Understanding
Sensory Needs

A Parent Carer's Guide to Sensory
Differences, Support and
Strategies




Sleep

Children with additional needs often experience a range of sleep
difficulties that can be more frequent, persistent, and more
complex than those faced by typically developing children.

These challenges can stem from underlying medical conditions,

sensory processing differences, anxiety, or medication side effects.

Sleep disturbances may manifest as difficulty falling asleep,
frequent awakenings, nightmares, or early morning risings.
These issues can significantly impact the child's well-being,
development, and behaviour, as well as place considerable strain
on their families and carers.

How can you help with your child’s sleep issues

To help a child with additional needs sleep, you can try creating a
calm bedtime routine, making the bedroom comfortable, and
limiting distractions. You can also try relaxation techniques and
massage.

Bedtime routine

¢ Keep a consistent bedtime and wake-up time
* Avoid screens and bright lights at least an hour before bed

Try a bath, massage, or quiet activity before bed

Make sure your child is not hungry or thirsty at bedtime
Bedroom environment

Make the bedroom dark and cool

Use blackout blinds or curtains

e Remove bright colours and noisy toys from the bedroom

Consider a weighted blanket or deep touch pressure bed wear
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Other tips

e Make sure your child gets enough physical activity during the
day

e Limit caffeine, especially in the afternoon and evening

e Try scented oils that your child finds relaxing

e Consider a different colour on the walls

e Try a massage before bed or calming activities together

Keeping a sleep diary

When we are sleep deprived, we can become forgetful and
stressed so do not always recognise what is happening at night.
Each night merges into another, so you need to be able to take

night time and look at it in segments. Using a sleep diary can help
you identify areas of inconsistency and areas to praise. You might
even notice your child is getting more sleep than you thought!

Support

e You can contact a sleep advice service for one-to-one
support

e You can connect with support groups, organisations, and
charities

You can also consult your child's GP or paediatrician if you have
questions about medication.

Below you will find Below you will find
information from the North information from The
East Sleep Alliance Sleep Charity




Sensory Processing

Sensory processing refers to the way our nervous system
receives, organises, and interprets sensory information from our
environment and our own bodies. This information comes from

our senses: sight, sound, touch, taste, smell, movement
(vestibular), and body awareness (proprioception).

Here's a breakdown of what sensory processing involves:

Sensory Input:
e Our senses constantly gather information from the world
around us.

e This input travels through our nervous system to the brain.

Sensory Modulation:
e The brain processes and organises this sensory information.
e |t regulates the intensity and type of sensory input we respond
to.
e This process is called sensory modulation.

Sensory Integration:
¢ The brain integrates the information from different senses to
create a cohesive understanding of our environment and our
own bodies.
e This allows us to respond appropriately to different situations.

Impact of Sensory Processing Differences:

Sensory processing differences can affect a person's ability to:
¢ Regulate their emotions and behaviour. A

Learn and participate in daily activities. '

Socialise and interact with others.

Cope with stress and anxiety. m



Sensory Processing Differences

Some individuals experience sensory processing differences,
sometimes referred to as sensory processing difficulties.

These differences can manifest in various ways, including:

o Sensory Sensitivity: Being overly sensitive to certain sensory
input, such as loud noises, bright lights, or certain textures.

o Sensory Seeking: Craving or seeking out intense sensory
experiences, such as spinning, jumping, or deep pressure.

o Sensory Avoidance: Avoiding or withdrawing from certain
sensory input that is perceived as overwhelming or
unpleasant.

o Sensory Discrimination: Difficulty distinguishing between
different sensory inputs, such as similar sounds or textures.

Importance of Understanding Sensory Processing: S

¢ Understanding sensory processing can help us create
supportive and inclusive environments for individuals with
sensory processing differences.

e It can also help us develop strategies to manage sensory
sensitivities and promote sensory integration.

In the context of children with additional needs, sensory processing
differences are quite common.

Understanding how a child processes sensory information is crucial
for providing appropriate support and interventions.

For more support covering

Sensory Processing, read here:




Understanding Interoception

When we think about our senses, we often think about sight,
hearing, touch, taste, and smell. However, there is another
important sensory system that many people have never heard of
called interoception.

Interoception is our ability to notice and understand what is
happening inside our bodies. It helps us recognise feelings and
physical sensations such as:

e Hunger

e Thirst

¢ Needing the toilet

¢ Feeling too hot or too cold
¢ Pain or discomfort

e Tiredness

e Feeling unwell

¢ Anxiety or nervousness

For many children with additional needs, interoception can be
difficult. This means they may not always recognise what their
body is telling them, or they may notice these signals much later
than others.




What Might Difficulties with Interoception Look Like?

A child with interoceptive differences may:

e Forget fo eat or drink because they do not recognise hunger or
thirst.

e Have toileting accidents because they do not notice the urge
to go.

e Struggle to recognise when they are tired.

e Be unable to explain where they feel pain or discomfort.

e Wear inappropriate clothing for the weather because they do
not notice temperature changes.

e Become distressed, emotional, or dysregulated without
recognising the physical sensations that come before those
feelings.

Sometimes what appears to be challenging behaviour may
actually be a child struggling to understand what their body is
trying to communicate.

How Can Parents Help?

Talk About Body Signals

Help your child learn to recognise physical sensations by naming
them.

For example:
e "Your tummy is rumbling. That might mean you're hungry."
* "You're rubbing your eyes. | wonder if you're feeling tired."
e "Your cheeks look red. Are you feeling warm?"
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Build Check-Ins into the Day

Rather than waiting for your child to recognise a need
independently, try regular check-ins:

e Do you need a drink?

e Have you been to the toilet?

Are you feeling hungry?
e Do you need a break?

These prompts can help children develop awareness over time.
Use Visual Supports

Some children find visual scales helpful.

For example:

e Hunger scales
Thirst scales

Energy levels

Emotions linked to body sensations
Visual supports can make abstract concepts easier to understand.
Link Feelings to Physical Sensations

Many children benefit from learning that emotions can create
physical sensations.
For example:

e Anxiety might feel like butterflies in the tummy.

e Anger might feel hot or tense.

e Excitement might make your heart beat faster.

Helping children connect emotions and body sensations can
improve emotional regulation and self-awareness.



Be Patient

Interoception develops over time. Some children may need
ongoing support to recognise and respond to their body's signals,
and that's okay.

Remember

If your child struggles to recognise hunger, thirst, pain, tiredness, or
toileting needs, they are not being lazy, difficult, or forgetful.

Sometimes, the most important question we can ask is not:
"What is my child doing?"

but:
"What is their body trying to tell them?"

Here you will find information on
Interoception and mental wellbeing
in autistic people on the North East
Autism Society website:

Sensory Support

Children with additional needs have unique sensory processing
needs. These could be because they are sensory seekers or sensory
avoiders.

A sensory seeker is someone who actively seeks out sensory
input. They crave stimulation and may engage in behaviours that
provide intense sensory experiences.

A sensory avoider is someone who is highly sensitive to sensory
input and tends to avoid or withdraw from situations that provide
too much stimulation.








































































