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Sensory Issues 
Activity Pack

Physiotherapy & 
Occupational Therapy

The prevention of infection is a major priority in all 
healthcare and everyone has a part to play.
• Please decontaminate your hands frequently for 

20 seconds using soap and water or alcohol gel if 
available

• If you have symptoms of diarrhoea and/or 
vomiting, cough or other respiratory symptoms, a 
temperature or any loss of taste or smell please do 
not visit the hospital or any other care facility and 
seek advice from 111

• Keep the environment clean and tidy
• Let’s work together to keep infections out of our 

hospitals and care homes.

Safe & Effective  |  Kind & Caring  |  Exceeding Expectation
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Children’s Community Occupational Therapy

Sensory Issues Activity Pack - Identifying the Problem
This booklet has been designed to provide practical ideas and activities to help support your child to develop 
their ability to process sensory information. Some people are more over sensitive or under sensitive to 
sensory inputs – which means they may avoid certain activities or seek out more of a certain input. This can 
make participation in certain activities more challenging. Advice enclosed below is to support the ongoing 
development of these skills and requires perseverance and consistency.

Problem Possible Causes Things to Try

Difficulty with 
hair washing / 
hair brushing / 
hair cutting

• Over sensitivity to touch • Proprioceptive (Joint and muscle feedback) input 
before activity

• Allow child control of input, where able 

• Calm environment before and during

• Water play / play with hair brushes at alternative 
times

• Trial vibrating hair brush

• Put a mirror in front of the child so they can see

• Gentle countdown before input so the child can 
anticipate it coming

• Refer to ‘Proprioceptive Activities for Children’ 
(p9).

Difficulty with 
tooth brushing

• Over sensitivity to touch

• Over sensitivity to taste.

• Proprioceptive input before activity 

• Oral motor input before tooth brushing (e.g., use of 
chewy tube / chewy necklace or oral motor game – 
always supervise)

• Allow child control of input, where able 

• Calm environment before and during

• Trial a mild flavour toothpaste

• Refer to ‘Proprioceptive Activities for Children’  
(p9)

• Refer to ‘Oral Motor Activities and Chewy Tubes’ 
(p11).

Doesn’t like 
messy hands.

• Over sensitivity to touch. • Gentle introduction – do not force

• Offer opportunities to explore different textures 
regularly

• Refer to ‘Sensory Issues’ (p6).

Doesn’t 
tolerate 
wearing 
clothing or 
doesn’t like 
certain fabrics

• Over sensitivity to touch. • Firm pressure massage to arms and legs can help to 
desensitize skin

• Allow choice over clothing

• Tight fitting clothing sometimes feels better as it 
doesn’t move against skin (e.g., leggings)

• Refer to ‘Sensory Issues’ (p6).
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Fussy eating • Over sensitivity to touch

• Over sensitivity to taste

• Over sensitivity to smell

• Difficulty with oral – 
motor control.

• Refer to ‘Sensory Feeding Advice’ (p10)

• Refer to ‘Oral Motor and Chewy Tubes’ (p11).

Doesn’t like 
loud noises

• Over sensitivity to sound • Ear defenders can be used but it is important to 
expose children to sound also to build tolerance. – i.e. 
do not use ear defenders all the time

• Allow control where possible

• Refer to ‘Noise Sensitivity’ (p12).

Fearful of 
crowds / busy 
places

• Over sensitivity to sound

• Over sensitivity to visual 
input.

• Prior warning

• Allow use of a hood to create feeling of safety

• Earphones with music in can be tried

• Refer to ‘Noise Sensitivity’ (p12).

Always on the 
go

• Seeking additional 
sensory input through 
movement and joint and 
muscles.

• Regular opportunity for movement that is rhythmical 
and organised

• Refer to ‘Sensory Issues’ (p6)

• Refer to ‘Sensory Snack Advice’ (p7 - 8)

• Refer to ‘Proprioceptive Activities for Children’ (p9).

Chews non-
food objects

• Seeking additional oral – 
motor feedback.

• Refer to ‘Oral – Motor Activities and Chewy Tubes’ 
(p11).

Walking on tip 
toes

• Over sensitivity to touch

• Seeking additional 
feedback through joints 
and muscles.

• Firm pressure to feet, e.g. massage

• Encourage marching or stamping

• Refer to ‘Proprioceptive Activities for Children’  
(p9)

• Refer to ‘Sensory Snack Advice’ (p7 - 8).

Difficulty with 
attention and 
concentration

• Over sensitivity to noise

• Over sensitivity to visual 
input

• Seeking additional 
movement input and 
feedback.

• Regular movement breaks throughout the day

• Visual timer such as a sand timer

• Introduce a visual timetable

• Refer to ‘Sensory Issues’ (p6)

• Refer to ‘Proprioceptive Activities for Children’ (p9)

• Refer to ‘Sensory Snack Advice’ (p7 - 8)

Difficulty with 
sleep

• Difficulty with sensory 
regulation.

• Regular calming sensory activities throughout the day

• Calming bedtime routine

• Reduce access to electronics 1 hour before bed

• Massage at bed time

• Refer to ‘Proprioceptive Activities for Children’ (p9).
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Difficulty with 
toileting

• Difficulty processing 
internal senses 
(interoception).

• Ensure feet are supported, an insert is in situ if they 
are little (family toilet seats available online)

• Consistency is key with toilet training

• Refer to ‘Interoception’ (p14).

Self – injurious 
behaviours 
(such as head 
banging / 
meltdowns)

• Difficulty with sensory / 
emotional regulation

• Frustration

• Behaviour.

• Small space at home (such as den or tent, with 
cushions or low lighting)

• Proprioceptive activities regularly throughout the day

• Be proactive in responding to your child’s body 
language or behaviour that tells you they may be 
becoming overwhelmed and reduce sensory inputs 
where able (e.g., quiet environment, slow movement)

• Ensure appropriate behavioural strategies are also in 
place

• Refer to ‘Fun Yoga Poses’ (p15)

• Refer to ‘After School Meltdown’ (p13).
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Sensory Issues 
Children and young people may present with some sensory issues in any or all of the following areas: 

Over-reacting to sensation:

 Shown by sensitivity e.g., upset with hair washing, agitated by loud noise
 Or shown by avoiding e.g., goes to toilet to miss messy play, places hands over ears. 

Under-reacting to sensation:

 Shown by seeking e.g., fidgets, fiddles, chews, heavy handed / footed, toe walks
 Or shown by poor registration e.g., doesn’t notice temperature / pain / food on face.

Modulation:

is the ability to respond ‘just right’ i.e. to neither over or under-react. When a child over &/or under-reacts 
to sensation we say they have ‘sensory modulation difficulties’. 

Children may show a mixed pattern of over & under reaction in all the sensory systems:
touch, sound, taste, smell, sight, vestibular (movement & gravity), proprioception (body position from 
muscles and joints).

Sensory modulation difficulties may affect: 

sleep, feeding, toileting, behaviour, emotions, social interactions, concentration, learning. 

How to help

1. Understand your child’s sensory profile, and help others (siblings, 
teachers, grandparents to understand it too)

2. Make allowances where possible 

3. Allow the child to be in control of the sensation when possible

4. Adapt the environment where possible

5. Help your child to change their nervous system – ‘sensory diet’.

Changing the nervous system

General advice for calming the nervous system is:

 � Proprioception (moving muscles and joints) – crawling games, pushing, pulling, lifting things

 � Deep pressure touch – firm rub to arms, legs and back like an extra long hug 

 � Linear (straight-line) movement – crawling, walking, scooting, ride along

 � Head down, low to the ground – in a cosy corner or den, lying on the sofa, floor play 

 � Quiet, low toned voice – be aware of how noisy the environment is, small groups may help

 � Steady visual environment – tidy toys away so less overwhelming, keep lighting low

Change takes time, and needs a consistent approach. New situations can feel stressful to a young child 
with a sensitive nervous system – re-apply the calming principles as above and over time you will learn 
what works best for your child. 
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Sensory Snack Advice
We all need to be active throughout our lives but the most important time is during childhood where 
activity is central to developing our ability to learn and pay attention. A good ‘Sensory Diet’ of activity 
means doing activities which provide the sensory input we need to stay focused and organized 
throughout the day. Everyone has a unique set of sensory needs. Generally, our nervous system is rather 
like a car engine. If it is running too fast we need more calming input. If our engine is rather sluggish we 
need activity to wake us up. 

We all have to cope with a lot of sensory input throughout the day. We see, hear, smell, taste, touch and 
move all the time. It can become a bit like a traffic jam of information to cope with and for some of us, 
ordinary every day sensory input can become overwhelming. Choosing the right activities to occupy us 
through the day can help the traffic to flow better. 

As parents you know your child best and may find that at times your child is overly sensitive or they try to 
avoid sensory inputs. At others times they may not notice sensory inputs or seek more sensory input than 
you would expect them to need.

The key to managing and improving sensory function is learning to read your child’s nervous system. 
Prevention is better than cure so it is important for your child to have a good ‘Sensory Diet’ of activity 
throughout the day to keep their engine running smoothly. Here are some ideas which can be repeated 
many times a day to help your child remain calm and focused. Regular ‘Sensory Snacks’ can help you to 
keep your child’s nervous system running more smoothly and coping with the traffic!

Deep touch / firm pressure 
• Firm hug; rub to arms, shoulders, back

• Hold or lean up against large stuffed animal or pillow

• Deep breathing with hand on belly

• Use a dry towel on dry hair to reduce sensitivity before washing or cutting

• Hold or wear something warm – keep clothes on the radiator until the last 
minute

• Create a den / hidey hole - pop up tent, under table, behind sofa with soft 
toys and blankets

• Chewy or crunchy foods at snack time, such as raw vegetables or fruit

• Wear a big heavy coat in cold weather

• Wear a backpack to go out carrying toys, snacks, books, etc.

Joint movement and muscle stretch 

• Reach up tall then crouch down to be as small as a ball

• Push hands - on a wall or hands together

• Interlock fingers and pull hands apart

• Push, pull or carry heavy items; help with tidying up

• Plenty of climbing and playing outside – try some ‘animal walks’

• Run around outside in the fresh air, dig in the dirt, jump in puddles, make 
time to be messy

• Stand up tall and reach with arms held out to the side – build up length of 
time.

Straight line movement
• Slow rocking on parent’s knee 

• Gentle swing on a garden or park swing

• Push along, Ride along, Scooter 

• Walking, swimming, cycling .
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Calm the senses
• Keep the lights dim – use lamps instead of overhead lights 

• Help to keep toys and activities tidy

• Notice the temperature – neutral warmth is usually most calming

• Blow bubbles with an adult

• Keep activities quiet, chose quieter places, turn off the TV

• Play soft music, the same music for each routine activity e.g., meal-times, school 
time, bed times

• Keep activities slow and steady, avoid needing to rush

• Have a picture timetable of what will happen next through the day

• Keep challenges to balance small e.g., when getting dressed, climbing into the bath, washing hair

• It may be useful to experiment with different textures on hands e.g., pouring water from one cup to 
the next; rolling play dough or icing or finding different items hidden in jelly.
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Proprioceptive Activities for Children
Proprioception is the information that we get from muscles and joints to tell us where our body is in space. 
Activities that include heavy muscle work, such as pushing, pulling or carrying, give us lots of proprioception. 
These activities can help a highly sensitive child to calm, or to increase alertness in children who take their 
time to get going. They aim to get the child’s ‘arousal’ levels just right. They can be used to calm a child 
when they need to be more focused e.g. before doing homework, or when they are becoming wound up. 
They also help to improve body awareness.

• Lemon squeezes (making a tight fist) and star stretches for fingers – Repeat 5 
times

• Hand presses – interlock fingers, press heels of hands together and release 10 
times

• Head presses – interlock fingers on top of head and push down

• Playing with playdough or using other resistive materials such as pastry

• Sitting on hands, tense whole body and lift legs off the floor – hold for 20 seconds then relax

• Wall presses – lean on the wall pressing firmly with both hands – press for 20 seconds. Try to ‘push the 
wall over’

• Table push-ups – standing between two tables with a hand placed firmly on each. Lift legs to support full 
body weight with arms and hold for a count of 5 or 10

• Carrying, pushing and pulling objects e.g., The small supermarket trolley, carrying their school bag or 
pushing a pram

• Have the child carry appropriate weights in their pockets as they are walking

• Crashing into beanbags or crash mats

• Jumping on a trampoline – supervised and only used if the child enjoys it!

• Giving firm hugs

• Wrap up tightly in a towel after bath time and rub their limbs and back firmly

• Chewing gum (if suitable for your child)

• Sucking thick milkshakes through a straw

• Cycling

• Hopscotch

• Using heavy blankets or well tucked in bedding

• Climbing

• Using monkey bars

• Playing Tug of War

• Animal walks – pretend to be elephants, bears, frogs, kangaroos’ etc. 
Try positions that get them on all fours or jumping

• Wheelbarrow walks

• Moving furniture to help with vacuuming

• Washing the car / floors / windows.
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Sensory Feeding Advice
A child who is over- sensitive to touch (tactile input) and presents with oral sensitivities may:

• Try to avoid meals / new foods, have a restricted diet or refuse to eat

• Display anxiety around meals and eating

• Choose to eat all food on the plate separately e.g., eating all the meat first, then all the potatoes, then 
all the veg

• Display sensitivity to sensory based activities e.g., messy play, toothbrushing and hair washing.

Top Tips for Mealtimes
• Encourage the child to explore new foods in a calm and relaxed way. For example, encourage them to 

support with food preparation, where appropriate, and food play

• Keep a food diary – to look at the amounts eaten, what is eaten and responses to food

• Three meals and three small snacks spaced equally throughout the day are the best

• It can take 10-15 times before a child accepts a new taste. Introduce foods gradually, over time. Making 
food familiar through play, taking part in the cooking and even reading about it can help encourage 
acceptance

• It is important to be consistent and try to have dinner-table-based family meals together each week so 
your child can learn from watching others

• Offer healthy foods when they are hungry (snack box). The positive reinforcement gained from the 
relief of hunger will help your child learn to associate the different flavours and textures with a positive 
outcome

• Reward incentives – where five stickers can be exchanged for a prize e.g., TV, favourite toy or Xbox

• Distraction techniques – e.g., having a fiddle toy or listening to calming, background music whilst seated 
at the table.
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Oral – Motor Activities and Chewy Tubes
Offering additional oral – motor sensory input can help to meet the needs of a child who seeks additional 
sensory input through chewing non-food objects, but can also offer feedback to the joints and muscles 
around the mouth that can lessen sensitivity.

Note: Children should be supervised when engaging in any activities listed below – activities should be 
stopped if there are any negative signs such as coughing / choking.

Fun Oral Motor Activities
The term ‘Oral Motor’ refers to the function of the muscles of the face (lips, tongue, and jaw). For chewing 
and swallowing, children need to have the right amount of strength, range of motion, and coordination. It 
may be useful to make a picture book that shows different oral exercises of ‘How to warm up your mouth 
before eating” that you can show the child before eating.

Activity Ideas:

• Blowing bubbles or blowing a harmonica 

• Practice sucking activities using a straw will work on oral motor which involves pursing lips. “Thin” 
liquids like water or apple juice are good starters. As you progress you might want to try a “thicker” 
liquid like a milk shake

• Using a toothbrush to brush the upper and lower lips

• Putting ice on the lips will help “wake up” our muscles. You can use a plain ice cube for this exercise. Run 
the ice cube from the middle of the lips to the corner of the mouth. Do this on both sides and then ask 
your child to lick it. Repeat the icing movements and the licking attempts several times. 

Chewy Tubes / Chewy Necklaces.
Chewy tubes are designed to be used by children who need help to develop their chewing ability, however 
the company that make them report that they can also be used by children who seek additional chewing. 

Seeking to chew non-food objects is relatively common in children who have sensory issues. Chewing 
provides proprioception (feedback) through the jaw and is calming to the nervous system. It can therefore 
lessen inappropriate chewing behaviour, aggressive behaviour, and lessen sensitivity to food textures. 

Having access to an item that is designed for chewing can also help children who find it difficult to 
concentrate and sit still by offering proprioceptive feedback.

Chewy Tubes and necklaces are available through an online search – children should always be supervised.
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Noise Sensitivity
We all detect sound slightly differently – some people under register sound and can be quite hard of 
hearing, whilst others are over sensitive, and can feel pain in their ears when exposed to sounds which to 
most others would just seem slightly louder than normal. 

Certain sounds may trigger an extreme reaction, such as hoovers and power drills. In the case of the power 
drill, it could be a neighbour who uses it, but because of the pitch or the sudden onset of the sound, the 
youngster could find it hard to cope with.

Reactions to noise range from a child being upset, asking repetitive questions, shouting, unable to 
concentrate on an activity or conversation, screaming and having a panic attack.

How to Help
• When the child becomes distressed by exposure to a sound, move the child away from that sound source 

if possible and then comfort and reassure him or her. Try to explain the source of the sound to the child 
and reassure there is no need for the child to be afraid

• Some children are helped by drawing or colouring in pictures of the items whose sounds distress them. 
The sound of the item can then be played, starting quietly, and increasing the sound level carefully

• Play therapy, or just playing with the child, could also help as it would 
distract the child

• Children may also be reassured if they know that it is normal to be afraid 
of some sounds, and others we can learn not to be scared of

• Repeated gentle exposure to the noise may help the child to reduce 
anxiety and desensitise the auditory aspect of the sensitivity. Use a 
computer or mobile phone on a very low volume. Gradually over a period 
of days or weeks increase the volume. Practice with the sounds under 
play conditions that the child can control, to help break the association of that sound with fear. This 
is not the same as unexpected exposure to the same sound, as people with hyperacusis (intolerance to 
everyday sounds that causes significant distress and affects a person’s day-to-day activities) do say that 
they can often cope better if they are warned that a sound is about to occur

• Children should not be forced to stay in a situation that is causing them obvious distress (for example 
during singing in assembly). This may compound their apprehension and make them associate that 
situation (e.g., the assembly hall) with pain. If fear of a specific situation has become established, it is 
important to gradually desensitise the child, with time and care

• Older children may be reassured if they are told they have the teacher’s permission to leave the 
classroom for a few minutes at any point if they are exposed to an aversive noise. It has been found 
that children do not abuse such an arrangement but are greatly reassured to know that they can leave a 
room, for a short time, if the noise becomes distressing to them

• The use of ear plugs, muffs or defenders should be avoided except in extreme or short-term, unavoidable 
situations (e.g., during a journey). Exposure to normal and tolerable sound is crucial if the ear and brain 
are to establish normal sensitivity.
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“After School ‘Meltdown’’
Often children with sensory processing difficulty appear to be coping well with the demands of the school 
day; however sometimes there can be an internal build-up of anxiety, as the child attempts to manage the 
continuous sensory challenges of their environment. It is not always easy to identify these anxieties, as the 
child may feel the need to conform to the behavioral boundaries set by school. In these instances, children 
often show the emotional weight of this build up when they are home, as they are then in a safe and 
protected environment where they feel comfortable to express this distress.

There are 7 things we can do, and teach our children to do, to release this bubble that bursts when we get 
home. 

1. Re-connect positively

Greet your child with a smile and a hug, instead of ‘do you have any homework’, or ‘I heard you were in 
trouble today’. Also don’t ask ‘how was your day today?’ - no one really wants to answer this question.

2. Create space

Give your child time to sit or be quiet to hear his / her thoughts right after pick-up time. If you are driving, 
put on the radio and stay quiet. If you are walking, say little or just comment on the nice things you notice: 
‘did you see that cute little yellow bird?’ or something similar. This isn’t the time for big conversations.

3. Feed them

Many children do better if they are not asked ‘are you hungry?’ Assume that many of your children’s tanks 
are empty when they get home. Fill the physical one by setting out food for them without saying anything. 
Real food such as veggie sticks, cut fruit, cheese or nuts will give them the boost they need. It might be 
helpful to put out glasses of water too.

4. Reduce the household clutter and noise

People are actually affected by what is in the space around them – some more so 
than others. Mornings can be hectic, but try to leave a fairly tidy house to arrive back 
home to. It might help to complete a “tidy up” routine each evening so that the 
house isn’t a disaster in the morning. Another suggestion is to wake up a bit earlier 
to put breakfast / lunch making food away before leaving for the day. 

5. Stay connected throughout the day

Use an age and personality-appropriate way to stay connected with your child 
when he or she is away from you during the day, some people call these ‘connection 
bridges’. You could try putting a little note in your child’s lunch box, or a special 
treat. 

6. Provide decompression time

Depending on the personality of your child, provide a way to decompress at the end of the day. Give your 
child the lead to start talking when he or she is ready. When that time happens, you can inquire about any 
emotionally intense moments that may have happened during their day.

7. Have fun

Having fun is a great way to release tension from the day
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Interoception
Interoception is our sense of understanding and feeling what is going on inside the body. Children who have 
difficulty with sensory processing may have difficulty with interoception which could cause them to have 
difficulty knowing when they are hungry or full, hot or cold or recognising the need to use the toilet. 

This may include:

• Difficulties with toileting (bed wetting and accidents)

• May not recognise when they are thirsty or hungry – or may always feel thirsty and hungry

• Difficulty recognising senses such as temperature or pain

• Difficulty regulating emotions (not feeling when they are sad or angry).

How to Help:

• Heavy work activities involving proprioceptive inputs

• Rhythmical movement such as swinging and bouncing

• Deep belly breaths / breathing activities

• Temperature activities (e.g., exploring warm items vs cold items – with 
adult supervision)

• Explore different sensations and textures through play

• Mindfulness activities and yoga poses.



15 of 16 MI_8488114_01.09.21_V_2Review date 27/05/2024

Fun Yoga Poses
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