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			CHAPTER 1

			THE 

			PROCESS 

			OF SENSORY 

			INTEGRATION

			Each person processes sensory information in his or her own way. Some people can focus on a task and ignore the other stimuli around them such as the whir of a ceiling fan or the sounds of traffic outside their window. Others are distracted by these stimuli to the point of being unable to complete the task at hand. 

			For example, as I sit here and attempt to describe sensory integration, the papers 

			strewn all over my desk and piled next to me on the floor could interrupt my thoughts or simply fade into the background unnoticed.  Thankfully, I am able to

			ignore the papers and go on with my writing, but for others, the papers could be so distracting that they would not be able to focus.  

			Sensory integration is a matter of filtering – it is the ability to filter in the relevant stimuli while simultaneously filtering out the irrelevant.

			In addition to our ability to focus and concentrate, sensory input can also impact our moods – in both positive and negative ways. The smell of home-made cookies makes me feel calm and peaceful. On the other hand, if I am in a crowded place and people constantly bump into me (which is common since I am 5’1”), I become irritated and upset rather quickly. My body goes into overload. I want to escape the situation and if for some reason I am unable to get away, I may have a meltdown (at least on the inside) or demonstrate other extreme behavioral signs. 

			Unfortunately, schools often provide the perfect combination of sensory stimuli to create sensory overload. Think of what P.E. can be like.  The child may or may not have to change clothes to participate, listen to the teacher’s voice, which is usually loud and often echoes in such a large room, follow directions while moving around the room and in and out among other people, and try to ignore the other children’s voices, which are probably loud and echoing, too.  To add insult to injury, there are skill demands (such as catching and throwing a ball), rule demands (such as following the rules to a game), bright lights, and the smell of rubber or varnish, depending upon the type of flooring in the room.  All of these examples of sensory stimuli could make a child feel overloaded. For some children, such overload causes them to be frustrated, sad, and/or angry.

			The examples in school are endless – the cafeteria (echoing sounds, intense smells, noise, bright lights, taste of food), the classroom (lights, sound of the heater, children whispering, posters, noise in the hallway).  Indeed, schools are a regular smorgasbord of sensory stimuli.  

			Our ability to tune in, tune out, filter, discriminate, and integrate 

			information varies greatly depending on who we are, how we are 

			feeling, how tired we are, how much we know, and how well 

			our sensory system functions in general.

			Smelling, hearing, touching, seeing, and tasting make each day an adventure. Young children are just beginning to identify and make meaning out of what they smell when they arrive at the zoo or a restaurant. They are beginning to discriminate the way soft, jiggling Jello feels in their mouths versus the way a crisp cookie does. 

			Sensory Difficulties

			The ability to discriminate what we experience with our senses is a far more complicated process than is generally acknowledged since it is something that most of us do automatically and unconsciously. Dr. A. Jean Ayres likened our brain’s ability to respond to the different sensations in our environment to a traffic officer.  She talked about how the brain is typically able to sort, prioritize, organize, and respond to stimuli in a rather easy, seamless manner.  However, at times, the brain is unable to respond to the sensations entering the brain, causing a “traffic jam” (Ayres, 1979, p. 47). To complicate matters, the way we react to our senses can vary depending upon the circumstances in our life. For example, if you have a sinus infection and plugged-up ears, you may react in a dramatically different way while listening to someone speak in a crowded room than when you are feeling well. You may find it extremely frustrating and upsetting to have trouble filtering pieces of a conversation because of the noise in the room, when this is normally a relatively easy task requiring little or no thought. 

			Because most people’s sensory systems function smoothly much of the time, we often do not realize the havoc that can result when they do not. For example, what appears to be a child’s totally unprovoked, out-of-the blue meltdown in circle time may have been provoked by sensory overload in gym class earlier in the day.

			Often, people associate sensory difficulties with a specific disorder such as an autism spectrum disorder or attention deficit disorder, or with a diagnosis of sensory integrative dysfunction. Difficulties with sensory information can be present in many different children – whether specifically diagnosed or not. As mentioned earlier, there are many reasons for sensory issues, in addition to neurological difficulty. These include, but are not limited to, illness such as a cold, fatigue, or a sudden life change. Also, sensory issues can be more pronounced at times and less pronounced at others. 

			For these reasons, it is important to explore children’s experiences from a sensory perspective.  The more we look at what children are noticing through their eyes, ears, hands, mouths, and noses, the better we can facilitate more effective integration and discrimination of these stimuli.  As Dr. Ayres noted, the information we receive through all places on our body is sent to our brain, which kicks out a message to our body.  If the brain really was a traffic officer in the analogy of Dr. Ayres, the officer might make one of these three statements in response to a bad smell such as something burning. The statements would cause the person to either over-react, under-react, or react “just right.”

			1. 	“Watch out! That is a disgusting smell – move quickly, scream, jump up and down, run!!!.” 

			2. 	“Smell, I don’t think there is anything there – no big deal.  Just sit as still as you can.  Keep your body quiet.  No need to hurry.” 

			3. 	“That smell tells me something burning.  No need to panic, just walk over to the oven and turn it off.  You’ll need to take the tray out of the oven so don’t forget a pot holder or you might get burned.” 

			The messages sent from our brain cause us to act a certain way.  They also cause us to feel a certain way.  If our brain was telling us to scream, run, and move quickly in response to a bad smell, we may begin to feel agitated and frightened.  If our brain tells us to shut our body down and remain still, we might begin to feel tired and anxious because being completely shut off may not feel good.  However, if, as in the third scenario above, our brain gives us an action plan that is effective and assists us in reacting appropriately to a situation, we may feel more at ease even in a stressful situation.  

			If children are able to identify what makes their bodies over-react, under-react, and react “just right,” they are in a better position to find and use strategies that help them engage in a “just right” reaction more often.  It is my belief that the more children’s bodies react in a helpful, effective way, the more they will feel positively about themselves, their peers, and the world around them.  The more children can effectively allocate their sensory resources to all of the different aspects of their lives – relationships, school work, playing, listening, regulating emotions, and managing their environment – 

			the more confident they will feel.  

			In the chart below, we see the clear difference between the brain’s inability to effectively handle the stream of sensory input, versus the brain’s successful management of sensory input.  In “Closed for Renovation,” the sensory information either (a) enters the brain accurately, resulting in an adaptive response; (b) is unable to reach the brain at all; or (c) reaches the brain and a maladaptive response is sent back to the body.  The result is a choppy system that offers little to no appropriate adaptive responses.  In “Open and Up and Running,” on the other hand, the messages and responses flow smoothly, which results in clear, effective adaptive responses.

			Sorting out Emotional and Sensory Regulation

			For years, I have conducted home visits for very young children.  Usually, I receive calls from speech/language pathologists, occupational therapists, early childhood educators, and case managers asking me to observe a child to help them determine whether sensory issues seem to be the driving factor behind the child’s emotional responses, or whether it is the emotions that seem to be driving the sensory issues.  For example, Johanna is a child who is constantly getting into trouble for hiding under the table in the housekeeping area of her classroom.  The teachers have wondered if she is sad or having trouble interacting with her friends.  As I observed her, it became apparent that we needed to rule out whether hiding under the table stems from emotions (sadness in social situations) or from a desire to sit in a small, confined area.

			This is not an easy distinction to make.  There are many clues to look for in making this determination such as whether a child is defensive to touch all of the time or just defensive to touch when he is experiencing heightened emotions.  It also helps to be a “historian” and look at the sequence of events (if you have the full sequence) to try to sort out the initial triggers.  We will explore this later in the book and discuss potential clues to unravel this challenging conundrum.  Nevertheless, in the end, this mystery may remain challenging for most.  It is important to keep the interactions between the emotional and sensory systems in mind as you read this book as it might help you refine and identify interventions that are most helpful.

			CHAPTER 2

			HOW OUR SENSORY 

			SYSTEMS

			WORK
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			Reasons for Developing a Better Understanding 

			of Sensory Integration

			Sue left her language arts class and headed to science class.  As she was walking through her middle school hallway, Fred yelled “hi” to her from across the crowd, two students accidentally bumped into her, and another student’s backpack grazed the side of her shoulder.  One of the lights in the ceiling was flickering.

			Sue looked at her watch to make sure she had enough time to detour and stop at her locker.  She quickened her pace as she turned left toward her locker.  She tried her combination three times before she finally got her locker open.  Just as she reached in for the book she needed, two kids next to her bumped each other, sending a book flying in her direction.  

			Sue picked up the book, which had something slimy on it and handed it back to them.  She wiped her hand on her pants.  Then she grabbed the book she needed from her locker, put it in her backpack, slammed the locker shut to the chorus of three other students closing their lockers, and finally resumed her journey toward science class.

			On the way, she noticed a sign on the wall next to the cafeteria about the upcoming school dance, but she didn’t have time to read it.  Sue hurried through the hall with the strong odor of lunch filtering out of the cafeteria door.  Finally, 2 ½ long minutes from the beginning of her journey, she put her backpack down with a clunk next to her chair and sat down in the cold seat in science class.

			Sue’s expedition from language arts to science class was filled with well over 10 different forms of sensory input.  If Sue had trouble regulating any of the sensory input, this journey could be a nightmare for her.  It may leave her arousal level too high (over-reactive) or too low (under-reactive).  It might also cause her to feel overwhelmed and unable to focus in class.  

			This vignette illustrates how critical it is that we develop a better understanding of sensory systems and how they work.  If we do not, a child like Sue may experience failure, distress, and “behavioral” issues that will more than likely interfere with her ability to feel successful in school (or in other areas of her life).

			In this chapter, we will explore how our sensory systems work and take a look at the various components of our sensory systems. As mentioned in the Introduction, this book will use the term sensory integration for the sake of ease and clarity to describe our ability to take information in from the environment and subsequently process, organize, and synthesize it so as to formulate an adaptive response.  Sensory processing is viewed here as a component under the sensory integration umbrella (see page 16), referring to the brain’s ability to organize information in such a way that a person can respond with a systematic, effective motoric response (such as stop a ball when it is coming toward him), and keep his body regulated by reacting “just right” to stimuli rather than over- or under-reacting.  

			The following example illustrates how the olfactory and tactile stimuli of “Maggie’s Breath” work their way through the central nervous system (CNS) so that an adaptive response might take place.

			[image: ]  Explorers: Check this out!

			The PROCESS OF ORGANIZING STIMULI 

			INTO AN ADAPTIVE RESPONSE

			In the above diagram, the many steps that might take place when a stimulus impacts the olfactory and tactile systems are truncated into a few short steps.  In reality, the processing or integration of these stimuli occur in split seconds in a person whose system of sensory integration is functioning well.  However, for a person with sensory integrative dysfunction, this neurological process might look far more choppy and disorganized and might not provide an end response – walking away and brushing Maggie’s teeth – that addresses the issue – the smell of stinky, hot doggy breath on your leg.

			As you think about the process of organizing stimuli in the brain and body, it might help you think about how the child reacts to sensory input. Knowledge of the concepts involved in sensory integration will enable you, together with the child, to design strategies for coping with sensory challenges in the child’s day-to-day life at home, at school, and in the community. Since most sensory problems do not just disappear, you are equipping the child with strategies for lifelong survival in the chaotic world of the senses.

			To determine whether a particular area of sensory integration and/or systems is worth further exploration with a child, use the simple checklists provided on pages 133-136 as a starting point. Once you have determined whether or not the child seems to be struggling in a particular area, you can begin to add interventions to the toolbox page later in the book.

			Sensory Processing 

			Sensory processing refers to the way in which our nervous system enables us to perceive, integrate, and interpret information that we are exposed to through our senses. This information may be internal or external.  For example, our nervous system may perceive a headache and alert our body to take action to remedy it.  As a result, we may rest or take medicine to feel better.  This is an example of internal information. 

			Our nervous system may also pick up external sensations, such as someone touching our shoulder, and alert us to this information. Depending on the pressure of the touch and where it happens, it may be a friendly tap or gesture or a sign of aggression. If we don’t know how to interpret this information, we may under-react and not be able to protect ourselves.  Or conversely, we may over-react and accidentally turn someone away who was just trying to be helpful.

			We need to be able to organize all of the different input we receive in our environment in order to adapt and respond effectively and appropriately.  We also need to be able to prioritize information so that we can respond “just right.”  For example, a child sitting in a classroom during a lecture may have to be able to tune out the noise from the hallway, the heat in the room (since the air conditioner broke), and the fact that his legs are sticking to the chair, in order to hear the teacher and process the information she is imparting. If he cannot tune all those distractions out, he will miss critical information and be unable to complete the upcoming assignment.  Effective sensory processing enables the child to prioritize the stimuli so that he can hear the teacher.

			Most of the time, we are able to register information and process it in more or less a seamless manner:

			The stimuli come in. Our nervous system processes them, filters out the            irrelevant stimuli, and filters in the relevant stimuli. 

			At times, however, a difficulty in one or more of the sensory systems can cause problems and prevent accurate processing. In the above example, if the child had difficulties with his proprioceptive system (see the description in Chapter 3), he may not have been able to tune out the fact that his legs were sticking to the chair and would subsequently have missed the information in the lecture. 

			Motor Planning – Praxis 

			As mentioned in the Introduction, sensory processing can be divided into two parts – praxis and modulation.  Praxis describes our ability to plan, organize, and carry out a particular action or series of actions.  This is typically referred to as motor planning.  In their book, Asperger Syndrome and Sensory Issues (2000), Myles, Cook, Miller, Rinner, and Robbins break motor planning into the following steps:

			1. 	Coming up with an idea about the action

			2. 	Having an accurate sense of where the body is

			3. 	Starting the action

			4. 	Executing the steps in the appropriate sequence

			5. 	Making adjustments as needed

			6. 	Knowing when to stop the action

			Similarly, Stackhouse et al. (2002, p. 165) described the categories of praxis as identified by Ayres (1989) in her Sensory and Integration Praxis Tests.  

			1. 	Ideation, or the ability of the brain to conceive of an action: What to do.

			2.  	Planning, or the ability to organize the plan for action: How to do it.

			3.  	Execution, or the ability to carry out a sequence of action: Just do it!

			Motor planning or praxis, then, involves a series of complicated steps completed in a split second so that a particular action or series of actions can be accomplished.  At times, these actions are unconscious such as sitting on your suitcase, coordinating the direction and amount of your weight on the suitcase so that you can successfully close it after having stuffed it to overflowing.  At other times, motor planning requires a more conscious “conversation” with ourselves such as when we are trying to remember the moves to a dance and need to talk ourselves through it as we go. Here is a great example.

			Elizabeth, who is 1 year old, was sitting across from her sister, Samantha.  Samantha reached over and tickled Elizabeth’s toes a couple of times in a row, delighting in the giggles this produced in Elizabeth.  After a while Samantha became distracted and moved to the other side of the room.  Elizabeth watched Samantha go and then sat quietly for a couple of seconds.  She slowly reached her hand toward her foot and tickled her own toes.  Elizabeth smiled widely and tried it again.  Samantha, in turn, became very excited to see Elizabeth imitate her, and this interaction soon became a game.  This is a clear example of the ability to motor plan in order to imitate and recreate a novel action.

			Dyspraxia

			Some children have trouble organizing their bodies so that they can execute a movement or series of motions.  This is referred to as dyspraxia (Ayres, 1979).  Dyspraxia can affect children in a multitude of ways as they are unable to organize their actions in a meaningful, successful way.  For example, in the above scenario, if Elizabeth was unable to recreate the toe tickle, any of the following things might have occurred:

				She may have squeezed her toe too hard.

				She may have fallen forward trying to reach for her foot.

				She might have lost her balance and have fallen backward.

				She probably would have become frustrated.

				She would have missed out on a satisfying social interaction.

			Sensory Modulation/Regulation

			Sensory modulation is our ability to interpret and organize internal information (stomachache) and external information (the sound of hail) in an effective manner so that we react to the information in an even, relatively calm way (“just right”), rather than over- or under-react.  

			As illustrated in the diagram entitled Closed for Renovation on page 5, when sensory information flows into our central nervous system and adaptive messages flow out, we can keep our bodies in a “just right” state (Williams & Shellenberger, 1996).  

			To further illustrate sensory modulation, let’s look at a typical school day for 9-year-old Ben.  

			Ben always misses the school bus.  Every morning, he works very hard to get ready on time, but it is nearly impossible for him.  His mom wakes him up ½ hour earlier so that he can get ready on time, but it hasn’t worked.  First, it takes five tries to get Ben to wake up and get out of bed.  His mom and dad constantly tell him that he would have an easier time getting up if he went to bed earlier.  For Ben, though, going to bed earlier has always been impossible.  He lies, wide awake, legs swaying back and forth reading until long after his parents have gone to bed.  His mom and dad argue about Ben’s “defiance” around getting up; Ben feels badly about their arguing but he truly can’t wake up.  Ben’s mom ends up driving him to school because he misses the bus – his brother always makes the high school bus (which is even earlier), but Ben just can’t seem to get ready fast enough to make it to the bus.  

			Once Ben gets to school and is seated in class, things usually go from bad to worse – he cannot sit still.  He can’t seem to stop his feet from tapping.  His teacher usually asks him to move to the back of the room (or worse, to the office) for disrupting the class with his tapping, pen twirling/dropping antics.  Each school day brings a new adventure involving Ben trying to focus, concentrate, and attend, but consistently failing miserably.  He’s either in trouble for not responding to the teacher’s questions and staring out of the window or in trouble for his one-man band performance with his pencil and feet.  With each passing day, Ben feels more and more discouraged.  

			Ben’s teachers, parents, and some of his friends are probably thinking Ben has a “behavior problem.”  They may be thinking that he just doesn’t listen or care. However, if we investigate the situation further (perhaps with the help of an occupational therapist), we may find that Ben is having trouble regulating his body to meet the demands of the situation and needs assistance learning how to modulate his sensory system.  Labeling him a “problem kid” and reacting in a behavioral way with consequences and rewards will probably do very little to ameliorate his difficulties.  Providing Ben with sensory strategies that match his sensory struggles may do far more to increase his ability to regulate his body and thus improve his positive feelings of himself. 

			Sensory Defensiveness

			Some people who have difficulties with sensory modulation may have what the literature (Ayres, 1979; Wilbarger & Wilbarger, 1991; Williams & Shellenberger, 1996) calls sensory defensiveness.  A defensive reaction often occurs in the tactile sense but can occur in the other sensory systems.  An example of olfactory and tactile defensiveness is as follows.

			Fred walks into the gymnasium for a school assembly. The air conditioning isn’t turned on yet since it is only April, but it is unseasonably warm. As a result, the gymnasium is hot, and Fred soon feel likes he is suffocating. The smell from the rubber floor is very strong to him.  He starts to pull at the sleeves and neckline of his shirt and begins to jump around as the students stand waiting for their seats. His jumping sends him slamming into his friend Joe, causing both of them to fall to the ground.  

			In this situation, Fred over-reacted to the heat and smells in the room, as he could not modulate the sensory input.  Rather than his brain organizing the heat sensation and the smell of rubber so that he could push his sleeves up and begin to ignore the smell, his brain sent a maladaptive response and told him to jump around (which, of course, would make him warmer in the long run and cause him to breath the smell in more rapidly).   

			The next section will provide you with the opportunity to explore sensory defensiveness further so that you can determine whether or not this seems to be an area of difficulty for the child.  Sensory defensiveness is typically an area of difficulty for people who are hypersensitive (over-reactive) to stimuli.  

			Sensory Integration

			Sensory integration refers to the ability to take in the information in the environment (and from our own bodies), synthesize it so that it makes sense, and then formulate a plan of action.  In their book, Asperger Syndrome and Sensory Issues:  Practical Solutions for Making Sense of the World (2000), Myles et al. describe the very complex process of being able to register, orient, interpret, organize, and execute a response to incoming stimuli in a simple, easy-to-understand way. Our ability to successfully get through the above five steps and integrate stimuli impacts what we do and say, and can ultimately affect the way we feel.  

			Thinking back to the earlier example of Sue walking through the hallway at school, sensory integration in that scenario refers to the process of Sue registering, interpreting, organizing, and executing a response to the noise, physical contact with others, lights, smells, her internal worry over time, and the burden of a heavy backpack.  

			If a child manages all of these stimuli well and can integrate them successfully, she will arrive to class ready to focus and listen – adaptive responses.  If the child has trouble with this process of sensory integration, on the other hand, she may become aggressive on the way to class, experience intense emotions, have difficulty interacting with peers, and/or have trouble focusing in class.  Thus, in order to effectively help this child, one must have a better understanding of all of the components of our sensory world.  Sensory integration, sensory processing, and sensory systems will be explored in more detail in the next chapter.
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			Sensory Integration Umbrella 

			(based on the work of Dr. Ayres, 1979)

			        sensory processing           praxis                   sensory modulation       vestibular	 

			          proprioceptive	    auditory	              gustatory	      olfactory         tactile	

				   visual	adaptive response	              defensive          react “just right”

			          under-react                    seeking                      over-react	

			The following books contain helpful overviews of the sensory systems: Asperger Syndrome and Sensory Issues – Practical Solutions for Making Sense of the World  (Myles et al., 2000), The Out-of-Sync Child: Recognizing and Coping with Sensory Integration Dysfunction (Kranowitz, 1998), How Does Your Engine Run® A Leader’s Guide to the Alert Program® for Self-Regulation (Williams & Shellenberger, 1996), and Sensory Integration and the Child (Ayres, 1979).

			As you read the next chapter, which provides an overview of our sensory systems, remember Ayres’ concept of a traffic officer. Some children’s brains send a message to over-react, some send a message to under-react, and some send the signal to react “just right.”

			HYPER- VERSUS HYPOSENSITIVE

			Hypersensitive refers to a child who has a more dramatic reaction to even the smallest stimuli. A whisper might sound like a yell. A gentle touch might feel like a punch. Hyposensitive, on the other hand, refers to a child who reacts in a milder way than one might expect. For example, the child who is hyposensitive may underreact to stimuli that are quite intense to others. A yell might sound like a whisper. A punch may feel like a gentle touch. 

			Hypersensitivity and hyposensitivity pose their own challenges and benefits. 

			A child who is hypersensitive to stimuli may hear things before others become aware of them, which may offer advanced warning of a dangerous situation. He may also recognize pain or a painful situation sooner, which may prevent further harm. Additionally, he may realize the need to escape or leave a difficult situation more rapidly. On the other hand, a child who is more hypersensitive to stimuli may be highly reactive and have a difficult time concentrating or managing emotions as the intensity of the stimuli may generate intense and unmanageable feelings and responses. 

			A child who is hyposensitive to stimuli may end up in more dangerous situations more often. She may not realize the impact she has on others and may hurt somebody unintentionally. A child who is hyposensitive may remain in a situation that could be harmful for a longer period of time (such as playing in the snow even though her shoes are soaked through) as she may not feel the discomfort the cold is causing. Conversely, a child who is hyposensitive may be able to tune out noxious stimuli for a longer period of time, thus delaying an emotional or physical response to escape or move away.  

			To help determine whether the child tends to be more hypersensitive versus hyposensitive, please refer Sensory Defensiveness and Under-Responsiveness in Chapter 3. 

			CHAPTER 3

			Overview 

			of Our 

			Sensory 

			Systems 

			Our sensory systems include the tactile, vestibular, proprioceptive, visual, auditory, gustatory, and olfactory systems.  As illustrated in Table 3.1, the tactile system gives us information about qualities such as shape, texture, density, as well as warning signs of pain or pleasure.  The vestibular system allows us to know where our bodies are in relation to objects or other people.  This system also assists us in determining such things as the speed and movement of things around us.  The proprioceptive system helps us be aware of sensations in our body parts and helps us use them effectively and efficiently.  The  visual system gives us information that enables us to move more effectively through space.  The auditory system helps us determine where sounds are coming from, what the sounds are, and the qualities of these sounds such as loud or soft.  The gustatory system is responsible for helping us distinguish tastes.  Finally, the olfactory system allows us to determine the characteristics of different smells.  

			The descriptions of all of the sensory systems will be expanded upon in the next section so that you can begin to identify areas of challenge and areas of strength for the child (or yourself). We will also revisit sensory modulation and sensory defensiveness in more detail, as a basic understanding of these areas is critical for helping children process and respond to sensory information. 

			Sensory Systems and Possible Interventions

			In presenting interventions throughout this book, I recognize that finding interventions that work for individual children is sometimes a process of trial and error. That is, children, and people in general, may react differently to different things despite being identified as having similar characteristics. In other words, despite the fact that two people are diagnosed with the same (or relatively same) areas of difficulty, they may respond very differently to interventions. 

			For example, Miguel and Ryan were both identified as needing interventions to assist them with their vestibular systems. Miguel seemed to have more difficulty after swinging on swings, while jumping and hopping helped him tremendously. Ryan, on the other hand, became out of control if he did a lot of games that involved jumping and hopping, yet he seemed far calmer after swinging. 

			I recommend approaching interventions in an investigative way.  Try things and see what happens. Unfortunately, there is no one-size-fits-all intervention, even for two children with similar needs, and what works one day may not work the next. Children have good days and bad days as we all do.  The areas of difficulty the child is experiencing may look different on different days. Finally, it is important to realize that it can take weeks to really see an improvement. So keep your toolbox of intervention strategies handy. You never know when you’ll need it.

			Intervention Challenge

			The interventions described throughout this section are based on 12 years of reading texts and articles, observing occupational therapists and other professionals, and my own trial and error.  The challenge I have is remembering which interventions are from where.  I want to specifically recognize the following sources for their contributions to these interventions as well as thank all of the wonderful occupational therapists I have had the opportunity to observe throughout the years.

			Buron, K. D., & Curtis, M. (2004). The incredible 5-point scale: Assisting students with autism spectrum disorders in understanding social interactions and controlling their emotional responses. Shawnee Mission, KS: Autism Asperger Publishing Company.

			Gray, C. (1993). The original Social Story™ book. Arlington, TX: Future Horizons.

			Kranowitz, C. S. (1998). The out-of-sync child: Recognizing and coping with sensory integration dysfunction. New York: Skylight Press.

			Kranowitz, C. S. (2003). The out-of-sync child has fun: Activities for kids with sensory processing disorder. New York: Penguin Group Inc.

			Myles, B. S., Cook, K. T., Miller, N. E., Rinner, L., & Robbins, L. A. (2000). Asperger Syndrome and sensory issues: Practical solutions for making sense of the world. Shawnee Mission, KS: Autism Asperger Publishing Company.

			Williams, M. S., & Shellenberger, S. (1996). “How does your engine run?”® A leader’s guide to the Alert Program® for self-regulation. Albuquerque, NM: TherapyWorks.
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					Auditory System

			Your auditory system detects sounds and assists you in determining the pitch and volume of sound, as well as the distance of the sound from where you are. Each person can hear sounds differently, depending on the way in which their auditory sense is functioning and the way in which the sounds are processed.  The auditory system protects us from entering situations that could be harmful to us. For example, the sound of a siren signals a firetruck is coming, to stop us from stepping out into the traffic.

			Areas to Observe Related to the Auditory System

			(Check off the areas that apply to the child)

			•   Does the child cover his/her ears a lot?

			•   Does the child seem to shy away from loud sounds?

			•   Does the child verbalize concerns regarding noises?

			•   Does the child seem to notice sounds others don’t notice (such as the ticking of a clock or the hum of fluorescent lights)?

			Interventions for Addressing Challenges with the Auditory System

			•	Create a Social StoryTM (Gray, 1993) (see Appendix, page 130).

			•	Have the child use headphones.

			•	Have the child put a piece of cotton in his/her ears.

			•	Decrease time spent in loud areas.

			•	Allow the child to avoid places that echo, such as the cafeteria. 

			•	Teach the child a number system to help create a better understanding of the volume of sounds (Buron & Curtis, 2004; see Appendix, page 131).  

			•	Have the child sit in the front of the classroom or to one side of the room. (Some children hear better out of one ear than the other. If you suspect this is the case, you may want to seek a consultation with an audiologist.)

			•	Play a game in which the child works on identifying different sounds in the environment.  

			•	Play the above game but hide in different places in the room and have the child attempt to identify the location of the sound you are making.

			•	Put different items in containers, shake them, and have the child identify  what is inside by the sound it is making (Kranowitz, 2003).

			 

			Areas to Observe Related to My Auditory System

			(Check off the areas that apply to you)

			•	Do I cover my ears a lot?

			•	Do I tend to avoid loud sounds?

			•   Do I find myself talking a lot about noises?

			•	Do I seem to notice sounds others don’t notice (such as the ticking of a clock or the hum of fluorescent lights)?

			Interventions for Addressing Challenges with My Auditory System

			•	Ask someone you trust such as your teacher, mom, dad, or therapist to help you create a Social Story™. (You can look in the Appendix on page 130 for more information.)

			•	Use headphones to block out noise in loud situations.  Make sure you ask your teacher, parents, or therapist if it is an appropriate time to use them.

			•	Carry cotton balls or ear plugs with you (you can find ear plugs that let some of the sound in and others that drown more of the sound out).  Put them in your ears to help you manage the sound. Again, be sure to ask your parents, teachers, or therapist if it is an appropriate time to use them.

			•	If possible, decrease the amount of time you spend in loud places.  

			•	If possible, stay away from places that echo as they may be harder for you.  If you can’t avoid it, then remember your ear plugs.

			•	Learn a number system to help you monitor sound volume as well as your own voice volume.  (You can look at page 131 in the Appendix for more information.)

			•	Did you know that you may hear better out of one ear than another, or that you may be able to focus better in class depending upon where you sit in class?  Ask your teacher for help figuring this out.  

			•	There are some fun games you can play with your parents, teachers, or therapist to work on strengthening your auditory system (see page 22).  

			[image: ]  Visual System

			The visual system provides information regarding items, people, distance, light and dark, etc.  This system also helps us determine our position in space as well as gather other information about our environment.  For many people on the autism spectrum, the visual system is a strength.  The visual system assists us with identifying things that may be harmful to us in our environment.

			Areas to Observe Related to the Visual System

			(Check off the areas that apply to the child)

			g	Does the child hold things at odd angles to his/her eyes?

			g	Does the child move his face very close to an object when looking at it?

			g	Does the child seem to notice a light that is flickering when others don’t      notice it?

			g	Does the child seem to be distracted by posters and other items on the wall to the point that it interrupts his/her ability to work?

			g	Does the child seem to do better if you reduce the visual field (e.g., 10 math problems on a page versus 20)?

			Interventions for Addressing Challenges with the Visual System

			•	Turn fluorescent lights off, when possible, and use regular light bulbs.

			•	Reduce the visual field as described above or by placing a piece of plain paper on half of the page so that the child can focus on part of the page at a time.

			•	Play games that include gesturing and visual information and eliminate auditory information, such as variations of “Simon Says” or Charades.  

			•	Help the child recognize when items in the visual field are pulling him off task.

			•	Have the child sit at the front of the classroom to eliminate some of the visual distractions.

			Areas to Observe Related to My Visual System

			(Check off the areas that apply to you) 

			g	Do people comment that I am holding things near my eyes in a funny way?

			g	Do people comment that I hold objects very close to my face?

			g	Do I notice lights that are flickering when others don’t seem to notice them?

			g	Do I find myself distracted by posters and other items on the wall to the point that I have trouble working?

			g	Do I do better if someone gives me less to focus on on a page?

			Interventions for Addressing Challenges with My Visual System

			•	Work with your family, teachers, etc., to turn fluorescent lights off when possible, and use regular light bulbs.

			•	Make worksheets and other materials easier to look at and understand by putting a plain piece of paper on half of the page so you are only looking at half of the information at a time.

			•	Challenge yourself to watch television with the sound off and try to guess what is happening.

			•	Try to notice when things in your environment such as posters and artwork are pulling you off task and making it difficult to concentrate.

			•	With permission from your teacher, experiment with different seats in the classroom to see which one helps you focus the best.

			[image: ]Gustatory System

			The gustatory system refers to the ability to taste things.  This sense helps discriminate between sweet, salty, tart, sour, spicy, or mild.  The gustatory system assists you with determining whether the food is safe to eat, and plays a role in determining the texture of foods.  The gustatory system works closely with the olfactory system.  The gustatory system can protect us from eating something that could harm us.

			Areas to Observe Related to the Gustatory System

			(Check off the areas that apply to the child)

			g	Does the child seem to be very particular about what she will eat (such as  food of a certain texture)?

			g	Does the child gag easily?

			g	Does the child seem to have a strong reaction to seemingly mild tastes?

			g	Does the child seem to have a very high tolerance for spicy foods?

			Interventions for Addressing Challenges with the Gustatory System

			•	Stimulate the mouth with an electric toothbrush.

			•	Slowly introduce new textures with very small bites.

			•	Offer multiple tries for a particular food.  (It can take 15-20 repetitions to    like a new food.)

			•	Massage around the child’s mouth.

			•	Make a list of 5 to 10 foods and give the child the chance to pick a new food from the list to try each day or week.

			•	Consult with a specialist at your local Feeding and Swallowing Program.

			Areas to Observe Related to My Gustatory System

			(Check off the areas that apply to you) 

			g	Is it hard for me to eat certain textures?

			g	Do I gag easily?

			g	Do some tastes really bother me more than other people who are eating the same thing?

			g	Do people comment on how I can eat things that are really spicy?

			Interventions for Addressing Challenges with My Gustatory System

			•	Use an electric toothbrush to stimulate your mouth.  

			•	Pick one new food to try each month. Take a small bite and see how it goes. If you feel comfortable, try taking a couple of bites of the new food. (Remember, it can take 15-20 repetitions to like a new food.)

			•	It is sometimes helpful to massage around your mouth. This may feel a bit strange and is something to do in a private place and not at school. Talk to your parents about it. 

			[image: ]Tactile System

			The tactile system allows us to recognize and interpret touch sensations such as soft and hard, pain and pleasure.  This system also helps identify pressure, temperature, and texture.  We often think of our tactile system as only involving our hands, but it encompasses the entire surface of our body, including our arms, legs, and feet.  The tactile system can protect us from harm as it alerts us if something is too hot or too cold, and thus could cause pain.

			Areas to Observe Related to the Tactile System

			(Check off the areas that apply to the child)

			g	Does the child seem to pull away from touch?

			g	Does the child seem to move herself into positions in which she is touching   others?

			g	Does the child seem to have a particularly high threshold for pain?                   (e.g., falls down pretty hard but does not seem to be hurt)

			g	Does the child seem to have a particularly low threshold for pain?                    (e.g., gently bumps something and cries hard)

			g	Does the child seem to avoid touching certain textures?

			g	Does the child insist on washing hands immediately after touching certain  textures such as paint or play dough?  

			Interventions for Addressing Challenges with the Tactile System

			•	Slowly introduce different textures to the child, reassuring him that he can wash his hands if the texture feels uncomfortable on his hands.  These might include, but are not limited to, finger paints, sand, marshmallow, and “goop.”  (Goop is similar in consistency to slime.  You can find a recipe for goop at the following website:  http://www.placeofourown.net/activity.php?id=199) 

			•	Warn the child ahead of time if you are going to touch her.

			•	Let the child choose clothing with textures that will feel okay to him.

			•	Create clear time boundaries around things like brushing teeth or hair by saying “count to 20” and then it will be done.

			•	Buy Therapuddy and let the child play with it. (Therapuddy, also called “exercise putty,” may be found at www.youcantoocan.com, or “fitness putty,” found at www.sammonspreston.com)  

			•	Massage lotion into the child’s hands.

			•	Play a game in which you put different items into empty cans (coffee cans, baby formula cans) and ask the child to reach into the can to identify what a given item is by touching it. You can use such items as uncooked pasta, cooked spaghetti noodles, beads, cotton balls, and sponges.

			Areas to Observe Related to My Tactile System

			(Check off the areas that apply to you) 

			g	Is it hard for me to tolerate other people touching me?

			g	Do people ask me to move out of their space because I am touching them?

			g	Do I have a really high threshold for pain?  (It takes a lot for me to feel pain)

			g	Do I have a really low threshold for pain? (I feel pain very quickly)

			g	Do I find myself avoiding certain textures such as sand, grass, paint, slimy foods?

			g	Do I feel like I have to wash my hands immediately after touching something like sand, paint, or slimy food?  

			Interventions for Addressing Challenges with My Tactile System

			•	Write a list of textures that are hard for you to touch such as sand, finger paints, and marshmallow.  Pick one new texture to get used to each month and ask your mom or therapist to help you get it.  Set aside some time to work with the texture to see if you can tolerate touching it.  You might want to do this at a time when you will have lots of relaxation time if you feel stressed after touching it.  You can even challenge yourself to make goop (by yourself or with the help of an adult).  You can find a recipe for goop at the following website: http://www.placeofourown.net/activity.php?id-199.  

			•	Try to identify people with whom you interact who tend to touch you on the shoulder, arm, back more than others.  This might help to prepare you so that you can try to control your reaction when they do touch you.

			•	You may already be doing this, but try to wear clothing that is comfortable for you.  With a parents’ help, cut out the tags.  

			•	Help yourself with things like brushing your teeth or your hair by telling yourself to count to 20.  Counting will not only be a nice distraction, it will also highlight how quickly these tasks are over.

			•	Ask an adult to help you find and buy Therapuddy.  Therapuddy, which is also called “exercise puddy,” maybe found at www.youcantoocan.com, or “fitness puddy” at www.sammonspreston.com. You can keep the puddy in your backpack or in some other a place where you can easily access it so you can squeeze it if you are beginning to feel like you want to fidget or are having trouble concentrating.  Squeezing might help you feel calmer and concentrate better.  

			•	There are some fun games you can play (with an adult) to assist you in the tactile area.  One such game may be found on page 28.  

			[image: ]Olfactory System

			The olfactory system is responsible for giving you information about the odors in your environment.  This might include the sweet smell of a flower or the foul smell of curdled milk.  The olfactory system provides protection in the sense that it enables us to detect a smell that could be dangerous to us such as gas from a gas leak.

			Areas to Observe Related to the Olfactory System

			(Check off the areas that apply to the child)

			g	Does the child smell things repetitively?

			g	Does the child seem to notice smells that are difficult for others to perceive?

			g	Does the child seem particularly sensitive to smells to the point that she              becomes distressed when she notices them?

			g	Does the child seem to have difficulty identifying and discriminating                 between smells?

			g	Does the child lick things that aren’t appropriate to lick?

			g	Does the child gag frequently?

			Interventions for Addressing Challenges with the Olfactory System

			•	Play a game where the child tries to identify different smells in his environment.

			•	Have the child chew gum to distract from smells.

			•	Count to see how long it takes for the smell to fade to the point that the        child doesn’t notice it any more.

			•	Have the child suck on a mint to distract from the smell.

			•	Slowly introduce new smells to the child.  You can do this by buying a few candles to smell or by going through your spice rack.  You can make this into a game.  

			Areas to Observe Related to My Olfactory System

			(Check off the areas that apply to you)

			g	Do people comment on my holding things up to my nose to smell them a lot?

			g	Do I notice smells that others do not seem to notice?

			g	Do a lot of smells really bother me?

			g	Is it hard for me to determine what I am smelling?

			g	Have I gotten in trouble (or tried to avoid getting in trouble) for licking      something I wasn’t supposed to lick?

			g	Do I gag a lot?

			Interventions for Addressing Challenges with My Olfactory System

			•	Play a game with yourself and try to identify the different smells in the environment.  If you want to check to see if you are right, you can ask a familiar adult (parent, teacher, therapist) their opinion.  (Remember:  Don’t ask a teacher in the middle of class as it will disrupt the class.)

			•	Chew gum to distract yourself from smells.

			•	Count to see how long it takes for a certain smell to fade to the point that you don’t notice it any more.

			•	Suck on a mint to distract yourself from the smell.

			•	Experiment with smelling different smells such as those in a candle store to see whether or not you like them.

			[image: ]Vestibular System

			This is the sensory system that responds to motion or changes of head movement. Perception of movement, gravity, development of balance, equilibrium, body control, and muscles are all part of the vestibular system. This system is also important to consider in connection with bilateral coordination (coordination between both sides of the body), development of hand dominance (use of one hand for tasks; i.e., right- or left-handed), and perception of right/left direction. 

			Areas to Observe Related to the Vestibular System

			(Check off the areas that apply to the child)

			g	Is the child using one hand for most tasks?

			g	Does the child seem like a “bull in a china shop” when moving through space?

			g	Can the child imitate motor movements?

			g	Is the child able to balance on playground equipment?

			g	Does the child fall down a lot?

			ibularAreas to Observe Related to My Vestibular System

			(Check off the areas that apply to you)

			g	Do I use one hand for most tasks?

			g	Do I bump into a lot of things by accident? (Do people sometimes say I’m like a bull in a china shop?)

			g	Can I imitate motor movements such as if someone tries to teach me a new dance or a new move in sports?

			g	Can I, or was I able to balance on playground equipment?

			g	Do I trip or fall down a lot?

			Interventions for Addressing Challenges 

			with My Vestibular System

			•	Playing on swings

			•	Going down slides

			•	Riding on merry-go-rounds

			•	Playing on a “sit-n-spin” toy

			•	Riding a tricycle

			•	Playing jumping or hopping games

			•	Rolling across the floor

			•	Rocking in a chair

			•	Playing on a teeter-totter

			•	Rolling inside a play tunnel or barrel

			[image: ]Proprioceptive System

			This system includes awareness of one’s body in space as well as awareness of sensations coming from joints, muscles, and tendons. As a result, proprioceptive input contributes to an awareness of posture and movement. This system also contributes to developing the ability to sequence movements and organize them in a coordinated manner. This is particularly important when trying to complete motor tasks such as sports activities, moving through a crowded space, riding a bike, doing jumping jacks, skipping, and tying shoes. 

			One of the most difficult times of the school day for a child with proprioceptive difficulties is P.E. The coordination involved in playing kickball, for example, can be daunting. The child has to learn to organize running up to the ball, kicking it, and then running to first base. This coordination may be nearly impossible without intervention, such as running obstacle courses or engaging in activities that provide proprioceptive input, including jumping, running, or carrying heavy things.

			The proprioceptive and vestibular systems also work in combination with other parts of our sensory system.  For example, the proprioceptive system in combination with our sense of touch is often referred to as the somatosensory system. The somatosensory system describes the perception of touch and the awareness of one’s body in space at the same time. In other words, the sense of touch encompasses a larger ability to determine such things as temperature, pain, texture, and shape. This system is very important for such tasks as picking up a bottle of juice, carrying things of different weights, holding a marker, and lifting a fork full of food to your mouth.  

			Areas to Observe Related to the Proprioceptive System

			(Check the areas that apply to the child)

			g	Is the child bumping into things or people a lot? (sensory seeking)

			g	Is the child able to coordinate movements such as dancing, singing songs,              riding a bicycle?

			g	Is the child “in other people’s space” a lot? 

			g	Does the child seem to have a limited concept of others’ personal space?

			g	Can the child imitate motor tasks? (playing such games as “Simon Says,”         imitating cooking in the play kitchen)

			Areas to Observe Related to My Proprioceptive System

			(Check off the areas that apply to you)

			g	Does it feel good when I bump into people or things?

			g	Was it, or is it still hard for me to dance, ride a bicycle?

			g	Do people tell me I am in their “space” a lot? 

			g	Is it hard for me to understand what “personal space” really means?

			g	Was it, or is it hard for me to play “Simon Says,” or imitate what other people are doing with their bodies?

			Interventions for Addressing Challenges 

			with the Proprioceptive System

			•	Jumping on a trampoline

			•	Hanging from monkey bars

			•	Wearing a weighted vest

			•	Sleeping with a weighted blanket

			•	Throwing and catching a heavy ball or bean bag

			•	Pressing hand prints into clay or play dough

			•	Rolling up tightly in a blanket

			•	Carrying chairs or other heavy objects

			•	Wringing out washcloths, hand towels, or sponges

			•	Two people lying on their backs opposite each other with the bottoms of  their feet touching and pushing each other’s feet

			•	Digging in heavy sand

			•	Sucking on a water bottle

			•	Chewing heavy or crunchy foods

			•	Bouncing on a ball

			[image: ]Sensory Modulation

			Sensory modulation refers to the instinctive ability of the nervous system to determine the relevance of incoming sensory stimuli and either attend to them or tune them out as needed to be able to focus attention and process information in a meaningful way. For example, as I type this sentence, I hear a dog barking in the distance. My nervous system needs to block out the barking in order for me to be able to continue to attend to and type out my ideas. This is happening somewhat automatically for me at this moment, but that may not be the case for others in the same situation. Also, if I was feeling stressed over other matters or had a headache, I might not be able to tune out the barking.

			Another example is the difficulty many children have of tuning out the noise in the school hallway during class so that they can attend to the teacher. An inability to modulate can lead to frustration, anger, or sadness as it may inhibit a person from being able to attend to and complete the task at hand.

			Areas to Observe Related to Sensory Modulation

			(Check the areas that apply to the child)

			g	Does the child seem to require a lot of repetition of information?

			g	Does the child seem unfocused?

			g	Does the child take excessive risks?

			g	Is the child “on the go” a lot of the time?

			g	Does the child cover his ears?

			g	Is the child easily agitated in crowds?

			Interventions for Addressing Challenges with Sensory Modulation

			•	Have the child use headphones.

			•	Eliminate distractions.

			•	Improve external organization, such as how much information is on the walls, on the tables, etc.

			•	Clearly define work space.

			•	Have the child put cotton in her ears.

			•	Seat the child toward the front of the classroom so that there are fewer stimuli between the child and the teacher/board.

			•	Allow frequent breaks.

			•	Have the child practice over- and under-reacting and “just right” through role-plays.

			Areas to Observe Related Sensory Modulation

			(Check off the areas that apply to you)

			g	Do I need information repeated to me a lot?

			g	Is it hard for me to focus?

			g	Do I take a lot of risks?

			g	Am I always “on the go”?

			g	Do I cover my ears a lot?

			g	Do crowds make me feel uncomfortable?

			Interventions for Addressing Challenges with Sensory Modulation

			•	Try using headphones.

			•	Eliminate distractions.

			•	Ask your teacher if distracting information and other materials can be removed from the classroom walls and tables.

			•	Clearly define your work space.

			•	Put cotton in your ears.

			•	Work with the teacher to sit in the front of the classroom to eliminate some of the sensory input. Your parents might be able to help you uncover situations at home or in public that feel too overwhelming for you. Together, you can work to think if strategies to manage or eliminate some of the input.  

			•	Ask the teacher if you can take breaks.

			•	Try to notice when you are over-reacting to something, under-reacting, or reacting “just right.” Once you have taken the time to pay attention to this, you can prepare yourself for the challenging situations so that you can maintain a “just right” reaction.  An adult might be able to help you keep track of this and design strategies that might help you.  The situations in which you feel “just right” may provide you with some clues about what’s helpful and what’s not.  For example, perhaps you tend to react and feel “just right” when: the lighting is dim, you are playing a video game, you are chewing gum or you are listening to music.  You might be able to use some of these things in situations that cause you to over-react or under-react.  

			Sensory Defensiveness and Under-Responsiveness

			As we discussed in Chapter 2, some children are hypersensitive and thus tend to over-react to stimuli and others are hyposensitive and thus tend to under-react.  Now that you have explored the different sensory systems and identified areas in which the child seems to experience difficulties, let’s examine whether the child is typically hypo- or hypersensitive to stimuli.  

			Please keep in mind that the child may be hypersensitive in some areas and hyposensitive in others. 

			[image: ]Sensory Defensiveness

			“Sensory defensiveness or hypersensitivity stems from a dysfunction in the nervous system such that there is such difficulty regulating and filtering stimuli that the child becomes defensive to all stimuli” (Kranowitz, 1998, p. 57).

			Hypersensitivity is often referred to as sensory defensiveness.  Sensory defensiveness describes what appears to be an exaggerated response to typical sensations.  For example, I tend to touch children to comfort them when I work with them. This may be a gentle touch on the shoulder meant to reassure or a high-five to provide praise. For children who are defensive to touch, rather than providing reassurance or praise, such touching may have the opposite effect, causing anger or discomfort. Similarly, children who experience sensory defensiveness in the olfactory (smell) sense may notice odors that those around them are not able to smell. The last time I got new the carpet in my office, the children with whom I work who are sensory defensive noticed the “new-carpet smell” long after anyone else paid any attention to it.

			Areas to Observe Related to Sensory Defensiveness (Hypersensitivity)

			(Check the areas that apply to the child)

			g	Does the child typically pull away from touch?

			g	Does the child get agitated in crowds?

			g	Does the child misperceive touch?

			g	Does the child react strongly to seemingly mild smells?

			Interventions for Addressing Challenges with Sensory Defensiveness 

			(Hypersensitivity)

			•	Give input in anticipation of difficult environments.

			•	Be alert to stimulation in the environment and help the child understand and deal with it.

			•	Be aware of the child’s threshold and remove him before the stimuli become too overwhelming.

			Areas to Observe Related to Sensory Defensiveness (Hypersensitivity)

			(Check the areas that apply to you)

			g	Does touch bother me to the point that I tend to pull away from it?

			g	Do a lot of people in one space bother me?

			g	Does touch often feel uncomfortable to me (such as a teacher putting a hand on my shoulder)?

			g	Do smells bother me a lot?

			Interventions for Addressing Challenges with Sensory Defensiveness 

			(Hypersensitivity)

			•	Ask an occupational therapist or adult to help you determine what “input” helps you the most and how to get that input.  Input means information you give to your brain to increase your ability to respond “just right” to situations.  This may include deep pressure on your shoulders, chewing something hard or crunchy, or doing something active such as jumping before a challenging situation.  If you will be entering a difficult environment, give yourself that input (or ask someone to help you get it) ahead of time.

			•	Take inventory of the stimuli in your environment (we will explore the meaning of stimuli later in this book but for now, remember stimuli means something that CAUSES you to think or feel a certain way).  Try to recognize stimuli that might cause you to over-react so that you can either avoid it or remind yourself to stay calm.

			•	Know your limits – know when you are beginning to have trouble and need to leave a situation.

			[image: ]Under-Responsiveness

			I am referring to children who are hyposensitive as being “under-responsive” to stimuli.  Children who tend to be hyposensitive to stimuli appear to be oblivious to certain types of input.  These children may fall down and not feel intense pain despite the fact that they bruised their knee pretty badly.  Some children who are under-responsive may work very hard to feel stimuli. Miller refers to these children as “sensory seekers” (Miller, 2006, p. 13), who bump into walls, touch children while standing in line, lean on tables, or bite on the tips of pens.  Other children may appear “shut down” or extremely quiet as if they are in their own worlds when their need for sensory input becomes extreme.

			Areas to Observe Related to Under-Responsiveness (Hyposensitivity)

			(Check the areas that apply to the child)

			g	Does the child seem to seek out input such as bumping into things intentionally?

			g	Does the child seem to seek input by touching things a lot?

			g	Does the child seem “out of it” or in his own world?

			g	Does the child seem tired a lot?

			Interventions for Addressing Challenges with Under-Responsiveness 

			(Hyposensitivity)

			•	Give the child input so as to heighten her responsiveness to stimuli.

			•	Give the child opportunities for sensory input throughout the day such as hard, crunchy foods, deep pressure, or heavy work (ask him to carry a stack of books, move some chairs, etc.).

			•	Redirect the child from inappropriate activities to more appropriate ones.

			Areas to Observe Related to Under-Responsiveness (Hyposensitivity)

			(Check the areas that apply to you)

			g	Do I like to bump into things intentionally (seek input)?

			g	Do I like to touch things a lot?

			g	Do I sometimes feel out of it and in my own world?

			g	Do I feel tired a lot?

			Interventions for Addressing Challenges with Under-Responsiveness 

			(Hyposensitivity)

			•	Ask an occupational therapist or adult to help you determine what “input” helps you the most and how to get that input.  Input means information you give to your brain in order to increase your ability to respond “just right” to situations.  This may include deep pressure on your shoulders, chewing something hard or crunchy, or doing something active such as jumping before a challenging situation. If you will be entering a difficult environment, give yourself that input (or ask someone to help you get it) ahead of time.

			•	Build in opportunities for sensory input throughout the day.  This might include making sure you eat hard, crunchy foods; lifting, pushing, or pulling heavy things (e.g., carry a heavy backpack, ask if you can help stack chairs, take a walk or run, chew gum, swing on a swing – even if you are older; you may have an old swing set in your backyard).  

			Moving from Information and Knowledge to Real-Life Practice

			Now that you have helped the child explore her sensory system, or explored y our own sensory system, you are ready to move on to applying this to situations in “real life” as well as begin to look at the relationship between the sensory system and the emotion system. The following chapters are designed for an adult to work on with a child or for an older child to work on independently, to the extent possible. The worksheets are intended to act as guides for exploring sensory issues and the feelings they may be causing – in a therapy office, in a school environment, or at home – and subsequently develop ways to address them.  

			Adults can sit with a child to introduce the workbook and then give her time and space to work on the sheets on her own, or the adult can stay with the child throughout to assist her in working through the activities.  As mentioned earlier, the workbook is useful in the moment when a child is struggling in school, as exhibited by bumping into other children; in retrospect after a child hides under a table in the cafeteria as a reaction to overwhelming noises and smells; or in preparation for an event such as a field trip or a holiday gathering.  

			Sensory overload or negative sensory experiences can cause a child to feel strong emotions (both positive and negative).  Therefore, if you use the worksheets to problem solve in the moment, you will need to help the child de-escalate first.  To do so, you may use calming phrases such as, “You seem really upset, let’s figure out how to help your body feel better together.”  It is usually also helpful to give the child some time in a quiet place to de-escalate before trying to look through the worksheets together.  It may also help to have different tools available. “Tools” may include something crunchy to chew, something hard to squish (a stress ball), a straw to chew on, and gum.  

			For your convenience, the items from the Areas to Observe sections on the previous pages have been combined into two checklists, which are included in the Appendix. The first, Getting to Know the Child’s Sensory Self, is one that you can review on your own before assisting a younger child with the workbook (roughly preschool age through 7 years old).1 The second checklist, Getting to Know My Sensory Self, is meant to be used with an older child (roughly 7 through 11) before you go through the text together. It may also be used for a child (roughly 11 and up) to review independently before exploring the information and interventions on her own. 

			These checklists provide a concrete introduction to sensory systems and challenges. It might also be helpful at this point to look at Table 3.1 together with the child, as the pictures of the sensory gang may further clarify the concept of sensory systems. 

			CHAPTER 4

			LET’S TALK 

			ABOUT BIG 

			EMOTIONS

			AND FIGURE 

			OUT WHAT 

			CAUSES THEM

			Chapters 2 and 3 provided an overview of sensory systems, sensory processing, and sensory integration.  Now that you have a better understanding of the sensory world, we are going to look at the interaction between sensory input and emotions.  This relationship is complex at best.  Some emotions do not appear to be exclusively related to sensory input, or to be related at all.  Other emotions are directly related to an experience in the sensory world. 

			For example, if you are trying to shop for holiday presents on December 10 and the mall is a sea of people, long lines, loud noises, lots of bumping and pushing, and general chaos, you might begin to feel stressed.  In this situation, the input of all of the noise and commotion would probably trigger big emotions. These emotions might be exacerbated if the day-to-day management of sensory input is a challenge in and of itself.  This chapter will explore the relationship between sensory input and emotions, clarify the concept of stimuli and triggers, and provide a brief introduction to the concept of the intensity of emotions.  Later in this book, we will revisit emotional regulation in more depth.

			Let’s think for a moment about Sue (see pages 7-8).  As she walked through the hallway, she experienced smells, textures, sounds, and bumps.  In addition, there was a lot of visual information to process.  If Sue’s sensory system wasn’t functioning perfectly, and she had trouble processing and integrating any of the information she received, her feelings may have looked like the chart on the next page.

			Obviously, that is a lot of feelings to experience in a 2-½-minute period of time.  Experiencing this many feelings may even pull Sue off task once she is in class, which can cause big feelings in addition to the ones she was already feeling just from walking through the hallway.  It is important, then, to recognize these feelings so that a plan can be put in place to lessen them.  

			Let’s take the feeling of nervousness for a moment.  A plan for dealing with nervous feelings may include:

			
					Identify the level of nervousness the person is feeling. (intensity)

					Determine the situations that cause intense nervous feelings. (stimuli and triggers)

					Select strategies that may be helpful in the particular situation. (interventions)

			

			Let’s take a closer look at the intensity of emotions.

			
				
					
					
					
				
				
					
							
							Input

						
							
							Sensory System

						
							
							Feeling

						
					

					
							
							Friend yelling “hi”

						
							
							Auditory

						
							
							Surprised, Happy

						
					

					
							
							Bumped

						
							
							Tactile, vestibular, proprioceptive

						
							
							Annoyed

						
					

					
							
							Flickering light

						
							
							Visual, vestibular

						
							
							Anxious

						
					

					
							
							Looked at time

						
							
							Visual, vestibular

						
							
							Worried

						
					

					
							
							Locker combination

						
							
							Visual, tactile

						
							
							Frustrated

						
					

					
							
							Flying book

						
							
							Visual, auditory

						
							
							Scared

						
					

					
							
							Slimy

						
							
							Tactile

						
							
							Sick

						
					

					
							
							Slamming

						
							
							Auditory

						
							
							Startled

						
					

					
							
							School dance sign

						
							
							Visual

						
							
							Nervous, excited

						
					

					
							
							Lunch

						
							
							Gustatory, olfactory

						
							
							Disgusted 

						
					

				
			

			Intensity

			Identifying the level or intensity of a feeling is one of the most important steps toward developing strategies for dealing with feelings.  Children are often blindsided by intense feelings and don’t realize how big they are until after they’ve acted upon them. These actions are usually inappropriate or maladaptive in some way (such as aggression or yelling), and rather than decreasing the emotion, they actually tend to increase it (and get the child into trouble).  

			If a child understands that certain stimuli make his emotions feel bigger, he can face a situation better prepared, rather than feeling caught by surprise. Determining the intensity of a feeling can also help children understand the importance of intervening earlier (for example at a “1-2” on the following scale) before the feeling gets too big to handle.  

			Using a scale is often the clearest way to help a child recognize the existence and intensity of feelings.  Scales are clear, visual, and provide a more universal way to talk about feelings.  Several helpful scales are available. For example, Kari Dunn Buron and Mitzi Curtis (2004) have created a 5-point scale to assist children (and the adults who spend time with them) with identifying specific situations that create stress or anxiety so that they can then problem solve around these situations.  

			There are many ways to utilize Buron and Curtis’s stress scale to explore feelings.  The scale can be used in the moment, in retrospect, or in preparation for a potentially stressful event.  Regardless of when and where it is used, it is helpful first to identify the stressful situation, determine at what level the child’s emotions are, and then write the situation (or have the child write it) on the scale.  

			As you will see throughout this book, there are many opportunities to take down this information and determine what strategies might be helpful at each level or intensity of emotion.  Regular use of this scale will help the child identify the intensity of her feelings in multiple environments such as home, school, social situations, and in the community.

			As you work on the scale, please keep in mind that it can also be helpful for identifying situations that do not cause intense negative emotions but rather cause intense positive emotions.  This is important because intense emotions can be associated with stress or difficulties regardless of whether the emotions are positive or negative.  For example, the anticipation of a birthday party may cause happy or excited feelings, but if the intensity of these emotions is really high, the child may be unable to switch his thoughts from thinking about his birthday to concentrating in class.  These difficulties in combination with the intense excitement may cause the child to feel a lot of stress.

			It is also important to identify situations that keep a child at a “1” or a “2” as you work on the scale as they may help to ultimately mitigate stressful situations.  For example, let’s say that we have discovered that reading helps Max keep his body at a “1” or a “2.”  One day, Max’s sister knocked over a block creation it had taken him an hour to build.  If Max wrote this situation on the stress scale, he would write it next to the “5.”  

			His mom, realizing how stressed, angry, and upset he was, recommended Max spend some time in his room reading.  Her hope was that since reading typically kept his body calm, it would decrease the stress he was feeling as a result of his block creation getting ruined.  The strategy worked!  After reading, Max felt less stressed, and he was able to rebuild the building in his room so his sister couldn’t get to it. 

			            Stimuli and Triggers Can Cause Feelings – 

			What Does This Really Mean?
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