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About the Gluten-Free Casein-Free Diet 

 
What we know about autism: 
Autism is characterized by dysfunctions in: 

o Membrane integrity (i.e. “leaky gut,” etc)  
o Inflammation and the immune system 
o Gastrointestinal and neurological function 
o Metabolism and biochemistry (sulfation and methylation chemistry, oxidation, 

detoxification via glutathione and others, mitochondrial dysfunction, etc) 
These and other factors contribute to impairments in response to artificial chemicals, toxins, 
medications, drugs, surroundings, environmental triggers, and foods common among individuals 
with autism.  
 
Our genetic makeup and risk factors, when combined with environmental exposure leads to the 
way we express our genes, a term known as epigenetics. What is interesting to many clinicians is 
the possibility to circumvent some of our genetic vulnerabilities by altering our environmental 
exposures and minimizing our risk factors. In other words, you do not have to show all your 
genetic weaknesses. 
 
For most people, environmental risk factors include allergies, food intolerances, aluminum, 
pollutants and toxins, poor diet, etc. For most children with autism and ADHD, diet and food 
allergies are major environmental risk factors. Controlling exposure to environmental risk 
factors, including food and food components, can help our body heal and better overcome 
our genetic vulnerabilities. 
 
Gluten and casein are two of the most immunoreactive proteins we can eat. Found in wheat, 
barley, oats, etc and milk products, these proteins are changed into peptides that cause a cascade 
of cognitive and behavioral symptoms in vulnerable individuals.  
 
This is a major reason for recommending a gluten-free casein-free diet for patients—to 
minimize environmental exposure to risk factors that affect the way we express our genes. 
 
What is a Gluten-Free, Casein-Free diet?  
This diet eliminates dietary intake of gluten and casein proteins. Gluten is commonly found in 
what, barley, eye and oats, while casein is found in most milk and dairy products.  
 
A gluten-free casein free (GFCF) diet eliminates these proteins from our diet.  
 
Why might this diet be helpful?  
In vulnerable individuals, including those with autism and ADHD, gluten and casein proteins 
affect the body’s physical and cognitive functioning. Examples of deleterious effects include: 
bouts of diarrhea and constipation, addiction behavior, fatigue, delay of language, behavioral 
disturbance, abdominal pain, inattention or foggy thinking, stunted growth, and others. 
 



There is a strong and proven link between the gut and brain. Their connection is mediated by the 
immune system. Most of our body’s pain receptors are located in the gut. Children with autism, 
especially nonverbal children, may be experiencing negative effects from the foods they are 
eating and be exhibiting symptoms of pain such as aggression, anger, self-injury and others as a 
consequence of their diet. 
 
Research confirms that parents who follow a strict GFCF diet noted improved GI symptoms, and 
increases in their child’s language production, social behaviors, eye contact, engagement, 
attention, and social responsiveness. 
 
Getting Started  
We’ve created our own “Worthington Pediatrics Allergy Shopping List,” that can be found on our 
website under “Patient Handouts” and on our “Autism” section. We also have numerous articles 
we suggest you read found under our “What’s New?” tab.  
 

Please access/download these helpful tools: 
 

1. Worthington Pediatrics Allergy Shopping List—our personal recommendations for “tried and 
true” gluten-free and casein-free products.  

http://worthingtonpeds.com/Patient_Handouts.html 
 

2. “Gluten Sensitivity” section on our Worthington Peds Website—where you will find many 
research articles of importance 

http://worthingtonpeds.com/Whats_New/Entries/2013/8/27_Gluten_Sensitivity.html 
 

3. Other helpful resources, websites, and tools—Some of our favorites for recipes, tips and 
tricks, and support for going GFCF: 

o Nourishing Hope for Autism—download the free e-book and access many helpful tools 
http://nourishinghope.com  

o “So Delicious” Dairy-Free—This Facebook page is full of helpful tips and yummy dairy 
free recipes! https://www.facebook.com/sodeliciousdairyfree 

o “Gluten Freely”—find thousands of delicious GF recipes and ideas 
https://www.facebook.com/glutenfreely 

o Udi’s Gluten Free Bread—you’ll find a host of products, as well as support and success 
stories about implementing a gluten free diet for your child and/or family 

http://udisglutenfree.com/category/udis-blog/diet-tips/ 
 
Sources and “Hidden Sources” of Gluten and Casein 
Please note that this list is not all-inclusive, but contains some of the most common products and 
ingredients to watch out for. Also note that just because a product says “wheat-free” or “dairy-
free,” does not always mean that it is gluten or casein free. The best way to know with unfamiliar 
products is to contact the manufacturer. 

 
Gluten containing Grains: 

Wheat, Rye, Barley, Spelt, Kamut, Triticale, Oats (commercial) *There are gluten-free oats 
available! 

 
“Hidden” Names and Sources of Gluten: 

Semolina, Malt or Barley Malt, Hydrolyzed Vegetable Proteins *, Dextrin and maltodextrin *, 
Artificial flavors & coloring *, “Spices” *, Soy sauce (unless wheat-free) *, dark colored sauces, 



Potato chips/fries *, Sauces and gravies *, Bologna and hot dogs * 
* May contain gluten, unless specified gluten-free 

 
Casein is found in all animal milk products (cow, goat, sheep milk, etc.), such as: 

Milk, Cheese, Yogurt and kefir, Butter (natural and artificial flavors), Cream, Ice cream, Sour 
cream, Whey 
 

“Hidden” Names and Sources of Casein: 
Milk chocolate, sherbet, Lactose-free milk, Galactose, Quark—cottage cheese, Casein, Caseinate, 
Lactose in seasoning, Lactalbumin, ���Artificial butter flavor, Cool Whip, Lactic acid *, Canned 
tuna *, Seasoned potato chips *, Hot dogs and bologna* 

* May contain casein 
 
Be consistent!  
Studies prove that consistency is key when implementing a GFCF diet. Although beneficial 
effects—especially from going dairy free—may be noted in just a few short weeks, research 
confirms that parents who tried the GFCF diet for less than six months found that the diet was 
less effective in reducing ASD behaviors than those who stayed on the diet for over six months. 
 
We are here to support you and your family as you make the transition to this new diet. Please 
contact us with any concerns you may have! Also, if you find a gluten-free or casein-free product 
that your child loves, please tell us about it. We love to regularly update our “Allergy Shopping 
List” with our patient’s favorites. 
 
Your clinician has recommended a gluten free, casein free diet for your child because he or she 
feels that based on your child’s individual risk factors, this diet will benefit your child. It can be a 
challenge at first, but with time, we are hopeful that you will see changes.  
 
We are here for you and want to see you succeed! Please contact our office with any questions 
you have.  
 
 


