoms will disappear.  

Amanda Sumner discovered her son Chase suffered from a gluten intolerance when he was only three-years-old.  Now nine, Chase has successfully adapted to a gluten-free diet.  


“Chase knows how miserable he feels when he doesn’t follow the diet, so he doesn’t complain,” says Sumner.  “I was afraid he might object when his sister got old enough to eat foods that are off-limits to him, but it hasn’t been an issue.  I do make a point of offering him an alternative whenever he’ll be offered treats he can’t eat.  For example, I make gluten-free cupcakes and freeze them so he can take one with him when he goes to a birthday party.   At Halloween, he trades the candy he’s collected for treats he can eat or small toys.”  
Adapting to a gluten-free diet requires some lifestyle changes, but it’s not so restrictive that your child can’t enjoy a variety of foods.  Health food stores and specialty shops offer an assortment of gluten-free products including breads and pasta.   Plain meat, fish, rice, fruits, and vegetables do not contain gluten, so children with celiac can eat them anytime.    

“While people who initially start on the diet may feel they can’t eat anything, we purchase most of Chase’s food at a regular grocery store,” Sumner says.  “We buy gluten-free cereals, breads, flours, and desserts at health food stores and order some of his favorites in bulk on-line.”


A diagnosis of celiac can seem overwhelming, but attitude sets the tone for how a child will handle his new diet.  If family members and friends don’t make a big issue of being gluten-free, it will be much easier for the child to adapt.  Though it is an adjustment, celiac children who follow a gluten-free diet can live happy, healthy lives.
 Locally, gluten-free items can be found at Alternative Eating in Scranton (www.alternativeeating.net), The Grainless Baker (www.thegrainlessbaker.com),  Everything Natural in Clarks Summit, and also at many supermarkets including Wegmans.  On-line, The Gluten Free Mall (www.glutenfreemall.com) and Allergy Grocer (www.allergygrocer.com) offer a wide selection of gluten-free foods.


For more information on celiac disease, visit www.celiac.com or www.celiaccenter.org.
