
Supporting sensory needs
Sensory processing refers to how we experience life through our senses. Touch, taste, vision, smell and hearing senses
are well known. There are three other less well known senses:

Vestibular: contributes to balance, coordination and spatial orientation.
Proprioception: allows us to have an awareness of the position of our body, it's movements and actions, for
example kicking a ball without looking at our feet at an appropriate force to reach a target
Interoception: allows us to understand what we are feeling inside our body, for example if we are hot, cold, hungry,
thirsty or need to use the toilet

Every person processes the eight senses differently. OTs call this an individual sensory profile. Our sensory profile can
impact how we perform daily tasks and participate in different environments. OTs can complete a formal assessment to
determine a person's sensory profile and make recommendations about how to best meet their sensory needs in every
day life. The assessment establishes in part:

whether a person avoids sensory input or seeks out additional input
whether a person is sensitive to sensory input or tend to miss sensory input

Avoiders will actively retreat from unfamiliar sensory experiences
Seekers will actively look to add extra sensory experiences
People who are sensitive to sensory input react more quickly and more strongly to it than others and can find it
very distracting
People who have low registration of sensory input will miss cues from their environment more than others

Sensory profiles are complex and can vary for each of the different senses. For example a person may be very
sensitive to noise but seek out additional movement input. 
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Sensory profiles
Winnie Dunn’s Sensory Processing Framework presents four sensory processing patterns that reflect the
interactions of a person’s tolerance for sensory input and their regulatory behaviours. 

Sensory profiles can impact daily life when there is a mismatch between preferences and the
environment/s in which a person is expected to function.

Implementing tailored sensory strategies can support a person to meet their sensory needs, remain
regulated and participate in activities important to them. 



The way we interpret each different sensation varies from person to person and within each person.
For example, you could be a seeker of movement, an avoider of sound, while also having low
registration of smells. For each of us to feel regulated, we need to meet our sensory needs. The
analogy of cup sizes can help us understand the impact of sensory input on our ability to regulate. 
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Having a big cup means that we need a lot
of sensory input to feel regulated. Seekers
and those with low registration have big
cups that take longer to fill up. 

For example, if we are a movement seeker,
we will have a big cup and will need lots of
movement, like jumping on a trampoline, to
fill your cup and feel regulated. 

Similarly, if we miss visual cues (low registration), we need
lots of visual input, like bright colours and patterns, to fill our
cup and feel regulated. 

Not being able to fill our cup because we haven’t had
enough sensory input can result in dysregulation and can
impact our ability to feel, learn and perform at our best. Big
cups may need to be refilled throughout the day.  

Similarly, if we are sensitive to touch, it only takes a small
amount of touch, like a tag in a shirt, to fill up our cup. 

If we continue to experience sensory input, like lots of
noisy people, our cup will overflow and we will no longer
be able to stay regulated. We might feel overwhelmed,
be easily frustrated or be unable to tolerate even the
smallest challenges. Small cups may need to be emptied
out throughout the day.

Having a small cup means that we need
only a little sensory input to feel regulated.
Avoiders and those sensitive to sensory
input have small cups. 

For example, if we are a sound avoider, we
will have a small cup and it only takes a
small amount of noise to fill it up. 

Each of our senses has a different sized cup - some might be really big, others really small, and some might
be right in the middle. While knowing our cup sizes can help us stay more regulated throughout the day, it is
also important to think about how fast or slow our cups are filling up. When one of our little cups overflows,
or one of our bigger cups stays empty, we can feel dysregulated, and this impacts our ability to effectively
manage our other cups - meaning our big cups take longer to fill and our small cups fill up much quicker. 

Strategies and tools can help us manage how fast or slow our cups fill up. For movement seekers, tools like
wobble cushions and fidgets can help fill our big cups and for sound avoiders, headphones and ear plugs
can slow down how quickly our cup fills. Using strategies like these in one sensory area also helps us
manage our cups in other sensory areas. For example, if you have a cup that regularly overflows, using
strategies to manage this cup means that your other cups will also be easier to manage. 

Remember, each of us have a unique combination of sensory cup sizes, so strategies are not a ‘one-size-
fits-all’ approach. It is important to identify which cups need attention in that moment, and this can differ
depending on what is happening in our environment.  

The cup analogy to help
understand sensory profiles
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Avoiding sensory input can look like

Needing a predictable routine and predictable
sensory input
Distress at unfamiliar input such as loud or expected
noise
Distress in large crowded environments such as
assemblies or shopping centres
Avoiding certain textures or tastes
Enjoying time alone in a quiet place with low sensory
input
Disruptive or withdrawn in social or school
environments
Difficulty with flexibility
Getting frustrated easily

Seeking sensory input can look like

Making noise and fidgeting 
Seeking extra movement
Getting bored easily in quiet, low stimulation
environments
Touching objects, surfaces, textures or others
Becoming overly excited during movement tasks,
always being "on the go"
Putting objects in their mouth
Getting too close to others
Being attracted to bright lights and images

Strategies to assist avoiders can include

Predictable routines and expectations
Consistent boundaries
Natural lighting and calm environments with few
distractions
Reducing clutter, for example keeping a clear desk at
school
Reducing noise and/or using headphones or earplugs
Allowing flexibility in seating, for example alone rather
than at a busy table
Allowing regular breaks to regulate
Breaking down large tasks into smaller parts
Identifying familiar activities to return to when
overwhelmed, eg. Lego, drawing, reading

Strategies to assist seekers can include

Providing safe items to touch and stim with eg. fidget
tools
Providing flexible seating options like wobble stools or
cushions
Providing regular movement breaks
Allowing background noise such as using headphones
to listen to music
Incorporating more movement into daily tasks, eg.
running errands, handing out books
Physical activity before table-top learning
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Being sensitive to sensory input can look like

Appearing easily distracted
Experiencing sensory input more intensely than others
Being overwhelmed by sensory input more than others
Struggling to focus when there is background noise
Difficulties with attention
Rejecting certain tastes, textures or smells
Seeming to be "overreacting" or "dramatic"
Being fidgety or disruptive in loud or crowded
environments
Reacting strongly to unexpected noise

Low registration of sensory input can look like

Needing help to find things that are obvious to others
Bumping into people or things
Seeming accident prone
Rushing through colouring or drawing tasks
Not hearing their name being called, or missing
instructions
Not being bothered by distracting environments
Needing more prompts and cues to stay engaged in
learning
Seeming to waste time or do things "the hard way"
Not noticing when people come into the room

Strategies to assist sensory sensitivity can
include

Predictable routines and structure
Breaking down large tasks into smaller parts
Using visuals, checklist
Reducing volume and/or using headphones or earplugs
Using deep pressure and heavy blankets
Offering a quiet place to regulate
Reducing clutter, for example keeping a clear desk at
school
Allowing regular breaks to regulate

Strategies to assist those with low registration
can include

Providing additional visual cues
Using highlighting of important points
Having designated spaces to keep important belongings
Varying routines to provide additional stimulation
Labelling containers and drawers 
Asking the child to repeat back to ensure they have
understood instructions
Providing a variety of colours and textures
Using timers as reminders


