What is sensory integration?
In her book Sensory Integration and the Child, A. Jean Ayres, PhD, OTR, FAOTA describes sensory integration as “the organization of sensation for use.”  She said, “Our senses give us information about the physical conditions of our body and the environment around us … Countless bits of sensory information enter our brain at every moment, not only from our eyes and ears, but also from every place in our bodies.” (Ayres, 1979, p. 5).
 
Sensory integration occurs in every person all the time.  If we picture our minds as being like a highway, then our senses function like on-ramps with traffic signals.  For most people the traffic signals only give a green light to information that is important or relevant to the focus of our mental highway from moment to moment.  Other information gathered by the senses gets the red light and is kept from cluttering the mental highway.  However, for children in the autism spectrum the light is often working incorrectly.  These children will often be either sensory seeking or sensory defensive and can benefit greatly from the use of various sensory integration techniques and activities.  
 
When the light is not working.
Sensory information is all around us, constantly being taken in through our senses and entering the neurological pathways in our brains.  Most of us go through each day without ever realizing just how much sensory information we take in.  The brain generally does a good job of sorting the information and focusing our attention on the input that is important while filtering out the rest without us even being aware of it.  Referring to our on-ramp analogy, imagine what would happen if the lights always stayed green.  The light would let every sensation onto our mental highway.  Or if it always stayed red it would keep the mental highway empty of sensory traffic.  This is how it can be for children in the autism spectrum.  If the light is always green the child can feel like he is drowning in a sea of sensations and become sensory defensive or sensory avoiding.   Conversely, if the light is always red the child may suffer from a lack of sensation and become sensory seeking.  (Continued)
Sensory defensive.
Stop for a moment and try to pay attention to all the different sensations you are experiencing right now.  Your auditory input may be hearing the noise of the computer fan, the barking of a dog outside, the noise of children playing, a train going by, a plane flying overhead, or perhaps a TV or radio playing in another room.  Visually you are taking in information from the computer screen, background sights include the desk you are sitting at and any other items you may have on it or nearby.  Now focus on your tactile (touch) sensations.  How do your clothes feel resting on your body?  How about your shoes and socks or your feet resting on the floor?  Notice the chair you are sitting on.  How does it feel?  Are you eating or drinking anything?  If so what sensation is that providing for you?  Now think about your muscles and joints.  How do they feel?  Are you staying still or are you moving?  Are your muscles relaxed or are some of them tensed?  Now notice your spatial sensations.  Are you sitting up straight or leaning?  Can you feel the pull of gravity seeking to unbalance you in one direction or another?
 
How many of these sensations were you aware of before you were asked to think about them?  How many of them were being filtered out of your conscious awareness?  Now imagine if you were aware of all of these sensations all the time.  Imagine what would happen if the lights stayed green and let all of the information from all of your senses through all the time.  Your brain would be flooded with sensations causing a traffic-jam and you would go into sensory overload.  It would not take long before you would start actively trying to avoid receiving more sensations.  In order to truly understand how a person might feel in sensory overload, turn the TV and turn the volume up high, then turn the radio on with a hard rock station playing just as loud, run the dishwasher, and any other noise making device you can find and then have your child or spouse yell at you over the top of all this noise and see if you have difficulty blocking it all out and paying attention.  How long will you be able to stand it before you want everything to be quiet?  For a sensory defensive child the sensations that are filtered out for most of us are a constant source of distraction and annoyance, much like the noise in the experiment just mentioned.  They may seem quiet to most people but if they are not filtered out even more minor sensations like the buzz of fluorescent lights, the sound of a fan, a dog barking outside or the multitude of other audio, visual, and tactile sensations can cause a traffic jam on the mental highway just like the TV and other noises did.  Our brains naturally tune out all those background noises and other sensory input that is minor or unimportant.  But for those with sensory struggles, each input is given equal attention and none are diverted off of the mental highway.  (Continued)
 
A child who is in sensory overload or sensory defensive may become upset, be easily agitated, become aggressive and want to run away from the area.  For some children there is an increased sensation to a sensory input.  For example, they may say ouch or cry when their hair is brushed or nails trimmed.  Music and other noises may seem much louder to them than they would for others.  The sensation of walking on grass or sand may hurt their feet.  They may try to take off their clothes because they don’t like how they feel.
 

Sensory Seeking
A child who is sensory seeking is experiencing the opposite problem.  In this case the on-ramp light stays red and little or no sensation gets through.  They may be unresponsive to loud noises or calling their names.  They may ignore touch or fail to notice people or objects around them.  These children tend to always be moving in one way or another.  They may make noises with their mouths, chew on clothes or objects, jump into or onto anything or anyone; some part of their body is always wiggling.  They get into everything, hit things with hands or other parts of their body, or climb anything with no regard to their safety.  Often these children seem to have a high pain tolerance and do not respond to pain sensations until they become extreme.  
 
So which color is it?
Children within the autism spectrum tend to have troubles with sensory integration.  They either need more sensory input (sensory input doesn’t go on the neurological highway easily) or are easily overloaded.  Often the same child will exhibit both sensory defensive and sensory seeking behaviors at different times. In order to help your child with sensory integration watch for the kinds of activities that he tends to engage in.  He may be trying to regulate his sensory system on his own through other sensory means.  For example, a child who tends to constantly be seeking out water to play with may actually be using the water as a calming activity.  Another child who is always crashing into things or jumping on the bed may need some “hard work” activities that get his muscles working.  For a child that is sensory defensive there are activities such as the Wilbarger brushing protocol or exposure to a specific sensory input over time (such as playing in beans, lentils, rice or sand).  Sometimes it just takes trial and error to discover what activities are helpful for a child and which are not.  Some activities may cause a child to move into a higher sensory overload while others help the child to relax and calm down.  Watch your child’s reaction after a sensory activity over several occasions to see how that activity affects your child.  
 
 
Sensory Ideas
 
Here you will find a variety of sensory ideas to use with your child.  These ideas can be used at home or in the classroom.  Some ideas also make great fidgets to use in situations that your child finds difficult (sitting in the car, sitting in class, at the doctor’s office, etc).  For more information regarding how sensory issues affect your child, please read our article Sensory Integration and Your Child.  If you have a sensory idea that you would like to submit, please contact us and create a new ticket directed to "Sensory Ideas".  Please include your name so that we can give you credit for your idea.
· Bean Bucket 
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Blowing Paint  
· Bubble Paint  

· Cotton Ball Races  

· Fidget Suggestions  

· Flour Balloon Fidget (Sample) 
· Footprint Ghost and Bat  
· Fun with Paintbrushes   

· Instant Snow  
· Kool-Aid Playdough  

· Mint and Glitter Playdough  
· Puffy Paint  

· Puffy Snowman  

· Sensory Fun With Water  
· Shaving Cream Fun  

· Squiggle Paint (New)  

· Using a Ball for Deep Pressure  

· Water Balloon Yo-Yo  

· Wobbly Balloon Ball 


