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CHAPTER I:  INTRODUCTION 

 

 

Envision sitting at your desk working and the tag in your shirt is itchy and continuously 

bothering you.  Or the clock on the wall is louder than normal and you cannot focus on 

anything other than the tic-tock sound.  Imagine someone cooking their lunch in the kitchen 

down the hall and the smell is so horrific it is making you nauseous.  Now imagine this 

happening every single day of your life.  Would you be able to focus on your work and do your 

best?  Children with sensory processing disorder live in these shoes each and every day.  The 

tiniest sounds, textures, smells, or changes in everyday routines can cause children to completely 

shut down or no longer focus on the work at hand.   

 

Statement of the Problem 
 

 More and more children are having difficulty focusing in the classroom.  Often times, 

children are being diagnosed with attention deficit disorder (ADD) or attention deficit 

hyperactivity disorder (ADHD).  Children are then placed on medication to help regain 

attention and focus during the school day.  However, the children could possibly have a sensory 

processing disorder and could benefit from sensory integration rather than medication.   

 

Definition of Terms 

Sensory Processing:  Sensory processing (sometimes called "sensory integration" or SI) is a 

term that refers to the way the nervous system receives messages from the senses and turns them 

into appropriate motor and behavioral responses (Sensory Processing Disorder Foundation, 

2010). 

Sensory Processing Disorder (SPD):  Occurs when the brain inefficiently processes sensory 

messages coming from a person’s own body and his or her environment.  The person has 
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difficulty responding in an adaptive way to everyday sensations that others hardly notice or 

simply take in stride (Kranowitz, 2003). 

Delimitations of Research 

 There are no delimitations in this research. 

 

Method of Approach   
 

 A review of literature relating to research and studies on sensory processing disorders as 

well as sensory integration will be conducted.  Literature will be reviewed to help layout 

sensory strategies and techniques early childhood teachers can integrate into their classrooms to 

help children with or without sensory processing disorders learn just like any other child. 
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CHAPTER II:  REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

Sensory Processing Disorder and Sensory Integration 

 Every person is built with a sensory processing system.  Most people’s systems are 

effective and help our bodies deal with everyday life.  Our brains receive sensory information 

from our bodies and automatically make adjustments where needed.  However, as many as one 

in six children’s sensory processing systems do not run smoothly (Sensory World, 2009).  By 

looking at these children, one would never know they have Sensory Processing Disorder (SPD).  

The children may be incredibly smart and do well in academic areas.  However, they may be 

clumsy, distracted, fearful, overweight, overly energetic, or have a lack of energy. 

 The term Sensory Processing Disorder covers a wide variety of neurological disabilities.  

A well known occupational therapist, A. Jean Ayres, PhD, was the first to describe sensory 

problems and taught many other occupational therapists about a theory she developed on sensory 

integration (Kranowitz, 2005).  Recognizing SPD can be difficult and may be overlooked.  

Often times, a child is given a label such as Attention Deficit Disorder (ADD), Attention Deficit 

Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD), or a learning disability rather than looking at a child’s nervous 

system to see if it is functioning correctly.  Finding a standardized test to diagnose a child with 

SPD is nearly impossible.  However, there are many screenings and checklists available to help 

educators, doctors, and parents determine if their child has a sensory processing disorder.  The 

earlier an educator, doctor, or parent can determine if a child has SPD the better.  Studies have 

shown that early intervention and therapy for children with SPD can be successful. 

 There are several possible causes to SPD.  Some include:  genetics, prenatal 

circumstances, prematurity or low birth weight, birth trauma, or postnatal circumstances 

(Kranowitz, 2005) .  There are still some unknown reasons for SPD as well.   
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 It is often thought that all people have some sort of sensory processing problems.  One 

may chew on a pencil or pen cap to gain focus during class time or a test.  A tag on a shirt may 

be itchy and bothersome.  Going to an event where it is overly noisy may be distracting.  

However, most people can deal with the above examples and continue on with their daily life.  

When sensory items take over someone’s everyday life and they can no longer function normally 

is when the Sensory Processing Disorder diagnosis is given.  (Kranowitz, 2005) 

Types of Sensory Integration 

 Our bodies have seven senses:  the five external senses we were all taught as children 

(touch, taste, smell, hearing, and sight) as well as two internal senses (proprioception and 

vestibular).  Sensory Processing Disorder can be affected by one sense or a combination of 

senses.  For example, a child may have a tactile defensiveness (touch) but no other senses are 

affected.  Another child may have auditory processing difficulties (hearing) as well as being 

clumsy (vestibular).  The authors, Amy Carriere and Jenine Cramer, of Sensory Processing in 

the Early Childhood Classroom provide a nice visual to show the many different areas that can 

be affected by SPD:   
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In order to help a child with SPD, it is important to figure out which sense is being affected 

as well as note if the child is over-responsive, under-responsive, sensory seeking, or a 

combination.  An over-responsive child is “sensory defensive” and can be known as the 

“avoider” (Wild, 2010).  Children who are over-responsive are often times hyperactive or 

hypersensitive and need calming activities.  An under-responsive child may be known as the 

“bump on a log”, hypoactive, and hyposensitive and benefit from alerting or stimulating 

activities (Wild, 2010).  A sensory seeking child is a thrill seeker and is constantly moving.  

This child seeks more input to reach a sensory threshold and needs alerting/stimulating activities, 

even though it may seem like they need to be calmed down (Wild, 2010).  Some children show 

a combination of responses and may be over-responsive in some sensory systems but 

under-responsive in other systems.  They are known as the mixed response person. 

Having a better understanding of each sense will help determine what type of sensory 

integration difficulties a child may have as well as knowing if they need calming or alerting 

activities. 

 Touch:  The tactile system is the most active at birth and one of our first modes of 

communication with the environment (Hunt, 2011).  Our skin covers most of our body and we 

get tactile information everywhere, not just our hands or mouth.  Symptoms of tactile sensory 

children include:  dislikes messy play, sensitive to certain clothing, may have high pain 

tolerance, poor fine motor skills, craves or avoids touch, over-reacts to accidental/unexpected 

touch, mouths objects, picky eater, and avoids going barefoot. 

Taste:  Taste is part of the gustatory system.  Our tongue has four different sensory areas:  

bitter, sour, salty, and sweet.  Symptoms of a gustatory sensory child include:  picky eater, 
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prefers bland food, mouths/chews inedible objects, excessive drooling, gags easily, and resists 

tooth brushing and dental work. 

Smell:  Smell is part of the olfactory system and provides foundations for caregiver-infant 

bonding, protection from noxious substances, and attraction to potentially nurturing substances 

(Hunt, 2011).  Symptoms of an olfactory sensory child include:  poor odor discrimination, 

may use smell to interact with objects, bothered by smells others may not notice, eats food based 

on smell, fails to notice noxious odors, and routinely smells nonfood objects. 

Hearing:  Hearing is part of the auditory system and provides a foundation for language 

development and temporal and spatial orientation (Hunt, 2011).  Symptoms of an auditory 

sensory child:  sensitive to noise, may cover ears with hands regularly, distracted by 

background noises, asks people to be quiet, makes a lot of noise, likes loud music/tv, 

under-responsive to verbal cues and may say “what” a lot, and oblivious to some sounds or poor 

sound localization. 

Sight:  Sight is closely related to the vestibular system and provides foundations for 

bonding, spatial orientation, movement through space, social skills, and communication (Hunt, 

2011).  Symptoms of a visually sensory child include:  cries/covers eyes, watery eyes, 

headaches, avoids eye contact, prefers to be in the dark, hesitates going up and down steps, 

avoids bright lights, poor visual-perceptual skills, difficulty discriminating similar letters/shapes, 

loses place when reading or copying, fatigues quickly with school work, and easily distracted by 

visual stimuli. 

Proprioception:  Proprioception (pressure) is the conscious and unconscious awareness of 

our body.  It helps provide the relationship of body parts to each other as well as the connection 

of our body to other people and objects.  It tells us how much force to use and helps with 
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movement (Hunt, 2011).  Children with proprioceptive challenges may:  jump/bump/crash, 

toe-walk, play rough, use excessive force, suck/chew on non-food objects, grind teeth, hang on 

other people/furniture/objects, seem to have weak muscles, tires easily, and has poor endurance. 

Vestibular:  Vestibular (movement) helps us understand how to move our bodies and/or 

heads into different positions.  Our vestibular system is vital to making every other system 

work.  It helps regulate our attention and focus, maintains tone, tells us where we are in space, 

detects change in direction, and responds to acceleration and deceleration (stopping, starting, 

pushing, pulling) (Hunt, 2011).  Children with vestibular challenges may:  take excessive risks 

while playing, have no safety awareness, crave motion, rock body while sitting, have low muscle 

tone, have poor body awareness, have poor motor skills, avoid anything with feet off the ground 

(swings, slides, heights), be clingy, and cry with hair-washing or anything with head tilting. 
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The Benefits of Sensory Integration 

 Sensory integration in a classroom not only helps prolong a child’s attention but it also 

helps the child with SPD live each day like a normal child.  In addition, experimenting with 

different sensory integration activities to see if it helps a child’s attention and ability to focus 

may rule out the possibility of ADHD or ADD and medication will not be needed.  There are 

many children who are not diagnosed with SPD but may show some signs or symptoms of 

sensory challenges and would also benefit from sensory integration.  Building sensory 

strategies into children’s regular schedules will offer the opportunity for all children to get up 

and move.  Children can often overcome many of their sensory struggles if they are provided 

with sensory integration therapy or strategies to use when their bodies need more sensory input. 

Sensory Techniques, Strategies, & Activities for an Early Childhood Classroom 

 There are many things a teacher needs to keep in mind before building in sensory 

strategies, techniques, and activities in a child’s routine.  One of the most important things for 

teachers to remember is most children need frequent movement breaks.  This can be a simple 

movement break that involves jumping jacks or singing a song with actions.  Teachers also 

need to look at their classroom environment.  Children can become overwhelmed if there are 

too many things on the walls or too much background noise.  Providing a predictable schedule 

for students helps them know what is coming up next.  Teachers should preview any 

unexpected changes for the day.  It is also important to remember what the goals of sensory 

integration are.  Jessica Hunt, OTLR, from the Kaufman Children’s Center for Speech, 

Language, Sensory-Motor and Social Connections, Inc. shared the following goals for sensory 

strategies for children in a classroom: 

 Increase engagement and interaction 
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 Increase ability to hold still and pay attention 

 Increase ability to tolerate change 

 Increase ability to generalize skills 

 Increase social language 

 Increase fine motor skills 

 Increase praxis 

 Increase organization 

 Increase quality of life or family 

  Now that a teacher knows what environmental changes to make and the goals to sensory 

integration, sensory techniques, strategies, and activities can be implemented.  The following 

are a few ideas that can be used: 

 Use a sensory table for children to explore in.  Ideas of items to put in the sensory table 

include rice, sand, water, flour, beans, noodles, cotton balls, bird seed, shredded paper, 

ice cubes, dirt, oatmeal, etc. 

 Provide deep pressure through the hands and feet, such as chair or wall push-ups 

 Provide “messy” play – shaving cream, finger paint, pudding, bubbles, etc. 

 Use natural lighting when possible 

 Allow the use of fidget toys or stress balls 

 Allow frequent position changes including laying or sitting on the floor 

 Provide “heavy” work chores such as carrying books to the library, getting the milk for 

the class 

 Use visual timers to help children understand how much time is left for an activity 

 Use a visual schedule 
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 Sing songs with actions and visuals 

 Use weighted lap snakes or blankets 

 Provide “chewlery” for children who are always putting things in their mouths 

 Give children chewy candy or snacks (Starbursts, bagels, gum, Swedish Fish, gummy 

worms, etc) 

 Offer a variety of textured snacks (applesauce, peanut butter, pudding, crunchy food, 

salty food, sour food, etc) 

 When transitioning from one activity to another, do wheelbarrow walks, fly like a bird, 

jump like a frog, walk like a bear or duck, walk on tip-toes, use big steps, stomp,  

 Play/work while standing 

 Have children go through a tight cloth tunnel 

 Offer a quiet corner in your classroom with beanbag chairs 

 During seat work, play relaxing or classical music 

 Allow children to erase or wash whiteboards/chalkboards 

 Have children help put up or take down chairs from tables 

 Wear a weighted backpack or vest 

 Give children firm pressure on shoulders 

 Drink through a straw 

 Jump on a trampoline 

 Play a metronome at 60 beats per minute 

 Use slant boards 

 Use Wikki Sticks or highlighters to provide visual boundaries 

 Offer scratch-n-sniff stickers or markers 
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 Use scented oils such as vanilla or lavender for calming or orange, lemon, or peppermint 

for alerting 

 Have children swing during recess 

 Teach yoga 

 Roll down a hill or on a floor 

 Teachers should track and record the behaviors a child is showing.  Pick one behavior to 

record and track how often the behavior occurs during a set time.  Then, implement a sensory 

strategy for the behavior.  Next, track how often the behavior occurs once the strategy is being 

implemented.  This will help teachers know if a strategy is working or if a new strategy needs 

to take place. 
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CHAPTER III:  CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

 In summary, sensory integration in an early childhood classroom is becoming more and 

more common.  The research shows integrating sensory techniques, strategies, and activities 

into children’s daily routines will help with attention and focus.  Children with SPD benefit 

from early intervention.  Providing strategies in the classroom not only benefits children with 

SPD; it will benefit all children.  All children need to move or be provided 10 to 15 minute 

breaks at least every 90 minutes (Wild, 2010).  When a child with SPD starts to feel more in 

control of his/her environment, the less likely he/she will act out or bother others (Kronowitz, 

2005).  Tracking a child’s behavior before and after a strategy or technique has implemented 

will help determine if it is benefitting the child.  Continue to try new strategies and techniques 

until one works and benefits the child.  As educators, it is recommended to look at sensory 

processing disorders before immediately assuming the child has ADHD or ADD.  By doing this, 

it is hopeful fewer children will be medicated and able to overcome the attention difficulties. 
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