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Session Overview

• Understanding sensory needs

• Identifying and supporting sensory needs

• Sharing current practice and experience





Our 8 Senses

• Visual (sight)

• Auditory (hearing)

• Gustatory (taste)

• Olfactory (smell)

• Tactile (touch)

• Interoception (internal awareness)

• Vestibular (balance and orientation)

• Proprioception (muscle and joint movement)



Sensory preferences

• We all have different sensory 
likes and dislikes.

• We all use sensory strategies 
to help us regulate and 
increase our state of alertness.

• Brain filters out unnecessary 
information to allow us to 
focus.



What helps to increase your state of alertness?
What helps you to calm down/ relax?



Sensory Integration

"The neurological process that organises sensations from the 
body and environment and makes it possible to use the body 

effectively" (Anna Jean Ayres, 1972)

• Sensory processing or sensory integration is necessary in 
order for us to effectively process a wide range of 
information from our senses.

• Our brains develop neural pathways as babies in response 
to sensory stimulation – repeated exposure creates 
strong pathways which promote healthy sensory 
integration

• Sensation is like healthy food for the brain. Every 
sensation nourishes the brain with information and the 
brain requires a variety of 'sensory food' to develop and 
function.



Sensory processing 
differences
• When the brain struggles to process, filter or use 

sensory input efficiently, this can result in the 
individual receiving confused, muddled or 
imprecise information about their body and their 
environment.

• Misinterpretation of sensory information can 
negatively impact on an individual- they can feel 
more tired, anxious frustrated or helpless. Can also 
impact on learning.

• Potential reasons for this: Neurological Conditions; 
Early Trauma; Genetic/Environmental factors



Experience of sensory processing overload





What this might look like...

• She can't concentrate on any activity

• He avoids group time

• He’ll only eat breadsticks or crisps

• He can’t sit still – it’s like his body isn’t 
under his control

• She will only wear one type of t-shirt 
and all the labels need to come off

• He hides under the table or in the corner

• She bites other children

• Everything goes into his mouth

• He flaps his hands when he's excited or 
upset

• She bangs her head



What are some sensory 
behaviours you have 
observed in nursery?



Avoids eye contact
Keeps head/eyes facing 

down

Visual



Seeks out quiet spaces

Auditory



Distracted by smells in 
environment

Taste/Smell



Dislikes walking 
barefoot

Touch



Proprioception
(body awareness)

Needs frequent 
opportunities to move 

or run



Dislikes swings/round 
abouts

Vestibular (balance)



Difficulties 
processing internal 
signals such as....

Nervous system 
responses

Interoception
(how we feel) Can lead to....

Emotional 
awareness



How do we know if there's a 
sensory need and what 

should we do?



Assessing Sensory Needs

What is the function of the behaviour?

What are the patterns?

When is the behaviour NOT there? 



Assessment Tools: ABC Tracker

• Who is present when the problem occurs?
• When does the problem behaviour occur?
• Where does the problem behaviour take place?

Purpose: Exploring patterns of behaviour to better understand influencing factors.



Assessment Tools: Motivational Assessment Scale

Sensory 

Escape

Attention

Tangible



Assessment Tools: Sensory Check Lists



Assessment Tools:
NHS KIDS 
Questionnaire

• Free online resource for parents and educators

• Short questionnaire for each sense

• Advice and information specific to the sensory need



Example of Questionnaire Results



Activity
• Think of a child in your setting who could be affected by sensory needs. 

• Complete the following table and discuss with the people next to you

What is the 
behaviour?

When do you notice it 
most?

When are the 
exceptions?

Potential contributing 
factors?

What sensory 
system(s) could be 

involved?

Sensory seeking or 
avoiding (or a 
combination?)

E.g. hair pulling; 
biting other 
children; climbing; 
not eating

E.g. every morning; 
during group time

When do you not see the 
behaviour?

E.g. who is involved; 
what is the 
environment like; what 
time of day; past/early 
experiences?

Visual; taste; smell; 
touch; hearing; 
propreoception; 
vestibular; 
introception.

Hyper-sensitive
Hypo-sensitive



Planning an early years 
environment to meet 

different sensory needs



Responding to sensory needs

Key messages

• Providing opportunities to 
experience/develop the sensation

• Gradual exposure to increase threshold

• Finding a safe alternative



Supporting auditory needs

Hyper-sensitivity (sensory avoiding)

• Ear defenders

• Participation from a distance

• Consider reducing environmental sounds

• Readily available quiet spaces

• Consider your communication with child-
tone, volume, amount of information.

Hypo-sensitivity (sensory seeking)

• Provide different auditory experiences 
(music, recordings of different sounds 
etc)

• Be at child's level, gentle touch, use 
their name to gain attention first.

• Use exaggerated expression and 
higher tone



Activity Ideas
• Play games which involve identifying sounds, to help 

reassure the child and support them in becoming familiar 
with the sounds

• Walk towards and around the sound source to see and 
understand where it comes from and to reassure the child 
that there is no danger.

• Plan opportunities for gentle exposure to busy 
environments to retrieve child motivated objects, e.g. a 
visit to the hall to get some food. 

• Encourage the child to play with the objects that make a 
noise or watch the adult play with them. Make the activity 
fun, e.g. blow a balloon up and let it go or release a small 
squeaky bit of air out, allowing the child to have control 
where appropriate.



Supporting taste and smell

Hyper-sensitivity (sensory avoiding)

• Be mindful of perfume/hand cream/room 
spray

• Calm atmosphere for lunch/snack time

• Encourage child to smell and touch food, use 
positive language around food.

• Try to keep kitchen doors closed and windows 
open when cooking (if possible)

Hypo-sensitivity (sensory seeking)

• Highlight alternative ways to identify people 
and toys (not just through mouth). 

• Audit the environment to ensure it's as safe 
as possible

• Model exploration of toys with hands rather 
than mouth

• Try to provide alternative 'food' items to bite-
similar texture/colour

• Chewlery

• Plan activities that provide oral sensory 
feedback



Activity Ideas: Smell 
and Taste



Supporting tactile needs

Hyper-sensitivity (sensory avoiding)

• Give children warning pre touch and always 
approach from front

• Give time to accept and try tactile activities

• Provide long handed tools for activities (e.g. 
long paint brushes)

• Introduce new touch to back of hand rather 
than palm (less sensitive)

• Don't force involvement in activities that 
require touching

Hypo-sensitivity (sensory seeking)

• Introduce different variations of touch 
(light and firm) to help recognise 
different sensations

• Weighted blankets/toys/touching 
their shoulders for times of focus

• Cushions and soft toys to cuddle 
tightly

• Squeezy toys likes stress balls



Activity Ideas: Touch



Supporting visual needs

Hyper-sensitivity (sensory avoiding)

• Have distraction free zones for play

• Avoid making environments too visually busy

• Consider the pictures/illustrations in books

• Consider matt lamination pouches (reduce 
reflection)

• Don't enforce eye contact

Hypo-sensitivity (sensory seeking)

• Use visual cues and gesture to 
support understanding and 
engagement

• Opportunities for flashing/spinning 
toys

• Sensory rooms with different light 
options



Supporting Vestibular 
Needs
• Teach the child to use their feet to activate 

equipment and to become in control, e.g. 
swinging self on a swing, pushing self along 
on a Scuttle bug.

• Play games where spinning is part of the fun, 
e.g. ‘Ring a roses’ and ‘Pin the tail on the 
donkey’.

• Sing songs and share interactive books with 
actions that involve swirling around.

• If possible, provide a trampoline or trampette
for bouncing on.



Supporting Proprioception

This Photo by Unknown author is licensed under CC BY.

https://puddle-jumping.com/why-i-love-kids-yoga/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/3.0/


Supporting Interoception
• Regular opportunities for extended exercise or heavy work- draw child's 

attention to their body sensations (e.g. heart rate, breathing, temperature).

• Yoga- focuses on listening to your body and encourages children to slow down 
and pay attention.

• 'Noticing' activities

• Activities to explore differences of temperature (e.g. hot and cold water)

• Visual prompts for toileting, eating and drinking.

• Social stories can help to talk about concepts that may be hard for the child to 
understand and remember.



Activity
• Return to your table, and now think what supports you could put in place for this 

child. Complete and discuss with the people next to you.

What is the 
behaviour?

When do you notice 
it most?

When are the 
exceptions?

Potential 
contributing 

factors?

What sensory 
system(s) could be 

involved?

Sensory seeking or 
avoiding (or a 
combination?)

What support 
could you give 

them?

E.g. hair pulling; 
biting other 
children; 
climbing; not 
eating

E.g. every morning; 
during group time

When do you not see 
the behaviour?

E.g. who is 
involved; what is 
the environment 
like; what time of 
day; past/early 
experiences?

Visual; taste; 
smell; touch; 
hearing; propreoce
ption; vestibular; i
ntroception.

Hyper-sensitive
Hypo-sensitive

E.g. adaptations to 
the environment; 
proactive 
activities; gradual 
exposure etc.



Useful links and resources



Discussion

What is one thing I am going to try to develop in my own practice in relation to 
supporting sensory needs?

What is one thing I've learned from today about understanding and supporting 
sensory needs in early years?

What do we do well in our setting?
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Thank you for listening. 


