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	Why we need sensory experiences:

Our life is full of sensory experience. We all need a variety sensory experiences to help our bodies manage the demands of life and help us to respond appropriately in a given situation. For example, a cup of coffee might make you feel more alert during a long meeting, or a warm bath might help you relax at the end of a hard day. We often develop preferences because certain types of sensory input work better for some people than for others. For example, listening to music helps some people concentrate but is distracting to others.

Sensory Processing:
We are constantly receiving sensory input from many sources including movement and gravity, sounds, vision, touch, smell and our internal systems. Our brains must be able to organise and process this sensory input, and to use that input to respond appropriately to a particular situation. 
Sensory Integration: 
It is a great challenge to integrate all this information and use it to help us make sense of our world and behave in the right way in a certain situation. For example, sitting still and paying attention in the classroom for an hour is a common expectation in the life of an 8 year old. However, for the child to achieve this, they must be able to take in all the sensory information around them including noises outside the window, colourful wall displays, teacher’s voice, smells from the canteen, awareness of their body movement and the feel of the desk beneath their hands.  They must then be able to sort out what information is important and ignore what is not. Finally, they must use the important information to help them stay still and upright in their chair, listen to the teacher and maintain their attention. 
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When children don’t know how to cope with the different sensory input they receive, they can have difficulty registering and organising sensory information accurately, which can make it difficult for them to perform the many complex tasks necessary for learning and functioning in the world.
NB.  Not all difficulties with attention are related to sensory needs and it is worth looking at the whole picture of why the child may be experiencing difficulties with attention e.g. Anxiety, frustration, delayed cognition, poor memory and information processing. 
For children with sensory integration difficulties, it is essential that the people around them have a good understanding of why they behave in a certain way. It is also important that the child’s environment is set up in a way that helps them integrate sensory information and use that input to support their learning and development.
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Reference: Trott MC (1993) Understanding Sensory Integration, Therapy Skill Builders USA
The importance of movement:

· Movement breaks can be particularly helpful for those who have difficulty with concentration. Try to incorporate regular opportunities into the child’s day, and consider whether a movement break is needed before starting a learning task, as when the body is not calm or ready to learn, this can impact on the child’s ability to engage in the task. 

· Another way to provide movement breaks is to send the child on a message or request they hand out books in class. At home, it could be laying the table, unpacking shopping or carry laundry basket or having a rough and tumble break. 
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Allowing the child to have something appropriate to fidget with e.g. a pencil with a toy on the end or changing what the child is sitting on e.g. Using an air filled ‘move and sit’ cushion, which allows the child some movement on their seat can also be helpful.
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Activities to encourage focussed attention to task

	Sensory system
	Activity / Strategy

	Oral – taste and chewing
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	· Chewing on hard sweets e.g. as wine gums or 2 pieces of gum

· Sucking on hard sweets

· Having something to chew on the end of your pencil



	Proprioception

[image: image4.jpg]



	· “Heavy Work” meaning input to muscles, tendons and joints

· Wheel barrow walking, monkey bars, climbing frames, pulling and pushing furniture, carrying heavy equipment, tug-o-war, digging in the sand pit or garden

· Cleaning the black board

· Try these activities before sitting down to seated work

	Touch / Tactile
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	· Fidgeting or squeezing play dough, putty, stress balls

· Deep pressure tactile input through firm prolonged touch to the body especially around the shoulders, chest and hips

· Playing with resistive equipment such as play dough or clay

	Vestibular / Movement
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	· Regular, rhythmical bouncing on therapy ball or trampoline 

· Sitting on a therapy ball for table top work

· Using a sit-fit cushion



	Hearing
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	· Consistency in noise levels

· Quiet calm and well-paced voices

· Consistent rhythms 



	Vision
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	· Soft, consistent lighting

· Minimal bright lights and visually distracting objects

· Natural lighting

· Pastel colours

· Sparsely decorated rooms


Other relevant programmes: 

Changing the Sensory Environment to Help Improve Attention and Concentration
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Sensory Strategies to Promote Attention
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