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a MeSSage FroM the editor

Hello and Happy Spring to everyone!

You may have noticed our new name. When 
S.I. Focus was created by Kathleen Morris, “sen-
sory integration” was the term universally used 
to refer to the way the nervous system receives 
messages from the senses and turns them into 
appropriate motor and behavioral responses. 
Since then, many people have started referring 
to this process as “sensory processing,” and 
difficulties with this function have been termed 
Sensory Processing Disorder, or SPD.

Some still refer to SPD as “sensory integra-
tion dysfunction,” and some use the two terms 
interchangeably. For some therapists, the differ-
ence is political and even, at times, polarizing.

Therefore, the name of this publication had 
to be changed. Sensory Focus seems to convey 
exactly what you get in each issue, without tak-
ing sides. Frankly, we are far more interested in 
education than politics!

The staggering figure of one in six children 
having sensory issues strong enough to affect 
their everyday lives still floors me. These kids, 
and their parents, need to know what types of 
information and resources are available to them. 
One glance at our new title should tell them they 
have a valuable resource in their hands.

So, now that we are done chatting about 
terms, what valuable resources are YOU going to 
enjoy this lovely spring?

We are bringing you some wonderful articles, 
the first of which is Dr Temple Grandin’s article 
about the Newton, Connecticut, shooter having 
Asperger’s syndrome and SPD. What repercus-
sions does this have in our community? Dr Lucy 
Miller and Dr Sarah Schoen have contributed a 
great article on playground systems, while Caro-
lyn Dalgliesh writes about organization. Jennifer 
McIlwee Myers, a woman with Asperger’s syn-
drome, tells us how best to self-advocate for our 
sensory needs in everyday life.

As always, our regular columnists come 
through with some helpful ideas. Bobbi Sheahan 
writes about food and sensory issues, while Bar-
bara Sher talks about the power of NOT rushing 
advancements.

So sit back, grab a cup of your favorite coffee 
or tea, and enjoy these wonderful resources.

Jennifer Gilpin Yacio
Vice President of Future Horizons, Inc./

Editor in Chief of Sensory Focus
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Questions about ConneCtiCut

shooter adam Lanza,
asperger’s syndrome 
& spd tempLe grandin, phd

Many people in the special-needs community are concerned 
about news reports that indicate Adam Lanza, the gunman who killed 
the children and teachers at the school in Connecticut, had Asperger’s 
syndrome and perhaps Sensory Processing Disorder (SPD). They fear 
that this information will make the public think that individuals with 
these disorders are inherently violent.

There is a wide range of people on the autism spectrum. They 
range from prodigies—the likes of Einstein, Mozart, and Steve Jobs—
to individuals who remain nonverbal. Half of the computer program-
mers in Silicon Valley may have some signs of autism. However, the vast 
majority of folks on the spectrum are peaceful and nonviolent.

SPD affects an even wider variety of people. Individuals who have 
SPD and many different diagnoses or labels may have sensory issues 
such as sound sensitivity, difficulty screening out background noise, or 
visual sensitivity to fluorescent lights. SPD can occur in conjunction with 
autism, dyslexia, attention-deficit/hyperactivity disorder, speech delay, 
and learning problems. 

I have read extensive articles about Adam Lanza on the Internet. 
Here is some of his history that may be pertinent to his violent outburst.

When Adam was attending his local school, he was super shy and 
would not allow his picture to be put in 
the yearbook. During his years there 
he showed no violent tendencies, and 
he was really good with comput-
ers. His life rapidly went downhill 
after his parents’ divorce.
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Adam stopped attending 
school and became a recluse in 
his mother’s basement. He spent 
all day playing violent video 
games and did not participate in 
any activities except for shoot-
ing a gun at a local firing range. 
He had no other interests. 

The gun he shot at the 
range was the same gun he shot 
in the video games he played. 
In my opinion, he was prob-
ably visiting some really hor-
rible Web sites, because prior 
to the shootings, he completely 
destroyed his computer’s hard 
drive so investigators could not 
determine what he had been 
doing on his computer or what 
sites he had been visiting prior 
to the school shooting.

What should have been 
done to help Adam before the 
shooting occurred?

First and most importantly, 
Adam Lanza’s parents should 
have forced him to get out 
of the house and find a job. 
Whether he liked it or not, he 
should have been working to 
develop other interests. He was 
good with computers, and he 
could have been working at a 
local computer store. There 
is a tendency for some people 
on the spectrum to become 
recluses. They have to get out 
into the world. Video-game 
playing needs to be restricted 
to 1 hour a day, as it draws 
people away from reality. 

Second, boys need a good 
male role model. A good 
male role model would have 
dragged this kid out of the 
basement before he descended 
into his sick world and began 
shooting people.

Third, people on the spec-
trum get obsessed with their 
favorite things. Teachers and 

parents must direct obsessions 
toward positive things that can 
translate into building careers 
and fulfilling lives. 

There are some individu-
als, like me, who have ex-
treme problems with anxiety 
and panic attacks. Taking a 
small dose of an antidepres-
sant worked wonders for me. 
There is further information 
on this in my book, Thinking 
in Pictures.

When I was in high school, 
I had anxiety and tended to be 
a recluse. Both my mother and 
teacher did NOT allow this. 
They made me get out, be with 
other people, and develop my 
own interests and talents.

By themselves, autism and 
the sensory issues that go 
along with SPD do not make 
a person violent. Had Adam 

Lanza been encouraged to 
develop his talents and in-
terests, socialize with others, 
and turn his skills into being 
able to earn an honest living, 
perhaps he could have made a 
life for himself that turned out 
very differently. 

Temple Grandin, PhD, is an 
internationally respected spe-
cialist in the design of livestock 
handling systems. She is also 
the most famous person with 
autism in the world today. She 
was recently named one of 
Time magazine’s 100 most in-
fluential people and is the sub-
ject of the award-winning 2010 
HBO biopic. Temple has au-
thored several books on autism 
and is a worldwide speaker on 
autism topics. Her website is 
www.templegrandin.com.

By themselves, autism and the sensory 
issues that go along with SPD do not 
make a person violent. 
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When trying to figure 
out a sensory issue, 
you might reconsider 

which senses are involved, 
even if it doesn’t seem to make 
sense at first.

When you think about the 
sensory issues in your family, 
what’s at the top of the list?

For many of us, it’s food. 
Sure, there’s the way that 
neither my husband nor I can 
bear to wear scratchy blue 
jeans. There’s his sensitive 
hearing and my acute sense 
of smell (like a dog) and my 
daughter’s imperviousness to 
pain. There’s my klutziness and 
lack of fashion sense and the 
way that none of us knows how 
loudly we are really talking.

But in my family and in 
my informal survey of other 
families, those aren’t the main 
event. Food is. Food keeps 
coming up again and again. 
Food is nourishment and 
comfort and entertainment. 
It is celebration and consola-

tion. It can involve multiple 
senses—taste, touch, and 
smell. I used to choose foods 
primarily on the basis of the 
way they felt. My tastes run 
toward things that are cold 
and sweet—I blame my chronic 
sore throats from sinus aller-
gies. But recently, I learned 
from my daughter that, at 
least for her, food involves yet 
another of her senses. If I’m 
smart—which is sometimes 
debatable, I know—I can use 
this information to expand her 
limited menu even farther.

For years, my daughter 
didn’t really want to try any-
thing unless it was sweet, 
smooth, and room tempera-
ture. When we did finally get 
her to branch out, it was first to 
fruits and then to vegetables. 
Some of her vegetable choices 
surprised me because they 
didn’t seem to fit the pattern—
until I came to understand that 
she was focused on the sound 
of the food, rather than the 

taste. For years, she would eat 
raw cabbage, and I rejoiced, 
while completely missing what 
was motivating her to eat it. 
Not long ago, we got Grace to 
try lettuce. Now, she insists 
on calling it “cabbage,” and 
she has asked for it at dinner 3 
nights running. 

There was just this one 
thing I didn’t get, though—she 
scrunched up her face and put 
her hands over her ears when 
she ate it. I was afraid to ask 
her what was wrong and risk 
losing a food that she would 
eat in her sparse repertoire, 
but, finally, on the third night, 
I couldn’t stand watching her 
eat it like that anymore. It 
would be so unlike her to eat a 
food she didn’t like, and yet she 
seemed to be grimacing. 

So, I asked her why she 
made that face when she ate 
it. She said, “I like the way 
it sounds when I chew it. 
It sounds like cabbage, but 
different.” 

When trying to figure out a sensory 
issue, you might reconsider which 

senses are involved, even if it doesn’t 
seem to make sense at first.

SenSory FocuS Magazine — Spring 2013 9
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Her siblings were delight-
ed, and they all began to fill 
their mouths and listen to the 
sounds of chewing their lettuce 
together, with their hands over 
their ears.

So, “lettuce” put all this 
together. (See how I did that?) 
When you’re dealing with 
sensory issues, things may 
not always be what they seem. 
You may think that your child 
is rejecting a food because of 
its taste, when it’s actually the 
texture he finds objectionable. 
I think of this as The Lesson 
of the Lettuce; in short, maybe 
I’m missing the point by as-
suming that I know what is 
objectionable to my child.

Maybe it’s not just my kids; 
maybe all of us have our own 
Lesson of the Lettuce. Your 
child may be uncomfortable in 
his classroom because there is 
a bully in class, or the bulletin 

boards are too busy, or it could 
be something else entirely: 
the buzzing of the fluorescent 
lights, a particular smell in 
the classroom, a temperature 
issue, or even (as was the case 
for my husband) the sound of 
the other kids’ pencils scratch-
ing along on their papers.

If your child isn’t eating her 
lunch, maybe it’s not the food 
at all; maybe there is some-
thing about her lunchbox that 
she finds intolerable. I still 
remember the desk that I had 
one year in elementary school 
because it was missing a caster 
on the bottom of one of its legs, 
and it wobbled. In retrospect, 
I could have stopped the dis-
tracting wobbling with a sugar 
packet or some duct tape, but it 
never occurred to me or any-
one else to even try.  

I hope that we can all use 
The Lesson of the Lettuce in 
a broader context: Don’t ever 
hesitate to ask questions about 
every one of your kids’ senses; 
some solutions may be right 
under your nose. Or your eyes. 
Or your ears. 

Bobbi Sheahan is the co-
author of What I Wish I’d 
Known about Raising a Child 
with Autism (Future Horizons, 
2011).

I think of this 
as The Lesson of 
the Lettuce; in 

short, maybe I’m 
missing the point 
by assuming that 

I know what is 
objectionable to 

my child.

T ami’s daughter, Heather, was diag-
nosed with Asperger’s Syndrome just 

before her 13th birthday. Heather spiraled out 
of control medically and educationally until 
an occupational therapist helped lead her to 
a functioning recovery. Tami shares her rec-
ommendations for other parents as she tells 
Heather’s story of coming through the fog.

www.outskirtspress.com/comingthroughthefog

Available in hardcover, paperback, or as an eBook.
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Having lived with varying degrees of Sensory Processing Disorder (SPD) 
all my life, I have developed some tricks and tools to help me negotiate the world with my 
sanity at least partly intact. Two main things my parents taught me in particular have done 

the most to make SPD a manageable (if sometimes inconvenient) part of life. The first is a piece of 
knowledge my parents gave me, and the second is something possessed by practically everyone read-
ing this. You can give both to your child—starting now.

First, my parents taught me that I could change situations, and they helped me learn how to do it. 
It is all too easy to overprotect a child who has SPD and Asperger’s syndrome, and even though nei-
ther of those things had a name when I was growing up, my mom noticed early that I tended to hide 
behind adults and try to get them to handle problems for me. My folks weren’t having any of that.

When I was as young as 7, I had to stand up for myself in simple ways. For example, whenever I 
went into record stores, I couldn’t always handle the music playing in the background. (Some store 
employees take the term “background” very loosely, you know.)
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But when I went to my dad 
and asked him to fix it for me, 
instead he said, “What you 
need to do is go up to the front 
counter and tell the guy work-
ing there that we are shopping 
and need him to turn the mu-
sic down. Be polite.”

Initially, I was a bit upset 
that my dad wasn’t going to 
make the problem go away. But, 
I was reasonably game, so I 
did what I was told. And guess 
what? The guy behind the coun-
ter turned the music down!

This was awesome! I didn’t 
just learn to make a simple 

request—I learned that I could 
make things happen. Over 
time, I learned that this doesn’t 
work perfectly all the time or in 
all environments, but knowing 
that I have an option, that I do 
have some control over things, 
made me feel much better. 

My parents kept working 
on what they saw as the main 
issues: the need to teach me 
independence and to get me to 
go after what I needed without 
having an outburst or break-
down or coming to a dead 
stop. They didn’t know what 
SPD was, but they knew there 
are things you can do when 

you can’t eat a certain food or 
tolerate a certain sensation. 
Food was, of course an issue. 
SPD plus Asperger’s? Food was 
definitely an issue!

I was coached from the ear-
liest age to order food the way I 
wanted it. I had to state my re-
quest politely and clearly. Mom 
knew it was within my power 
to say, “I’d like a hamburger 
with nothing on it, just the 
meat and the bun, please.” So I 
learned to say that, distinctly, 
politely, and with a smile. 

My natural tendency was 
to order what I wanted pretty 

harshly and to have a fit if the 
food had something “wrong” 
with it when it came. Realis-
tically, it was hard for me to 
understand the idea that there 
are people who can stand to 
have a pickle on the same plate 
as other food. But the fact that 
I didn’t really understand typi-
cal food preferences did not 
exempt me from being polite, 
friendly, and clear.

And, yes, there were tears 
when the wrong food arrived 
sometimes. It took a lot of 
coaching and encouragement 
for me to learn to cope with 
and work around the strange 

assumptions that the average 
server or cook might make. For 
example, many people in the 
restaurant industry have the bi-
zarre belief that it is possible to 
eat mashed potatoes that have 
come into contact with gravy. I 
had to learn to respond to such 
situations calmly and get what 
I wanted without hurting feel-
ings or getting huffy.

Sometimes, the lessons 
came out of the sensory prob-
lems my mother or my other 
relatives had. When we went 
shopping, my mom talked to 
me about how we were going 

to go early and on a weekday 
so there would be fewer people 
and less noise. She talked 
about how going to a store 
when it wasn’t crowded meant 
being able to stay calmer and 
get the shopping done faster. 

My mom taught me other 
useful things, like the art of 
avoiding perfume samples on 
your way into a department 
store and the idea that some-
times shopping requires a 
“surgical strike” approach. This 
involves figuring out what you 
need and where it’s likely to 
be, going in and getting it, and 
leaving immediately. 

“The fact that I was taught skills and given information that gave 
me some control over situations and environments some of the 

time was huge for me.”
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The fact that I was taught 
skills and given information 
that gave me some control over 
situations and environments 
some of the time was huge for 
me. I cannot overstate how 
much having a sense of self-
efficacy helps!

After all, the pain and dis-
tress a child with sensory is-
sues experiences comes in two 
parts: The first is the physical 
pain or discomfort, which is 
no fun and can be difficult to 
avoid completely. 

The other part of distress 
is the emotional weight of the 
pain, and that is something 
that can be changed. Fear, 
anxiety, and depression make 
pain significantly worse. The 
more helpless you feel, the 
worse it is. When you can, at 
least to some extent, change 
what is happening or make the 
pain less intense through your 
own actions, it’s a very differ-
ent sensation. When a child 
learns skills to be able to deal 
with (or even prevent) tough 
sensory situations, this gradu-
ally erodes the fearful, anxious 
part of the pain. 

And that’s where the other 
key element that has made my 
SPD manageable comes in. 
Knowledge is power.

When I first received a 
diagnosis of Asperger’s syn-
drome, I picked up some books 
that had sections on SPD. I 
started reading about how 
sensory problems could make 
normal experiences difficult 
and what those sensory prob-
lems look like.

Very quickly, I realized this 
meant that most of the people 

around me were experiencing a 
very different world than I was. 
Furthermore, it dawned on me 
that when friends, relatives, 
and even strangers did things 
that seemed obviously hurt-
ful and even mean to me, they 
were not trying to be hurtful 
and had no way of understand-
ing how much they were asking 
of me!

I can’t overemphasize how 
revolutionary and profound 
it was for me to have a decent 
overview of what sensory is-
sues are and how different 
“normal” people’s sensory 
experiences were from mine. 

There was no way for me to 
guess at this vital difference; I 
had to read about it to under-
stand it.

“To understand all is to 
forgive all.” I could forgive and 
forget a lot of pain when I saw 
that there is no way for any of 
us to magically read others’ 
minds and adjust our behavior 
to fit everyone’s sensory needs. 
Instead of being angry that 
people didn’t understand, I 
realized that I had to figure out 
what I needed from people. My 

parents had given me the skills 
to be able to ask questions in a 
friendly, polite way, so it wasn’t 
too hard to start applying my 
newfound sensory knowledge 
pretty quickly!

Learning how to ask for 
what I needed was great, but 
learning about sensory issues 
meant having a much better 
idea of what to ask for—and be-
ing able to dramatically change 
my own life for the better.

When I had managed to 
dig up a good chunk of infor-
mation about sensory issues, 
I started looking at my habits 
and problems in a different 

“I can’t overemphasize how revolutionary and profound it was for 
me to have a decent overview of what sensory issues are and how 
different ‘normal’ people’s sensory experiences were from mine.”
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light. I used to be in the habit 
of going to the mall on most 
Saturday mornings to do er-
rands (like pick up a pair of 
socks, buy a birthday card, or 
get a pair of shoes fixed). 

It wasn’t until I learned 
more about sensory issues 
that I really started thinking 
about how painful and distress-
ing the mall was for me. To 
some extent, I assumed I had 
to live with that pain. In fact, 
I thought that everyone who 
went to the mall just toughed it 
out, since there seemed to be no 
way to modify the experience.

So, I figured out how to 
get the same stuff done while 

completely avoiding the mall. It 
was awesome.

And, suddenly, after al-
most 10 years of marriage, 
I stopped having fights with 
my husband on the weekends. 
The change in my stress level 
meant I could negotiate a small 
disagreement or misunder-
standing without experienc-
ing anger or frustration. My 
whole understanding of anger 
and emotional management 
changed, as well.

Knowing how to ask for 
what I needed in the world was 
only step one. Being aware of 
what was going on inside me 
was an incredibly important 

step two. I hope that some-
day, every kid with SPD gets 
a chance to learn both steps. 
Then, self-advocacy will come 
naturally. 

A woman with Asperger’s 
Syndrome, Jennifer provides 
countless tips to improve the 
lives of those with sensory 
difficulties. She is the author 
of How to Teach Life Skills to 
Kids with Autism or Asperger’s 
(Future Horizons, 2010).
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A             RNOLD is a child with 
Down syndrome. He’s 3 years 

old but is very small for his age 
and has those loose joints that 

are often seen in children with 
Down syndrome. As a former 

dancer, I can’t help but envy Ar-
nold’s ability to effortlessly do the 

splits.
Arnold has another skill that 

Gandhi would admire. Arnold is the 
master of passive resistance. Gandhi, 

Martin Luther King Jr, and other pro-
ponents of peace would advise protesters 

to not fight or add to the violence that was 
being perpetrated on them. Instead, they 

would advise resistors to show their resis-
tance by going limp. A limp body is difficult 

to move.
Every day, Arnold’s mom would bring him 

to the Head Start Centers for school, and every 
day he would be invited to join his classmates 

in doing the “morning circle.” His response was 
to go to another part of the room, turn his back 

to the circle, and play quietly with a toy. Partici-
pating in the morning circle is usually not optional 

at this Head Start Center, so several times, the 
teacher attempted to pick Arnold up and carry him 

over to the circle. That’s when we found out that Ar-
nold could turn his body into a limp deadweight, so he 

could slither away. He would return to his spot, with 
his back to the group.
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Arnold had the same 
passive-resistance response 
to games. Trying to guide him 
along the balance beam in 
an obstacle course activity or 
jump from square to square 
was like trying to get mercury 
to hold its shape. Everybody 
was having fun, but Arnold 
would not join in.

We gave up. Then, slowly, 
Arnold’s behavior began to 
change. He stopped turning his 
back and began watching the 
group from a distance. Little 
by little he got closer, until 
one day he actually joined the 
group for good. We were sing-
ing “The Itsy Bitsy Spider,” and 
Arnold watched everyone as 
if they were friendly aliens. It 
didn’t occur to him yet that he 
too could imitate what the oth-
ers were doing.

However, we were floored 
by the fact that Arnold actually 
sat in the circle! We took a vid-
eo that morning, and when we 
showed it at a workshop later 
on, someone commented that 
the child with Down syndrome 
wasn’t joining in. We said, “You 
have no idea what it took to get 

him into that circle—that was 
Arnold really joining in.”

As the year progressed, 
Arnold got braver and braver 
and eventually joined in all 
the activities. He laughed and 
smiled and enjoyed being a 
part of the group.

At the end of the school 
year, the “graduating” class 
went over to visit the kinder-
garten program at the elemen-
tary school next door. We 
wondered how Arnold would 
do in the new setting. We 
walked into the classroom, and 
the children were all sitting on 
the carpet in a circle. Arnold 
was the first to walk over and 
sit right down, as if he’d been 
comfortable doing it all his life.

Arnold taught me an im-
portant lesson: Everyone has 
their own pace, and their own 
timing. My job is to honor 
their choices and trust their 
process. 

Barbara Sher, an occupa-
tional therapist and author 
of 10 books, believes in us-
ing children’s natural love of 
play to promote key skills. 

Her books include Early Inter-
vention Games, Self-Esteem 
Games, Attention Games, and 
Spirit Games. To receive a free 
game designed for your child’s 
needs, visit her Web site at 
www.gameslady.com.

Software to create visuals 
for sensory diets, functional 
events, child cognitive self 
cueing & playful therapy 

participation

Developed by Canadian
SIPT certified OT

Visit www.stickids.com
Use promo code SI FOCUS

for a 5% discount! 
Volume Discounts●Workshops●Inquiries

stickids@stickids.com 
403-932-6517

Visit www.stickids.com
Use promo code SI FOCUS 

for a 5% discount! 
Volume Discounts ● Workshops ● Inquiries

stickids@stickids.com
403-932-6517

by Barbara Sher, MA, OTR, 
The Gameslady
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Carolyn Dalgliesh

Bring out the Best in 
Your Sensory Child:

Embrace the Power of
Organizational Systems
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K ids with sensory issues, 
such as those with Sensory 
Processing Disorder, autism, 
Asperger’s syndrome, atten-
tion-deficit/hyperactivity disor-
der, and anxiety disorder, have 
a unique way of interacting 
with the world around them. 
Our kids with sensory challeng-
es are smart, perceptive, and 
connected when they feel loved 
and understood. However, 
owing to sensitivities around 
how they absorb and process 
information, these kids often 
have to work very hard to hold 
it together and are constantly 
navigating situations that feel 
overwhelming to them. 

Through my work as a pro-
fessional organizer and as the 
parent of a child with sensory 
challenges, I’ve learned how 
basic organizational tools are 
at the heart of supporting the 
day-to-day life experiences of 
our rigid, anxious, or distracted 
kids. At its most basic level, or-
ganization is the process of un-
derstanding our environment, 
taking the big and making it 
small, focusing on function, 
embracing the power of small 
changes, and accepting that 
consistent maintenance will be 
needed. As seen through the 
lens of a sensory child, the ap-
plication of these simple princi-
ples can be truly life changing.

The Environment 
Matters

Beginning with a true under-
standing of the environment 
is the core starting point for 
every organizational client I’ve 
worked with, but it is especially 
important for kids with sen-
sory difficulties. Our children 
often find themselves in envi-
ronments and situations that 

feel overwhelming to them. 
We can counterbalance these 
experiences by creating a home 
environment, especially in 
their bedroom and play spaces, 
that truly “speaks” to them 
and the way they process their 
surroundings. These kids need 
simple spaces that limit stimu-
li, have calming activities built 
in, support their fascinations, 
and have a predictable physi-
cal setup. Understanding this 
one concept will help increase 

your child’s level of comfort at 
home, allowing him to decom-
press and regroup, putting him 
in the best possible frame of 
mind for that next challenging 
out-of-home experience.

Taking the Big and 
Making It Small

Almost any organizational 
project seems big and over-
whelming, and, often, getting 
started is the hardest step. One 
of the main supports a profes-
sional organizer provides is 
the roadmap to get from big 
and overwhelming to small 
and manageable. There are 
so many situations in daily 
life that can be too much for 
our sensory kids. We can use 
organization to take almost 
any challenging experience or 
task and make it manageable. 
When we do this at home for 
transitions, chores, or unde-
sired tasks, the overwhelming 
can become routine. When 
this happens, we’re supporting 
and bringing a sense of calm to 
our children, as well as to our 
entire family.

For example, homework 
can seem like an unwelcome 
and arduous task for many rig-
id, anxious, or distracted kids. 
Here are some ways to use 
organization to break down the 
big chore of doing homework.

There are so many 
situations in daily 
life that can be 

too much for our 
sensory kids. We 

can use organization 
to take almost 

any challenging 
experience or 

task and make it 
manageable. 
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Create a portable home-
work caddy that holds every-
thing your child needs for 
doing homework in a visual, 
organized way. You might 
include pencils, erasers, blank 
paper, markers, a ruler, a few 
favorite graphic organizers, 
glue, and a dictionary.

Next, create a visual home-
work plan that has a few built-
in break times on it. Sit with 
your child and have him help 
make the homework plan—get 
him invested in what comes 
first and when to schedule the 
breaks (you could even deter-
mine what he will do during 
the breaks, if that helps). In 
the planning process, reinforce 
with your child the “small” 
blocks of time that define each 
step and the “rewards” that 
come with each break.

With one simple sensory 
organizational approach, we’ve 
taken an overpowering pile of 
homework and broken it down 
into smaller, manageable piec-
es that can help smooth out the 
transition to having your child 
start his homework. 

Organized = Functional

One of the most common mis-
conceptions people have about 
organization is that organiza-
tion and neatness are one and 
the same. In reality, it’s orga-

nization and function that are 
one and the same. Often, peo-
ple will get stuck on having the 
right bin instead of focusing 
on creating the right system. 
This is also a common miscon-
ception around creating orga-
nization for rigid, anxious, or 
distracted kids. For these kids, 
the power of organization does 
not come from a neat room but 
from the power of a mindful, 
functional room design, visual 
guides to help with a difficult 
task, and routines that support 
challenging transitions. An 
essential mindset is to focus 
on what will work best for your 
child, not for you or for anyone 
else’s child. We can’t get hung 
up on what a child’s bedroom 
is “supposed” to look like; we 
have to focus on how our child 
will perceive and navigate it. 
Like traditional organization, 
it’s not the neat, the pretty, or 
the expected that matters—it’s 
the function and support that 
sensory organization gives our 
kids that makes the difference.

For example, I worked with 
a family to create some orga-
nizational systems for their 
son’s bedroom. Their son had 
sensory issues, and we were 
organizing his action figures 
and trying to think of a way to 
categorize them. For instance, 
we could put rescue heroes in 
one bin, superheroes in anoth-
er bin, and so on. We invited 

the boy to share with us his 
idea for organizing his action 
figures, and he suggested that 
we arrange them “by eye color.” 
So, we drew five “eye” labels, 
which he colored in red, yellow, 
green, orange, and blue, and he 
put one label on each bin. Now, 
these were not the neatest la-
bels out there—and sorting the 
figures by eye color didn’t meet 
conventional expectations 
around how to organize his 
toys—but they very clearly sup-
ported this sensory child’s way 
of experiencing his toys, and a 
very successful organizational 
system was born!
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Embracing the Power 
of Small Changes

The largest, most powerful 
shifts I’ve seen with sensory 
organizational clients often 
start with one small change. 
People often come to me ready 
to tackle a big project or a big 
organizational challenge with 
their sensory child. Usually, my 
work is done when they begin 
to see the power of the small 
changes. For example, when 
someone creates a system to 
find their car keys easily, they 
reduce a daily stress point in 
their life. This same concept 
has an even bigger impact 
with a sensory child. When we 
bring the power of organiza-
tion and having clear systems 
to the small but very challeng-
ing times of day for sensory 
kids, we can significantly limit 
their anxiety and emotional 
meltdowns. This enhances our 
ability to feel more connected 
and helps them (and us) feel 
more in control. 

Research has proven that 
when someone creates a suc-
cessful shift or habit in one 
small area of their life, it will 
ripple out to other areas of 
their life, as well. So the small 
changes can be the catalyst for 
bigger things to come! This is 
certainly true for our sensory 
kids, where the confidence that 
comes from one small success 

can lay a positive foundation 
for the next change.

Successful Organization 
Means Maintenance 

The last core sensory orga-
nizational tool is understand-
ing that successful organiza-
tion comes with long-term 
maintenance and adjustments. 
It is not a one-time event. 
Many sensory kids do well 
with structure, routines, and 
visual aids as a part of having 
an organized daily life. These 
core tools will often be a part 
of their long-term experience, 
and taking time each week to 
maintain or tweak the systems 
we have in place for them will 
be instrumental to having 
long-term success. But, as a 
sensory parent, you know there 
is no magic bullet, and we are 
never “done.” At times, a sys-
tem we put in place will only be 
effective for a certain period of 
time, and, as our child grows, 
it will need to grow with him, 
and we will need to create new 
plans and adjust old ones.

The fundamentals of or-
ganization give us wonder-
ful roadmap for supporting 
our sensory kids at home. By 
understanding that the envi-
ronment matters and by break-
ing things down, organizing 
for function, recognizing the 

power of small changes, and 
accepting that maintenance 
and adjustments will be neces-
sary, we can begin to create a 
new experience for our sensory 
child. We can counterbalance 
the innate challenges sensory 
children have out in the world 
by creating sensory systems at 
home that truly “speak their 
language” and that make them 
feel loved and understood. 

Carolyn Dalgliesh founded 
Systems for Sensory Kids to 
help parents create practical, 
in-home solutions for rigid, 
anxious, and distracted kids. 
A member of the National 
Association of Professional 
Organizers, Carolyn is also the 
president of Simple Organiz-
ing Strategies, a professional 
organizational service for 
homes and small businesses. 
Carolyn’s first book, The Sen-
sory Child Gets Organized: 
Proven Systems for Rigid, 
Anxious, and Distracted Kids 
(Touchstone/Simon & Schus-
ter), will be published in Sep-
tember 2013. Learn more at 
www.thesensorychildgets 
organized.com.



SenSory FocuS Magazine — Spring 201322 SenSory FocuS Magazine — Spring 2013 23

The Use of a Natural Set-
ting for Therapy

“That family is noncompliant!”
In the not-so-distant past, a 

family would be given a mul-
tipage home therapy program 
and be expected to carry it out 
at home. And woe to the fam-
ily that was too busy to see it 
through. “What? You didn’t 
follow the program? Johnny 
will never make progress un-
less you…” went the conversa-
tion. But with the Individuals 
with Disabilities Education 
Act (IDEA) of 1994, reautho-
rized in 2005, came what some 
called a “Copernicus Revolu-
tion” (Fig 1). No longer did 
patients orbit around the medi-
cal personnel situated in the 
center of the universe—instead, 
the client became the virtual 
center of the system, with all 
the helping professionals orbit-
ing around him or her.

The system is evolving, and 
there are many holdovers from 
days past. In fact, still today, 
some parents ask, “When are 
you going give me Johnny’s 
sensory diet?” And when we 
answer, “We don’t provide 
sensory diets for children,” at 

Lucy Jane Miller, PhD, OTR & Sarah A. Schoen, PhD, OTR

A NATURAL OCCUPATIONAL THERAPY OPPORTUNITY

Playgrounds:
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Patient 3
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Health Care
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Occupational Therapist

Speech Therapist

Client’s
Family

Pediatrician

The healthcare professional was situated at the center of the “universe,” with 

the patients revolving around him or her.

The client is now located at the center, with the healthcare professionals 

revolving around the client and his or her family.

first the parents look at us in 
amazement or disbelief. “It’s 
not about a specific sensory 
diet you must do with your 
child every two hours or two 
days,” we say. “It’s about re-
framing your child’s needs to 
incorporate remediation for 
his or her physiologic sensory 
needs. It’s about a sensory 
lifestyle, not about a sensory 
diet.” And, as one mom said 
to us, “It’s not a sprint, it’s a 
marathon.” If the marathon 
required families to provide 
remediation activities for a 
lifetime, however, many would 
be discouraged.

Instead, advanced practi-
tioners have come to realize 
that the best (and sometimes 
the only) home program is 
one that fits naturally into a 
family’s lifestyle. For babies, 
what can be done while chang-
ing a diaper or taking a bath? 
For preschoolers, what can be 
done while getting out of the 
house in the morning? For 
school-aged children, what can 
be done while accomplishing 
homework after school? For 
adolescents, what can be one 
while preparing for a social 
event at someone else’s house? 
The challenge now comes in 
fitting therapy into the natu-
ral course of a day, so that as 
family members go about their 
daily routines, a child is able to 
obtain and participate in the 

types of stimulation he or she 
needs the most.

 Occupational therapy 
(OT) facilitates participation 

in everyday activities or “oc-
cupations.”1 To be valued by the 
individual for whom they are 
intended, these activities must 

FIGURE 1. Diagram illustrates the “Copernicus Revolution” in client care.
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be meaningful for the individ-
ual client and his or her family. 
Determining the importance of 
specific activities depends on 
how the activity is appreciated 
in the context of the family’s 
individual priorities and the 
importance of those activities 
for others surrounding the cli-
ent, such as neighbors, people 
at school, and coworkers (if one 
has a job). 

One major “culture” or 
setting where a child spends 
a large percentage of his or 
her waking time is school. For 
children with disabling con-
ditions, IDEA mandates that 
services and supports occur 
in the least restrictive envi-
ronment—whenever possible, 
in “natural environments.”2 
Another reference to the use 
of activities in natural settings 
is the “Occupational Therapy 
Practice Framework,”3 which 
references a focus on a client’s 
participation and wellness 
through engagement in occu-
pations, including leisure and 
play. However, environmental 
issues often prevent children 
from participating fully in 
daily life activities.4,5 Although 
therapy services in the past 
have emphasized daily living 
skills, research suggests that 
parents’ hopes for treatment 
outcomes are often related to 
social and emotional function-
ing, including play with peers, 

self-regulation, and self-esteem 
and confidence.6 

At the Sensory Therapies 
And Research (STAR) Center, 
near Denver, Colorado, we 
focus on creating developmen-
tally appropriate relationships 
for children with Sensory 
Processing Disorder (SPD). We 
coach families to participate 
in developmental strategic 
play, with an emphasis on 
experiencing magical mo-
ments. A magical moment is 
that instant in which the child 
experiences an unexpected 
success and shares the joy of 
mastery with the play partner, 
who scaffolds the child (mean-
ing the play partner supports 
and assures the child that the 
experience is a success). When 
the child realizes that he or 
she can do something that was 
seen as a challenge previously, 
it enhances her self-esteem 
and builds a capacity for future 
successes.

In our role as family coach-
es, we support interactions 
between parents and children 
as the preferred method of 
“treatment.” Inherent in the 
philosophy is the knowledge 
that a child’s parents are her 
primary resource, and thera-
pists provide only a brief series 
of encounters for the family. 
While the results we get as 
therapists can be long last-
ing, we are not members of 

the family; thus, our “help” 
can only be long lasting if 
the family truly understands 
the principles underlying our 
therapeutic assistance, so they 
can create a sensory lifestyle 
for their child and family.

In fact, in response to 
parents insisting that thera-
pists have magic tricks to help 
their children maximize their 
potential and offering pleas 
that they just don’t know what 
to do as parents, the book No 
Longer a SECRET 7 was writ-
ten to turn these “secrets” over 

to parents. We say, “It’s only a 
secret when you don’t know it! 
As soon as you know it, it’s no 
longer a secret.”

Natural environments help 
parents feel more comfortable 
in accomplishing their personal 
goals for their child, because 
the environment is familiar 
and safe—such as the neighbor-
hood playground or the play 
yard attached to a family’s own 
home. The problem here is 
that children with disabilities, 
including SPD, often do not 
naturally know how to interact 
with playground equipment. 
In particular, they rarely know 

“... children with disabili-
ties, including SPD, often 
do not naturally know 
how to interact with play-
ground equipment.”
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the typical rules of engagement 
when playing with others in 
this type of natural setting.1 
Typical behaviors observed in a 
child with SPD include aggres-
sion, withdrawal, anxiety, con-
trolling behavior, and impulsiv-
ity. The common denominator 
is frequent temper tantrums 
and/or meltdowns of some sort.

A PROCESS for a Success-
ful Outdoor OT Session

Outdoor playgrounds provide 
an ideal environment for ad-
dressing the problems of chil-
dren with SPD and many other 
conditions that include sen-

sory challenges.1 Additionally, 
occupational therapists are 
uniquely qualified to guide the 
therapeutic process at the play-
ground, ensuring access and 
safety and maximizing oppor-
tunities for play.8 Play is cen-
tral to development, providing 
opportunities for exploration, 
mastery, problem solving, mo-
tivation, and competency that 
will carry over to other aspects 
of life.9 Thus, we have designed 
a method of teaching and 
coaching families to succeed 
in supporting their child on 
the playground. This involves 
training the family to reframe 

play as a “PROCESS” that pro-
duces meaningful functional 
outcomes for the child and 
family. The important ingredi-
ent of this approach is not the 
activity or the product but 
rather the process by which the 
child engages, interacts, and 
experiences the environment. 
By focusing on the PROCESS, 
the components that elevate 
the playground experience to 
a developmentally appropri-
ate and strategic method for 
interacting with a child are 
highlighted. The PROCESS 
focuses on each of the elements 
in Table 1.

PROCESS DOMAIN DEFINITION

Problem Solving Finding individualized solutions for specific issues

Relationship The interactive social partnership of two or more people

Organization of Behavior Active participation of the individual in planning, sequencing, and executing 
patterns of action in a logical and systematic manner

Community The extent to which the individual knows how to and is able to perform in a 
culturally and contextually appropriate manner (eg, understanding shared 
values of individuals in a specific setting within which one works, plays, and 
lives, such as in one’s community)

Emotional Regulation The ability to maintain socially appropriate behavior in the context of chal-
lenging environments and/or tasks (such as at school, in a busy mall, or while 
doing homework)

Social Participation Focusing on appropriate roles and actions that include others in appropriate 
shared work and/or play 

Sensory Solutions The ability to use sensation to self-regulate or accomplish a whole project or 
event rather than having sensory input be a source of dysregulation and emo-
tional escalation

TABLE 1. Elements of a PROCESS to Support Children’s Interactions in Natural Environments
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When supporting a child 
and family members in a play-
ground environment, we teach 
parents about what the child 
needs by reviewing the ele-
ments of the PROCESS. A little 
later, we will discuss the think-
ing process that leads to coop-
erative and independent play, 
to demonstrate the PROCESS 
for obtaining positive outcomes 
in a natural environment.

The Omni Spinner is a 
rotary device (an innovative 
improvement on the old-fash-
ioned “merry-go-round”) for 
children 5 years old to adult-

hood to use on the playground. 
The spinning equipment has 
high back supports and side-
walls for maximum safety, 
as well as a speed limiter to 
control the speed of operation. 
The spinner can be used by up 
to eight people at a time and 
provides great opportunities 
for social interaction. It pro-
vides endless opportunities for 
children to have fun and en-
gage in a wide range of devel-
opmentally appropriate play. 

The PROCESS components 
that can be addressed on the 
Omni Spinner include:

• PROBLEM SOLVING. As a 
child approaches the equip-
ment, let him figure out how 

to use it to make it fun. You 
may have to prompt him 
with questions, such as:

Hmm … How can we 
get into the spinner? Okay, 
great. Now how is it going 
to move around? How can 
we make it go the just right 
speed? What would make it 
more fun? Should someone 
else get in with us? 

Teaching problem solv-
ing is much more difficult 
than just doing the thera-
peutic activity yourself. 
Think about what questions 
the child would have to ask 

himself when encountering 
novel play structures if no 
adult were there.

• RELATIONSHIP. The 
structure of supported sit-
ting when positioned to face 
another person inherently 
enhances opportunities 
for relationship. In addi-
tion, since movement often 
increases language output 
and facilitates spontaneous 
verbalizations, there is a 
greater likelihood of recipro-
cal interactions taking place.

Coach the child (or par-
ent, who can then coach the 
child) to notice and engage 
with one other child on the 
Omni Spinner. 

It looks like someone is 
on this spinner with us. I 
wonder who this is … (if 
necessary, say, “Can you 
ask him/her what his/her 
name is?”)

How can we find out who 
is on the spinner with us? I 
wonder if she likes to go fast 
or slow?

We need to make a deal, 
so sometimes we spin and 
sometimes we push. How 
should we make a plan with 
the other person on the 
spinner? 

• ORGANIZATION OF BE-
HAVIOR. Behavior must 
stay organized to be produc-
tive. A natural opportunity 
for working on organization 
of behavior exists on the 
Omni Spinner. Play games 
that require response inhi-
bition (eg, “stop vs go”) and 
movement discrimination 
(eg, “go fast vs slow,” “spin 
left vs right”). 

• COMMUNITY. A sense of 
community is engaged when-
ever two or more children 
are playing. On the Omni 
Spinner, as many as eight 
children can play at a time.

Ask questions that you 
know should be a part of the 
community-based goal for the 
child and/or family, such as:

“Behavior must stay organized to be productive.”
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Look, there are three 
children on the spinner. 
What do you think the 
“rules” of the other children 
are? These are not written 
rules, but they are how the 
children know whether to 
go faster or slower. How do 
kids on the spinner figure 
out what other kids want?

• EMOTIONAL REGULA-
TION. Emotional regulation 
is a feature inherent in all 
activities. The Omni Spin-
ner often provides a sense 
of comfort and confidence 
in movement that is new for 
the child. This in turn can 
increase feelings of self-con-
fidence and self-esteem. 

Make sure to notice and 
acknowledge feelings of suc-
cess and mastery. Talk about 
how doing fun movement ac-
tivities makes your body feel 
bubbly inside, like you want to 
laugh. Ask, “What else makes 
you feel this way?” “What is 
the difference between how 
you feel when the spinner is 
moving fast, versus when it is 
moving slowly?” The goal is to 
have the child begin to identi-
fy his feelings himself, instead 
of acting out his emotions. 
Over time, you should be able 
to transfer these introspective 
types of questions over to the 
child so he can work them out 
for himself.

• SOCIAL PARTICIPATION. 
Because the children are 
in close proximity to each 
other when they use the 
Omni Spinner, social par-
ticipation is facilitated natu-
rally through engagement 
with groups of peers. Since 
multiple people participate 
together, the Omni Spinner 
tends to be a shared joy-
ful experience, and, once 
children share that experi-
ence, it can open up bonds 
that can be reinforced with 
other activities.

Be sure to pick out and call 
attention to verbally shared 
moments of joy, such as:

Wow, look at Sally’s face. 
She looks like she’s having 
fun. I wonder how she feels 
inside? Maybe she’ll want 
to play with us again (or on 
another piece of equipment).

• SENSORY SOLUTIONS. 
Sensory solutions abound 
with this piece of equip-
ment. One of the most im-
portant opportunities is the 
chance to obtain functional 
proprioceptive input as 
children provide the “man-
power” to make the spinner 
move in a circle. The effort 
required to push it can have 
a calming influence on the 
child, while still being fun 
and functional. Addition-
ally, the vestibular input 
acquired by using the Omni 

Spinner influences a child’s 
arousal level and his state of 
alertness, which affects his 
attentional abilities (Fig 2). 

FIGURE 2. Children playing 
on the Omni Spinner on the 
STAR Center sensory play-
ground. (The Omni Spinner 
is made by Landscape Struc-
tures.)
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The Mobius Climber is another 
interesting piece of playground 
equipment that can provide a 
developmentally graded way 
to gradually engage in play 
with peers. It is an enticing 
piece of climbing equipment 
for children that specifically 
targets those aged 5 to 12 years 
old, but it is useful for all ages, 
including adults. The climb-
ing structure is wavy, and 
the unique design provides 
multiple places for children 
to move their hands and feet 
as they plan both the direc-
tion and height of their move-
ment. The challenge level can 
be graded on the basis of the 
child’s strength, endurance, 
and problem-solving abilities. 
Handgrips help children climb 
safely, and the equipment pro-
vides infinite combinations of 
movement patterns as it helps 
develop coordination, core 
stability, and upper- and lower-
body motor control. Children 
of all developmental levels can 
build confidence in their motor 
skills, while having fun with 
their peers (Fig 3).

• PROBLEM SOLVING. 
The Mobius Climber offers 
multiple opportunities for 
problem solving, as the child 
figures out different ways 
to move along the climbing 
structure. The small success-
es on this piece of equipment 

reinforce the child’s willing-
ness to persist through more 
challenging tasks.

• RELATIONSHIP. A sense 
of relationship can progress 
from simply being together 
on the equipment, to hav-
ing exchanges with others 

that are promoted merely by 
sharing the space. A natural 
progression from individu-
ally motivated affect (eg, a 
sense of mastery bringing 
a feeling of joy) can easily 
progress toward reciprocal 
interaction and communi-
cation with others (shared 
goals that bring pleasure).

• ORGANIZATION OF 
BEHAVIOR. The Mobius 
Climber also requires more 
complex organization of 
behavior. Successful play 
is dependent on the ability 
to plan and sequence body 
movements up, down, over, 
under, and across the climb-
ing structure. Once a plan is 
in place, even the most dis-
tractible, highly active, and 
impulsive child can develop 
a repertoire of goal-directed 
play. Organizational abili-
ties are further enhanced by 
the inclusion of additional 
children and the invention 
of new games to play on the 
climbing structure. These 
organizational abilities can 
then be used to play on 
other pieces of equipment on 
the playground. 

• COMMUNITY. As we saw 
with the Omni Spinner, the 
Mobius Climber is a perfect 
venue for multiple children 
to use at the same time. This 
automatically creates an op-
portunity to work on one’s 
appropriateness level in 
the community. No matter 
what the developmental and 
skill-based level of the child, 
the therapist can help shape 
the amount of involvement 
with other children in the 
setting. Many children with 

FIGURE 3. Children climb 
on the Mobius Climber on the 
STAR Center sensory play-
ground. (The Mobius Climber 
is made by Landscape Struc-
tures.)
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SPD and related conditions 
do not yet understand on an 
intuitive level the rules of 
engagement appropriate at 
their age.

• EMOTIONAL REGULA-
TION. Emotional regulation 
is facilitated through goal-
directed play. No matter 
what skill level the child has 
mastered, the task is easily 
graded for success and/or for 
more challenge. Some chil-
dren benefit from doing easy 
tasks, which helps increase 
their emotional regulation; 

for others, a nice challenge is 
just the ticket to raise their 
self-esteem. Every client is 
different, and the real job of 
the therapist (and eventually 
the parent) is to determine 
what increases the child’s 
ability to self-regulate. The 
Mobius Climber affords a 
fantastic opportunity to 
determine what level of dif-
ficulty is most apt to rein-
force regulated behavior for 
a specific child. 

• SOCIAL PARTICIPATION. 
Social participation is en-
hanced by using the Mo-

bius Climber because many 
people can use it at a time, 
including the child, her peers 
or siblings, and even adults. 
A child who has challenges 
playing with peers can start 
by playing around adults and 
slowly move toward playing 
with older or younger chil-
dren. Peers of the same age 
will usually bring an expec-
tation of having age-appro-
priate interactions. As a very 
general rule, we initially try 
to pair a child with SPD with 
those that are half the child’s 
chronological age, to foster 

shared social-emotional 
experiences that are “just 
right” for a child with SPD.

Frequently, because 
children with SPD are intel-
ligent, their cognitive abili-
ties are often higher than 
those of other children their 
age, and they are expected 
to act their age socially. In 
fact, their social-emotional 
age is often way behind the 
other domains of develop-
ment. Thus, having a piece 
of equipment like the Mo-
bius Climber almost ensures 
that there will be kids with 
a range of ages and stages 

playing together at any 
given time.

A much younger typically 
developing child may be at 
the same emotional level 
as an older child with SPD, 
whereas an older child may 
be just mature enough to 
tolerate the antics of a child 
with SPD. Joint attention 
and mutual pleasure are the 
beginning points for social 
participation, having fun, 
and social-emotional devel-
opmental growth.

• SENSORY SOLUTIONS. 
The sensory solution unique 
to the Mobius Climber is 
the amount of propriocep-
tive input provided by the 
resistance to the muscles 
and joints while the child is 
engaged in climbing. Pro-
prioception is wonderful for 
children with many sub-
types of SPD. For children 
who are overresponsive, 
proprioceptive input (es-
pecially tonic or sustained 
proprioception) can lower 
their level of arousal, where-
as with children who are 
underresponsive, proprio-
ceptive input can raise their 
arousal level (especially 
phasic or fast propriocep-
tion). As useful as proprio-
ception is for children with 
SPD, it can be difficult to 

“Joint attention and mutual pleasure are the beginning 
points for social participation, having fun, and social-
emotional developmental growth.”
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MAJOR 
PATTERN

SPD SUB-
TYPE10

SYMPTOMS ADDRESSED BY 
USING THE OMNI SPINNER

BENEFITS PROVIDED BY THE 
OMNI SPINNER

S
en

so
ry

 M
od

u
la

ti
on

 
D

is
or

d
er

Sensory 
overre-
sponsive

Responds too quickly or too much to 
movement

Establishes trust, provides gradually 
increasing levels of rotary stimula-
tion

Sensory 
underre-
sponsive

Is underaroused in general Provides “fast/blast” stimulation to 
increase arousal level

Sensory 
craving

Seeks out more and more stimula-
tion and becomes disorganized when 
it is obtained

Provides controlled, interrupted sen-
sation; the child must learn response 
inhibition (eg, “stop”) through rep-
etition and practice

S
en

so
ry

-b
a

se
d

 M
ot

or
 

D
is

or
d

er

Postural 
disorder

Has poor core stability and low levels 
of movement; needs support on 
moving equipment 

Vestibular stimulation helps facili-
tate increased muscle tone (the Omni 
Spinner provides support against the 
child’s back and sides)

Dyspraxia Has difficulty spatially moving 
around constraints within the 
environment and sequencing body 
movements to appropriately meet 
the demands of the environment

Getting in and out and pushing the 
Omni Spinner are motor-planning 
challenges that require a plan of ac-
tion within the environment

Sensory 
discrimi-
nation 
disorder

Has poor proprioceptive and ves-
tibular discrimination

Games can be developed on the 
Omni Spinner to enhance a child’s 
vestibular discrimination abilities 
(eg, “Should we spin fast or slow?” 
and “Simon Says” for body position-
ing when moving in space)

TABLE 2. Use of the Omni Spinner by Children with Each SPD Subtype

design interesting and fun opportunities that 
are novel enough for the child.

But, the Mobius Climber requires a child 
to create new paths and routes every time 
she uses it. It is virtually “reusable ad infini-
tum” and often influences a child to be in a 
well-regulated state of arousal. Why is this 
important? Because there is a direct relation-
ship between arousal and performance. If the 
child can get into a good arousal state, her at-

tention will improve, and her functional level 
will also increase.

Use of Playground Equipment by Kids 
with Various SPD Subtypes

There are hypothesized to be six subtypes of 
SPD.10 The way any equipment can be used var-
ies, depending on the needs of the client. Each 
moment is approached individually, and we do 
not advocate using protocols because they tend 
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MAJOR 
PATTERN

SPD SUB-
TYPE10

SYMPTOMS ADDRESSED BY 
USING THE MOBIUS CLIMBER

BENEFITS PROVIDED BY THE 
MOBIUS CLIMBER

S
en

so
ry

 M
od

u
la

ti
on

 
D

is
or

d
er

Sensory 
overre-
sponsive

Responds too quickly or too much to 
movement against gravity; is fearful 
of heights

Establishes trust, as the child con-
trols the movement; the child is 
gradually exposed to moving higher 
against gravity, with the support and 
safety features of the equipment

Sensory 
underre-
sponsive

Is underaroused in general Provides increased proprioceptive 
input to the senses

Sensory 
craving

Seeks out more and more stimula-
tion and becomes disorganized when 
it is obtained

Provides a goal-directed activity 
with proprioception to produce a 
calmer state and reduce disorganiza-
tion

S
en

so
ry

-b
a

se
d

 M
ot

or
 D

is
or

d
er

Postural 
disorder

Has poor core stability and de-
creased strength and endurance; 
demonstrates poor weight-shifting 
and equilibrium reactions

Climbing facilitates integration of 
visual, vestibular, and proprioceptive 
inputs essential to developing bal-
ance and postural control

Dyspraxia Has difficulty spatially planning 
movements up, down, over, under, or 
across climbing structures; dem-
onstrates poor sequencing of body 
movements to meet the demands of 
climbing; is unable to problem-solve 
interaction with equipment 

Provides multiple opportunities to 
plan, sequence, and master body 
movements in space and problem-
solve different ways to play; practice 
and repetition of movements are 
necessary to facilitate more automat-
ic mechanisms 

Sensory 
discrimi-
nation 
disorder

Has poor proprioceptive, visual, and 
vestibular discrimination

Games can be developed to enhance 
a child’s vestibular, visual, and pro-
prioceptive discrimination abilities 
(eg, games based on body position in 
relationship to gravity; grading force 
of movement and accuracy of arm, 
hand, and foot placement along the 
climbing structure, with and without 
the use of vision

TABLE 3. Use of the Mobius Climber according to SPD Subtype

to be recipe-like and rarely account adequately for individual variation. The complexity of the differ-
ences in needs of children with each SPD subtype is described in Tables 2 and 3, which summarize 
how the Omni Spinner and the Mobius Climber can be individualized to the needs of children with 
each of the six main subtypes of SPD. 
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Case Study: The PROCESS 
in Action

Alena is 4 years old and has 
been identified as (a) over-
responsive to movement and 
(b) dyspraxic since birth. She 
is terrified of movement ac-
tivities and does everything in 
her power to avoid anything 
that makes her body move 
through space, particularly if 
her feet are required to leave 
the ground. Because of her 
motor-planning issues, she has 
a limited ability to plan and or-
ganize her body movement in 
space to be successful in play 
activities with peers. She tends 
to break toys or systemati-
cally line them up rather than 
engage in play that requires 
manipulation of objects. 

Alena’s therapist intro-
duced her to the Omni Spinner 
and the Mobius Climber slowly, 
as she understood the impor-
tance of a positive adjustment 
process and thus did not focus 
on the product—the motor-
planning actions and getting 
Alena’s feet off the ground. 
After 5 consecutive days of 
treatment on the playground, 
Alena gradually approached, 
explored, tested, and played 
with her parents and occupa-
tional therapist on the equip-
ment. The PROCESS Alena 
engaged in ensured that the 
focus of treatment was always 
on engaging with the therapist 

and her parents, while making 
steps toward improving her 
sensory and social issues.

The process began with 
using both pieces of equipment 
as hiding places for a glorified 
game of peek-a-boo. This pro-
gressed to hide-and-seek, with 
many hiding places being on or 
near the two pieces of equip-
ment. On the 3rd day, Alena’s 
stuffed animals pretend-played 
on the Omni Spinner and Mo-
bius Climber, and they had a 
(make-believe) great time. On 
day 4, Alena sat on the Omni 

Spinner, but it stayed still, and 
she climbed to the first ring of 
the Mobius Climber almost at 
ground level. By day 5, she was 
neurologically and emotionally 
ready to move forward and try 
both pieces of equipment just a 
little bit. 

Activities on the Omni 
Spinner and Mobius Climber 
are beneficial for children like 
Alena, who have sensory over-
responsivity and dyspraxia. 
However, as with most pieces 
of equipment, it is not the 
equipment itself but how the 
equipment is used that makes 
it useful for many subtypes of 
SPD. The process of deciding 
what is the right action in the 

specific moment is called clini-
cal reasoning.11 With parents 
and children, we use the term 
problem solving, instead. 

Conclusion

Natural environments, such as 
playgrounds, are indeed won-
derful venues for therapeutic 
intervention and building 
relationships and confidence, 
not only in children, but also 
in their parents. Although 
the equipment at the STAR 
Center sensory playground 

is not what is typically found 
on community playgrounds, 
the environment is familiar 
and recognizable as a regular 
playground. Parents gain con-
fidence about going to neigh-
borhood playgrounds, and 
children can frequently attain 
many therapeutic goals in this 
“natural” setting. 

Natural settings, such as 
playgrounds, need to be fur-
ther explored as therapeutic 
opportunities that can help 
children progress from a more 
structured and controlled (pro-
tected) setting of the clinic to 
a natural place where parents 
typically play with their kids. 
The therapeutic playground 

“... we strongly advocate that families and therapists 
begin to explore natural settings as venues for thera- 
peutic remediation.”
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provides a bridge between the 
clinic and the natural environ-
ment, providing opportunities 
for support and scaffolding of 
the child’s development and 
enabling therapists to coach 
parents on effective strategies 
for use in daily life. Children 
are able to develop the skills 
and self-confidence necessary 
for mastery of challenges in the 
therapeutic environment that 
can foster success at school, 
at home, and in community 
settings. In line with the fed-
eral mandate from IDEA, we 
strongly advocate that families 
and therapists begin to explore 
natural settings as venues for 
therapeutic remediation. 
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ARE YOU PARENTING ALONE,
RAISING A CHILD WITH AUTISM?

Karra Barber-Wada has been 
there, and she shares her advice 
on these and other topics:

 Being peaceful with your ex
 Establishing the same rou- 
 tine in both homes
 Taking care of yourself
 Enjoying your time with 
 your child
 Maintaining needed ser- 
 vices when money is tight
 Having a support network
 Meeting the needs of your 
 other children
 The challenges of dating
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