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Did you know that there are 8 sensory systems in your body?

Our bodies take information in through these sensory systems:

Sensory Integration is the process your central nervous system goes through when it takes 
information in from your body’s 8 senses, processes that information, and then responds 
accordingly.
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Auditory - 
sound/hearing

Tactile - 
touch

Olfactory -
 smell

Proprioception - 
input from muscles 
and joints

Visual -
sight

Vestibular -
movement

Gustatory - 
taste

Interoception - 
internal sensors 
indicating 
physiological 
conditions
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When one’s central nervous system has difficulty processing any of this sensory information, 
the body’s responses are atypical and can be observed in motor, language, or behavioral 
skill difficulties. Occupational therapists diagnose these atypical responses as Sensory 
Processing Disorder or SPD.

When we talk about Sensory Processing Disorder (SPD), occupational therapists diagnose 3 
subtypes of SPD:

It is likely that people with sensory processing dysfunction demonstrate a combination of 
symptoms from the subtypes, however, a trained OT will know how to address the different 
deficit areas in Sensory Integration Therapy.

WHAT IS SENSORY PROCESSING DISORDER?

SENSORY PROCESSING DISORDER

Sensory Modulation Disorder

Sensory Discrimination Disorder

Sensory-Based Motor Disorder
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If you’re a parent struggling to understand how your child’s sensory system works, what it all 
means for your everyday life, and how to help, we’ve tried to outline some of the basics to 
help you make “sense” of it all! And, since OTs often use visuals to help with SPD kids, we’ve 
put together a visual of SPD just for you!

SENSORY PROCESSING DISORDER 5.



In this eBook we are going to focus on the three types of Sensory Modulation Disorder and 
tell you the best ways to meet your child’s sensory needs!

The STAR Institute defines Sensory Modulation Disorder as “difficulty regulating responses 
to sensory stimuli.” The magnitude of these sensory processing difficulties affects key areas 
of daily functioning and, for many children, it affects their ability to purposefully interact and 
engage because their arousal level and level of alertness is affected!

Sensory Modulation Disorder is further split into 3 categories or types based on those 
atypical responses:

SENSORY MODULATION DISORDER (SMD)

SENSORY MODULATION DISORDER (SMD) 6.

Over-Responsive

Craving/Seeking

Under-Responsive
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The child has a low threshold for sensory stimuli - meaning, it doesn’t take much for them to 
be overwhelmed, overstimulated, irritated, or avoidant. This child is very sensitive to sensory 
stimuli, also called sensory defensiveness. Play, exploration, safety, and comfort are all 
affected because of this over-responsivity to sensory input. Sensory defensiveness is seen in 
any or all sensory systems Child avoids or becomes irritated by sensations (fight, fright, flight 
response) SMD is seen to affect social, emotional, and behavioral areas.

The child has a high threshold for sensory stimuli - meaning, it takes a lot of sensory input to 
get him to respond as compared to the typical person Child does not attend or respond to 
sensory stimuli in his environment Can appear passive, quiet, or disengaged. The child may 
appear clumsy, have difficulty with body awareness, have a high pain tolerance/no pain 
response, difficulty understanding temperature gradations (hot/cold) Difficulty regulating the 
force or volume of movements.

The child often looks disorganized as they seek more sensation. The child seeks constant 
stimulation, an intensity of input - jumping, crashing, bouncing, touching, moving, mouthing…
however he can get the sensory input he’s seeking! Unsafe, extreme sensory seeking 
behaviors Happiest in busy, stimulating environments.

A child with SMD-SC can be referred to as a “Sensory Seeker”.

SMD OVER-RESPONSIVE TYPE (SMD-SOR)

SMD UNDER-RESPONSIVE TYPE (SMD-SUR)

SMD SENSORY CRAVER (SMD-SC)

SENSORY MODULATION DISORDER (SMD) 7.



Sensory integration therapy is one technique used by occupational therapists (OTs). Through 
fun and play-based activities, OTs attempt to change how the brain reacts to touch, sound, 
sight, and movement.

While every sensory integration therapy session will be different depending on your child’s 
needs, here is an example session with some sensory integration therapy activities!

An OT may begin the treatment session with an obstacle course which the child views as a fun 
challenge. However, the course was carefully designed to provide sensory input to her joints 
and calming pressure to her body.

Next comes a fun puzzle. However, the puzzle pieces may be placed into a sticky or wet 
substance such as Jell-O or water beads placed into a bin. The child often has so much fun 
playing the game that she forgets she’s placing her hands into the very thing she doesn’t like.

Meeting with an OT and creating a plan for your child to participate in sensory integration 
therapy is your first step in meeting your child’s sensory needs!

5 BEST WAYS TO MEET THE NEEDS OF YOUR 
CHILD WITH SPD

1. SENSORY INTEGRATION THERAPY

Sensory Integration Therapy1.
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Sensory rooms are a space designed to offer your child a plethora of sensory filled activities 
for both fun and relaxation. Here are five sensory tools you can use to create a sensory-filled 
haven for your child!

Suspended Equipment- Swinging is one way to stimulate the vestibular system, which 
processes movement and helps with sensory regulation.

Weighed Products- A weighted blanket, lap pad, or weighted vest provides deep touch 
pressure (DTP) or proprioceptive which has a calming, organizing effect on the child and 
occupational therapists often recommend the wearables as part of a comprehensive sensory 
diet to help children with autism who have sensory processing disorder or self-regulation 
difficulties. F

Compression Tools- Tools that compress, like a weighted compression vest or a Harkla 
Hug offers active hugging or compression. This may be helpful for children who seek out 
deep pressure and prefer tight-fitting clothes. Compression tools can also provide the benefits 
of deep touch pressure.

Balance Tools- A balance beam or balance board is a wonderful piece of equipment to 
help with gross motor skills, balance, and coordination. 

Tactile Media- Sensory bins, sand or water tables, and playdough serve as a space to 
work on fine motor skills and hand strength.

Crash mat & Trampoline- Jumping and crashing delivers proprioceptive and vestibular 
input to people of all ages. 

Tunnel or Tent- Setting up a quiet space or a sensory deprivation area is an important part 
of a sensory room at home for a child with sensory processing disorder.

2. SENSORY ROOM

Create a Sensory Room at Home2.
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3. SENSORY TOOL BOX 10.

Creating a sensory toolbox is a great way to have useful tools on hand to help prevent 
anxiety. You can fill your toolbox with items to help with sensitivities to certain sensory input or 
to help fulfill sensory cravings. Here are some ideas for your child’s toolbox:

Weighted lap pad or weighted vest 

Noise reducing headphones 

Oral sensory tools 

Hand fidgets

Sensory Bottle

Sensory Tool Box for Home, School, or 
“On the Go”

3.

https://harkla.co/collections/frontpage/products/weighted-compression-vest


4. SENSORY BREAKS & “SNACKS” 11.

Sensory breaks are the “meals” in your sensory diet -- best planned every 90 minutes to 2 
hours and offer your child large doses of sensory input. This is when your child can jump, 
crash, squish, brush, spin, swing, and scooter his way to regulation.

Sensory snacks are the classroom accommodations, modifications, and sensory tools that 
ideally already exist in your child’s sensory-informed classroom! These may include fidgets, 
active seating options, oral sensory options, and built-in classroom movement activities. 

Our favorite tools for sensory snacks:

Scooter Board- While this may require a bit more space than you currently have in the 
classroom, if you can work it into a sensory seeker’s recess or gym class, a scooter board is a 
great option. It gives him or her multiple sources of sensory input. 

Weighted Lap Pad- This has become a favorite among teachers to use during class since 
it’s low profile and doesn’t make any noise. But, what we have seen is that teachers are using 
these to create “sensory corners” in their classrooms for specific sensory breaks. 

Trampoline- While you don’t need a giant trampoline to give a child the sensory input they 
need, finding a small one that fits in the corner of the classroom can be a quick way for a 
child to get the necessary sensory inputs they need.

Fidget Toys- While there is a long list of fidget toys, and they have become more of a 
plaything then therapeutic, we shouldn’t discount that they are a quick, easy way for sensory 
seekers to get a bit of sensory input. This is very different from the fidget spinners that teachers 
are having to take away from students who don’t actually need the sensory inputs.

Sensory Swing or Harkla Hug- A sensory swing or Harkla Hug is a great way to give a 
child a place they can go on their own to find rest and relaxation. Both provide places to find 
quiet and calm, and are great spots to read a book. 

A sensory swing may require some help to get hung up in the classroom, but once it’s there, it 
will become a key part of any child’s sensory breaks. The Harkla Hug is easy to inflate when 
needed and quickly deflates when not in use. 

Sensory Breaks & Sensory “Snacks” at School4.
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5. THERAPEUTIC ACTIVITIES 12.

Wiggle Seat- “Active seating” options allow for subtle movements and adjustments while 
sitting. They’re not going to replace active play experiences, but these sensory seats promote 
body engagement and increased focusing ability by giving your child the sensory input he/
she needs!

Wilbarger Protocol (Sensory Brushing)-  This therapeutic brushing program applies 
deep pressure touch input (not light touch) using a specialized plastic bristle brush to the 
arms, legs, back, hands, and feet. 

It can help patients who engage in unsafe or undesired behaviors or are sensory seeking. 
Brushing can help children who are slow-to-start, or overly cautious, and those that are 
picky eaters. Pediatric clients may benefit from brushing if they struggle with poor motor 
coordination or balance issues.  

It can also increase a child’s ability to optimize their arousal and activity levels as well as 
decrease sensory defensiveness. 

The Wilbarger brushing protocol involves the sensory brush, paired with joint compressions, 
completed in a sequence and according to a schedule.

It is critical that the recommending therapist, as well as the parents, be properly trained in 
the protocol so that the positioning of the Therapressure Device, an appropriate amount of 
pressure, direction and sequence of the ‘brushing’ be carried out correctly. 

Deep Touch Pressure- Weighted objects such as a weighted blanket, lap pad, or 
weighted compression vest can support sensory regulation through the proprioceptive input 
given through deep touch pressure. 

Therapeutic Activities for Sensory Processing 
Disorder 
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Deep Touch Pressure (DTP) is firm tactile sensory input and can consist of firm hugs, firm 
stroking, cuddling, hugging, squeezing, compression, or swaddling. When administered 
to the whole body, deep touch pressure therapy (DTP) has a calming, organizing effect on 
children and adults alike.

You now have five ways to help support the needs of your child with sensory processing 
disorder. These ways are proven effective and recommended by expert occupational 
therapists! 

We hope you find them worth trying. Be sure to work with your child’s occupational therapist 
to know exactly which supports are best for your child’s specific needs.
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