
 
 
 

In a gluten-filled world, some eaters have to be very picky 

For celiac patients, 'Watch what you eat' are words to live by 

 
Alec Dinerstein, 12, has celiac disease and is unable to eat foods containing wheat flour, which upsets his autoimmune system: Â“ I just want to be able 

to try anything like everyone else.Â”  (Tribune photo by Andrew A. Nelles / October 9, 2009) 
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If given the opportunity to eat any delectable dish of his choice, 12-year-old Alec Dinerstein says he would devour a piece of 

cake, the kind he watched his friends enjoy at the countless birthday parties he has attended. 

 

"It smells good and looks delicious," Alec said of the dessert. "I just want to be able to try anything like everyone else." 

 

But satisfying his cake craving would put Alec at risk of diarrhea, bloating, abdominal pain and perhaps even trigger an 

asthma attack, all because of the cake's main ingredient: wheat flour. 
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Alec is one of about 3 million Americans living with celiac disease, one of the world's most common inherited genetic 

autoimmune disorders. 

 

"The disease occurs when the body has an abnormal immune response to gluten, the protein found in wheat, barley, and 

rye," said Dr. Stefano Guandalini, founder and medical director of the University of Chicago Celiac Disease Center. "This 

abnormal response causes the body to attack itself, resulting in tissue damage to the lining of the small intestine and 

malabsorption of nutrients." 

 

According to Dr. Guandalini, 30 percent of the general population has the genetic makeup for the disease, and 5 percent of 

them will develop it. 

 

To diagnose celiac disease, an antibody blood test is given along with a biopsy of the small intestine. There is no medical 

treatment for celiac, just a strict, gluten-free diet that will allow the body to heal itself over time. But not following a gluten-

free diet could lead to thyroid disease, osteoporosis and cancer, Guandalini said. 

 

Alec was 3 when he was diagnosed. 

 

His mother, Angela Allyn, became alarmed when she noticed her son wasn't growing like other children his age, so when the 

preschool complained of his sluggish behavior in class, she wasted no time in taking him to a pediatrician. 

 

"He was always sick to his stomach, even when he was a tiny baby," said Allyn, who lives in Evanston with her husband, 

Matt Dinerstein, and two other children, Maya and Tess. "It was like night and day the minute we started the gluten-free diet. 

He started to grow again and his behavior changed." 

 

Because Alec is the only member of his family diagnosed with celiac, meals for him are prepared at home with gluten-free 

products. Designated pots, pans and utensils are used to make his food, and to prevent contamination the house abides by 

a no-double-dipping rule. The family has found a few restaurants in the city that serve a gluten-free menu, but for the most 

part Alec eats before leaving the house or takes food along in case he gets hungry. 

 

"This is a life-changing disease," said Dr. Mark DeMeo, chief of gastroenterology at Rush University Medical Center. "The 

problem is that gluten is used as a filler in so many different things. It's in ice cream, salad dressing, artificial flavoring; it's 

really in everything. There is a movement, however, to address the need of what is becoming a huge, mushrooming 

population of people with the disease. It's becoming easier to cope with." 

 

People with celiac disease now have the convenience of knowing what is in the food they buy from the grocery store. 

 

"There are over 100 ingredients that may or do contain gluten," explained Rush nutritionist dietitian Susan L. Mikolaitis. 

"With the new Food Allergen Labeling and Consumer Protection Act, food manufacturers must disclose in plain language 

whether products contain any of the top eight food allergens or contamination therefrom." 

 

Those who suspect they have celiac disease should ask their doctor to screen them with the antibody blood test. For more 

information on the disease and a gluten-free diet, visit celiac.com.  
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