
Sensory Processing and Sensory Integration 
 
 

What is Sensory Processing and Sensory Integration? 

Sensory processing refers to the nervous system’s job of taking in all the information around us through 

our senses (movement, touch, smell, taste, sight and sound).   The nervous system receives messages 

from the senses and turns them into appropriate motor and behavioural responses.  

Sensory processing refers to an individual’s response to a single sensation, sensory integration describes 

the synthesising by the brain of all the sensory information it receives at one time.   

We can divide sensation in the following way: 

 Sensations that provide information from the 

environment via the body: sight or visual sense, sound or 

auditory sense, smell or olfactory senses, touch or tactile 

sense 

 Sensations that provide information about when the 

body is moving and where the body parts are in relation to 

space: position and movement or proprioceptive sense, head 

movements or vestibular sense, gravity, balance 

 Sensation that provides information about the internal 

workings of the body: instinct, intuition or visceral sense                                                                                                                                                    

(Adapted from Sensory Integration and the Child (Ayres 2005) 

Through these received sensations we are able to know what is touching our skin, the distance an object 

is away from us, if our body is the right way up, where our limbs are in space, if we are hungry, etc. 

When the body and sensation work together as a whole, learning new tasks and adapting responses to 

different challenges appears relatively easy.  This sensory motor interaction provides the foundation for 

higher level cognitive functions, including academic learning.  The child who is playing, is engaging 

physically with their environment, learning how to learn.   

The developing brain needs a stimulating, sensory motor-rich environment.  It also requires repetition and 

practice.  The toddler practises many variations of movement: they push and pull objects, walk up and 

down slopes, drop and transport toys.  Through this movement practice they gain sensory motor 

awareness related to their own body and that of the world around them.  They also learn how different 

parts of their body move, what they can and cannot do and what causes discomfort and pain. 

Our brain organises all the information that enters our body so that we can attach meaning to it, make 

sense of it and act on it accordingly.  The brain acts as a sieve filtering out the unimportant information 

provided by our senses.  When sensations flow the brain can form perceptions, behaviours and learning.  

When the flow is disorganised life can be like rush hour traffic.  We need to give children permission to 

take time to adapt. 

For students with sensory processing difficulties, the brain sieves out too much information or sieves out 

too little.  Some students may need a lot more information from their senses to get the right amount to go 

through the sieve and produce an appropriate action.  They need lots of opportunity for repetition and 

over-learning.  Some students need a lot less information and benefit from a sensory reduced 

environment. 

Like most other things difficulty with sensory processing and sensory integration is different in each 

person.  They may be constantly on the move or may be slow to get going and then fatigue easily.  Some 

individuals May fluctuate between under and over-responsiveness.  All people have different thresholds to 

sensory input.  Some students will need strategies which increase their level of arousal (alerting) while 

others will need strategies to decrease the level of arousal (calming). 

Some indicators of sensory processing might be: 

 Avoids moving, climbing, swinging or sliding 
 Doesn’t like being touched by others, or sitting in a group or standing close to others in line 

 



 Refuses to engage in messy play 
 Appears constantly anxious, and is always on the edge of a group, watching but not willing to join 

in 
 Appears half- sleep and needs to be prompted to engage in tasks/activity 
 Slouches and leans 
 Tires easily, has poor stamina and appears lethargic 
 Whiney, tearful 
 Slow and always last 
 Puts hands over ears and dislikes everyday noises 
 Becomes easily overexcited 
 Ridged, stiff tense 
 Bangs and crashes into people or objects 
 Always has to touch objects and people and constantly fiddles with things 
 Can’t sit still and constantly fidgets 
 Fussy and can be controlling,  prefers the world on their terms 
 Constantly escapes 
 Likes to run and run 
 Being overly sensitive to touch, movement, sights or sounds, behavioural issues, easily distracted , 

avoiding certain textures of clothes or food, fearful reaction to ordinary movement activities like 
playground play , sensitive to noise or seeking out intense sensory experiences (spinning, crashing 
into objects). 

Strategies we offer in our provision at COPASS 

 Sensory detective work - The way we determine a sensory processing difficulty is through a 

sensory observation profile in home and school settings at different points during the day.  This 

creates a portfolio of behaviours.   This information is put together to create a ‘sensory diet’ which 

is delivered throughout the day to aid emotional regulation, readiness for learning and 

concentration.  The sensory diet consists of activities and environmental adaptations that can be 

made to either alert or calm.   

 Some students wear ear defenders to reduce noise, some wear ‘bear hug’ jackets or may have a 

weighted blanket which provide deep pressure and calm the child 

 At COPASS an occupational therapist is employed to work with students who have such provision 

specified in their EHC plans and are funded accordingly, parents and staff 2 days a week  

 Occupational therapy activities from the ‘Paston Pack’ are used to address fine motor, gross motor 

skill difficulties and sensory integration 

 Rebound therapy  

 Outdoor gym equipment – this is accessed at break times and throughout the day, when required, 

to provide sensory and emotional regulation 

 Sensory motor circuits  

 Deep pressure activities including massage to feet, hands, upper back and shoulders.  Massage is 

administered over clothing.  Any other specialist intervention will be performed by a therapist. 

 Sensory reduced environment – clear walls, quiet teaching and learning environments, access to 

work stations, calm, distraction free setting 

Specialist interventions we use at COPASS 

We have an occupational therapist (OT) in school to support students who have such provision specified 

in their EHC plans and are funded accordingly, who works collaboratively with staff and parents.  The OT 

assesses students and puts in place daily intervention (see Occupational Therapy.) 


