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NOTES 

COELIAC DISEASE  

A coeliac (this is how you say it: see-lee-ack) is a person whose body cannot tolerate the protein 
gluten, which is found in wheat, barley, oats and rye and any food product made from or 
containing these (biscuits, bread, crackers). 

If they eat these foods, the gluten damages the lining of their small intestines, which prevents 
other nutrients from being absorbed into the body. This condition is called coeliac disease. 

 The symptoms of coeliac disease include: 

 • Weight loss – the person is not absorbing food properly, so cannot get enough energy which 
means that their body has to use up its fat stores for energy.  

• Lack of energy and tiredness – not enough food is absorbed to provide energy.  

• Diarrhoea – the damage to the intestines means that the faeces (solid waste products from the 
digestion of food) are not properly made.  

• Anaemia – not enough iron or vitamin C is absorbed.  

• Poor growth in children – the body cannot absorb enough protein and other nutrients to make it 
grow.  

• General malnutrition – not enough nutrients are absorbed, especially calcium, folic acid, 
vitamin D and iron. 

 Coeliac disease is permanent. It cannot be cured, but the damage to the intestines and the 
malnutrition can be improved if no foods containing gluten are eaten. It can occur at any age, but 
it is usually diagnosed either when a baby is weaned (starts to eat solid food) or later in life as an 
adult. 
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The chart below shows which plant foods the coeliacs can eat: 

Name of food     What it is used for 

Agar       An alternative to gelatine to set cold desserts  

Almonds  Used in bakery products such as biscuits and cakes as an 
alternative to flour  

Amaranth     A plant that is used as an alternative to wheat and other 
cereals  

Cassava/manioc/    Used as a cereal and a thickener tapioca 

Corn (maize)     Used as a flour and thickener  

Gram flour  Made from chickpeas and used in a variety of dishes as an 
alternative to wheat flour  

Potato flour    Can be used in cakes, pastries and biscuits and as a thickener  

Quinoa    Used in baking and as an alternative to rice or couscous  

Rice     Many types – used either whole, flaked or ground in many dishes  

Sago     Used as a thickener or pudding Sorghum  

 

WHAT IS A FOOD ALLERGY?  

A food allergy is the body having an allergic (bad) reaction to a food or an ingredient in a food. 
An allergen is the substance in the food which causes the reaction. It makes the body produce a 
substance called histamine (a natural chemical of the body) and other chemicals that cause the 
abnormal reaction. 

An allergic reaction to food can happen within a few seconds, minutes or hours after eating or 
touching a food. It can cause the person to have symptoms such as: 

 • skin rashes  

• itchy skin and eyes  

• runny nose  

• swollen lips, eye lids and face  

• wheezing and coughing. 
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 The following foods are known to cause allergic reactions in some people: • eggs • peanuts and 

other nuts • seeds • strawberries, kiwi fruit and other fruits • seafood – prawns and shrimps. 

 

WHAT IS FOOD INTOLERANCE?  

Some people develop food intolerances (sometimes called food sensitivity), which give them a 
variety of symptoms such as: 

 • pain and bloating in the abdomen 

 • diarrhoea • nausea (feeling sick)  

• muscle and joint aches and pains  

• general tiredness and weakness.  

Food intolerance is much harder to diagnose than food allergy. The usual way to diagnose it is 
for the person to stop eating the food which is thought to be a problem and see if they start to feel 
better. If they do, the food is tried again and if symptoms come back it is clear that the person 
cannot tolerate it.  

LACTOSE INTOLERANCE 

An example of food intolerance is lactose intolerance where a person cannot digest the milk 
sugar lactose. This gets broken down by bacteria in the large intestine instead which causes 
abdominal pain, diarrhoea, flatulence (wind) and nausea (feeling sick).  

A person with this condition needs to avoid all foods that contain milk, milk products and 
lactose, or buy lactose-reduced and lactose-free products. Some people cannot tolerate chocolate 
or cheese because these foods give them a migraine (very bad headache). Other people cannot 
tolerate certain food additives because they give them asthma, nausea or they are unable to 
concentrate and become hyperactive. 
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QUESTIONS 

1 What is a coeliac?  

2 Why can coeliacs not eat gluten?  

3 Name two symptoms of coeliac disease.  

4 Identify (list) three foods that coeliacs should avoid eating.  

5 Identify three gluten-free plant foods that coeliacs can eat. 

6 What is a food allergy?  

7 Name two foods that are known to cause allergies in some people.  

8 What is food intolerance?  

9 Name two foods that are known to cause intolerance in some people. 

10.You and two friends are going out for the day and are taking a packed lunch. One of your 
friends is intolerant to wheat. Plan four food items that would be suitable for the packed 
lunch that you could all eat. 

 


