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Sensory Processing

What is Sensory Processing

Sensory Needs

Some children struggle to correctly perceive the sensory world around them. Children may
experience difficulties relating to one or multiple senses. Sensory sensitivities can co-occur
in children with Autism, however, many children with sensory needs are not on the Autistic

Spectrum.

There are two main types of sensory processing difficulties, and many children may
experience a combination of the two.

Some children are hypersensitive, meaning they are overly sensitive to sensory input. As a
result, they may avoid certain sounds or sensations because they find them overwhelming.

Some children are hyposensitive, meaning they are less sensitive to sensory input. This
leads them to seek out more sensory stimulation, often resulting in a need to move around

frequently.

7 Sensory Systems

Description of the Sensory Systems

System

Location

Function

Tactile (touch)

Skin—density of cell
distribution varies throughout
the body; areas of greatest
density include mouth,
hands, and genitals

* provides information about
the environment and
object qualities (touch,
pressure, texture, hard,
soft, sharp, dull, heat, cold,
pain)

Auditory (hearing)

‘&

- A

Vestibular (balance)

é

Inner ear—stimulated by
head movements and input
from other senses, especially
visual

* provides information about
where our body is in space,
and whether or not we
or our surroundings are
moving; tells about speed
and direction of movement

Inner ear—stimulated by air/
sound waves

« provides information about
sounds in the environment
(loud, soft, high, low, near,
far)

Gustatory (taste)

=

Proprioception (body
awareness)

Muscles and joints—activated
by muscle contractions and
movement

* provides information about
where a certain body part
is and how it is moving

Chemical receptors in the
tongue—closely entwined
with the olfactory (smell)
system

 provides information about
different types of taste
(sweet, sour, bitter, salty,
spicy)

Offactory (smell)

Visual (sight)

=

Retina of the eye—stimulated
by light

* provides information about
objects and persons; helps
us define boundaries as we
move through time and
space

Chemical receptors in the
nasal structure—closely
associated with the gustatory
system

 provides information
about different types of
smell (musty, acrid, putrid,
flowery, pungent)

Source: Asperger Syndrome and Sensory Issues: Practical Solutions for Making Sense of the World (p. 5), by
B. S. Myles, K. T. Cook, N. E. Miller, L. Rinner, and L. A. Robbins, 2000. Shawnee Mission, KS: AAPC,
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What you may see in the classroom

Sensory needs can appear in different forms and may lead to both behavioural issues and
functional difficulties.

In the classroom, you may see:

Slumping or slouching

Head on the table

Hands over their ears or eyes

Seeking movement — getting up out of their chair, moving round the classroom,
fidgeting in their seat

Lack attention and focus

Impulsive movements or lack of own strength
Restrictive diet, overeating or overfilling their mouth
Mouthing objects

Humming or making sounds

Poor spatial awareness

Chews or licks non-food objects

Particular with clothing

Walking on tiptoes

Self-injurious behaviours, e.g. head banging, biting
Difficulty with fine and gross motor skills

Having a high or low pain threshold

Dramatic mood swings

A dislike of getting messy or seeking messiness
Fixation on their sensory input, e.g. spinning lights or objects
Sensory meltdowns

These difficulties can greatly affect a child’s ability to independently complete everyday tasks
and may result in frustration and challenging behaviour.

Sensory Diet

A sensory diet is a set of specific and individual activities that are appropriate to assist a child
with regulation and activity levels, attention and adaptive responses. These activities are
scheduled throughout a child’s day.

It is essential to think about the sensory need of any of the child's behaviours and not try to
take away a strategy that works for them, without having something to replace it, for example,
if getting out of their seat and walking around the classroom helps them to concentrate, but
this needs to change as it is becoming disruptive, then as part of their sensory diet, regular
movement breaks would be beneficial.
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Effective Sensory diets are tailored to the children's needs and have elements that can be
easily incorporated into their normal routine.

Sensory Profile

Where a child's sensory needs are complex, it may be beneficial to request a sensory profile
assessment (usually completed by an Occupational Therapist) to look at their sensory needs
in detail, this is completed in conjunction with home by a professional.

Sensory Strategies
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Sensory Circuits

Sensory circuits are a helpful way to support a child to be regulated and ready to learn. These
circuits consist of three types of activities (Alerting, and Calming) performed in
sequence, which can effectively enhance children’s attention and focus.

Make sure to have all the equipment ready for each session before you begin, visuals can be
used to support the child to access a sensory circuit independently, once it has been modelled
by an adult.

Useful Links/Reading

Sensory activities for the classroom —
https://www.theottoolbox.com/sensory-diet-activities-for-classroom/

Video of sensory diet activities -
https://www.bing.com/videos/search?q=Sensory+Diet&&view=detail&mid=8C049DD6B728
C9B14E858C049DD6B728C9B14E85&&FORM=VRDGAR&ru=%2Fvideos%2Fsearch%3F
g%3DSensory%2520Diet%26FORM%3DVDVVXX

Sensory activity pack —
https://www.rwt.nhs.uk/PIL/MI_8488114 01.09.21 V_2.pdf



https://www.theottoolbox.com/sensory-diet-activities-for-classroom/
https://www.bing.com/videos/search?q=Sensory+Diet&&view=detail&mid=8C049DD6B728C9B14E858C049DD6B728C9B14E85&&FORM=VRDGAR&ru=%2Fvideos%2Fsearch%3Fq%3DSensory%2520Diet%26FORM%3DVDVVXX
https://www.bing.com/videos/search?q=Sensory+Diet&&view=detail&mid=8C049DD6B728C9B14E858C049DD6B728C9B14E85&&FORM=VRDGAR&ru=%2Fvideos%2Fsearch%3Fq%3DSensory%2520Diet%26FORM%3DVDVVXX
https://www.bing.com/videos/search?q=Sensory+Diet&&view=detail&mid=8C049DD6B728C9B14E858C049DD6B728C9B14E85&&FORM=VRDGAR&ru=%2Fvideos%2Fsearch%3Fq%3DSensory%2520Diet%26FORM%3DVDVVXX
https://www.rwt.nhs.uk/PIL/MI_8488114_01.09.21_V_2.pdf

