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Summer! Finally summer, and the weather 
is warm (or even hot!) and the kids are out 
of school. If you are a teacher, you may be 

enjoying a short break from classroom chaos. If 
you are a parent, your kids are at home, and you 
have those little extra challenges that this sea-
son brings.

As always, we have some wonderful articles 
to help you through the season. We hear from 
John McConkey, who writes about meaningful 
playground experiences. I bet a lot of us will be 
spending time at the playground enjoying the 
warm weather with our kids. Will they get the 
most out of the experience?

Jackie Olson, co-author of the Sensory 
Parenting book series, shares her experiences 
of negotiating several sensory issues in the 
same house. I know we have that problem at 
my house, and if you do, too. I would guess this 
particular challenge is quite common, as every-
one’s senses are different! What are your house-
hold sensory conflicts?

Then we have an excerpt from the long 
awaited third edition to Building Bridges 
through Sensory Integration, as three of our 
favorite OT’s take on the Tactile System. Round-
ing out this season’s issue are articles from our 

columnists: Jennifer McIlwee Myers on change, 
Barbara Sher on playing pretend, and Bobbi’s 
Book Corner.

I want to tell you how we would love to hear 
your views. Did you like an article? Think we 
missed the mark? Have a book to suggest for 
Bobbi’s Book Corner? Please feel free to send 
any comments or (yes!) even criticism to info@
sensoryworld.com. We can take it, and heck, it 
may even help us grow. Do you prefer your cor-
respondence the old fashioned way? Send us a 
note: 2000 East Lamar Boulevard, Suite 600, 
Arlington, Texas 76006.

We look forward to hearing from you. Until then, 
have a wonderful summer!

Jennifer Gilpin Yacio
President of Sensory World 

Editor in Chief of Sensory Focus



by Jackie Linder Olson
6 SenSory FocuS Magazine — SuMMer 2015

When Sensory 
Systems Cohabit,



Focus on Family

ike and Carol Brady 
sure made it look easy 
to blend families. In 

spite of some shenanigans and 
mild drama, the three boys 
and three lovely girls worked 
together to form one big, happy 
family. This is not always the 
case in real life, with the most 
current statistics showing that 
40% of all married couples 
with children in the US are 
step couples (meaning at least 
one partner had a child from a 
previous relationship).1 What 
is depressing is that 70% of 
second marriages (with kids) 
will end in divorce within 5½ 
years.2 Ouch! What’s a newly 
cohabiting family to do, espe-
cially when sensory systems 
come into play?

I expected that melding my 
family was going to be a chal-
lenge, and with a new baby on 
the way, I was more than ready 
to make it happen. But one 
thing I wasn’t expecting were 
the sensory system challenges 
we’d face as a new family. In 
fact, we were not even aware of 
many of our sensory preferenc-
es until we were all jolted out 
of our comfort zones. Suddenly 
our sensory systems and needs 
were magnified, and we faced 
an all-out sensory war. 

My teenage son has sensory 
processing disorder, which we 
have been treating with occu-
pational therapy and sensory 

integration since he was three. 
He now speaks the language 
and is in tune with what his 
body requires to regulate. 
What we learned during our 
new cohabitation was that we 
had created an eco-system and 
catered to his needs and his 
needs only. When we added 
my significant other Todd into 
our family, an adult alpha male 
deeply set in his own sen-
sory ways, it really rocked our 
worlds. To make matters more 
complex, both Todd and my 

son are sensory avoiders with 
low thresholds, so they are 
extremely sensitive and par-
ticular. For example, my son 
bounces a ball while stimming 
to self soothe, yet the repeti-
tive thud of the ball felt like 
a jackhammer to Todd’s ears. 
Todd is an amazing chef who 
uses spices and herbs to flavor 
his dishes, but my son gags 
when aromas from cumin and 
paprika hit his nose. Suddenly, 
we had a home of sensory op-
posites with no middle ground 

in sight, and the baby hadn’t 
even arrived yet. 

Nighttime was the worst; 
our sleeping environment was 
a total nightmare. Todd’s in-
ternal temperature rises as the 
day ends, requiring air-condi-
tioning to cool himself to sleep, 
while my teenage son has ice 
running through his veins 
and is always cold. To make 
matters worse, Todd insisted 
that we keep the windows and 
doors open for air circulation, 
but that amplified the sounds 
of the coyotes, owls, and oc-
casional helicopters outside. 
In the opposing corner of the 
house, my son’s OCD demand-
ed that all doors and windows 
be tightly closed and locked 
and a white noise machine 
be running to block out any 
outside disturbances to accom-
modate his auditory processing 
dysfunction. Todd had trouble 
sleeping with a noise machine 
on, and I couldn’t sleep with 
the coyotes howling in celebra-
tion after a kill (which is quite 
loud and emotionally disturb-
ing). For a while, I thought 
we’d have to have an occupa-
tional therapist move in with 
us to referee our routine. 

I don’t remember Carol 
ever telling Mike that Mar-
cia’s incessant hair brushing 
was stimming or that Bobby’s 
avoidance of certain textures 
was tactile dysfunction. No one 

“What is depressing 
is that 70% of second 
marriages (with kids) 

will end in divorce 
within 5½ years.”

MMM
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needed deep pressure squeezes 
on The Brady Bunch, and out 
of six kids, there was not one 
picky eater! Nope, the sensory 
needs of The Brady Bunch 
seemed to merge effortless-
ly—not in our case. It quickly 
became apparent that, in order 
for our new family to survive 
together, we had to make huge 
sensory adjustments. We knew 
our sensory situation would 
not be fixed overnight, so we 
had to make a plan.

Step 1. Educate

I had to educate Todd on sen-
sory needs, sensory systems, 
and my son’s sensory process-
ing disorder. And I’m talking 
quick, cheat sheets of educa-
tion. Once he understood that 
my son wasn’t just being dif-
ficult or a brat (I know, see why 
education is crucial?!), it was 
easier to discuss the sensory 
situation. Thankfully, Todd 
understood that my son’s brain 
was just wired differently 
than his. Todd has never read 
The Out-of Sync Child or any 
sensory processing book, but 
I did get a few sensory articles 
in front of his eyes, and those 
were helpful. He needed to 
learn about SPD, and I had to 
come to terms with my part of 
the problem and admit that I 
can be a sensory enabler; both 
were equally important. 

Step 2. Put Everyone’s 
Sensory Needs on Paper

As the adults of the house-
hold, Todd and I wrote down 
what his needs were and what 
my son’s needs were, and we 
included some of mine as well. 
Once it was on paper we could 
discuss and access them in a 
more organized and non-per-
sonal structure. It was sensory 
business, and it took the emo-
tion out of the situation. It also 
made the situation seem more 
manageable, and we were able 
to brainstorm solutions, refer-
ring to my library of sensory 
experts when needed. 

Step 3. Compromise

Once we established that no 
one is to blame for their senso-
ry preferences, we had to figure 

out who could live with what 
compromises. Everyone had to 
participate. We had to decipher 
what was a sensory dysfunc-
tion, a stubborn resistance, or 
a sensory habit. Since we knew 
we couldn’t force a child to get 
over a sensory processing dys-
function, we quickly accessed 
what was a doable modification 
and what was merely a habit. If 
you’re not sure which is which 
when making changes, consult 
with an occupational therapist 
or medical professional versed 
in sensory processing. Be sure 
to have your list ready so you 
don’t forget anything. 

Step 4. Make 
Adjustments
We tried different scenarios; 
some worked, some didn’t. 
We would give each change a 
month to see if it was some-
thing we could grow accus-
tomed to, but if it was causing 
my son too much discomfort 
or stress, we stopped it im-
mediately. For example, he 
prefers the lights on at night 
while he sleeps, which is par-
ticularly hard on someone used 
to sleeping in pitch darkness. 
And to be clear, he’d have every 
light on in the house if we let 
him. We tried to get my son 
to sleep in the dark (with just 
a nightlight), and his anxiety 
went off the charts. He wasn’t 

“Once we 
established that 

no one is to blame 
for their sensory 
preferences, we 
had to figure out 

who could live with 
what compromises. 

Everyone had to 
participate.”
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getting to sleep until 2 am, 
when he’d finally pass out. This 
sleep deficit was affecting his 
moods and his ability to learn 
at school, so the lights went 
back on, and his door was 
closed. Problem solved. 

Step 5. Evaluate 
Periodically
Our nighttime routine settled 
into a combination of elements 
that worked best for all of us. It 
wasn’t ideal, but everyone was 
getting the necessary sleep for 
school, work, and life in gen-
eral. After almost three years, 
our newborn had grown into a 
toddler, and it was time to reas-
sess our nighttime needs again. 

Todd caved and tried a new 
noise machine that offered a 
plethora of options, but we all 
could agree on the rhythmic 
and soothing ocean waves. 
This last and final change 
made a significant improve-
ment for us all, with Todd 
sleeping more soundly and 
consistently through the night 
than ever. Who would have 
thought we’d ever be on the 
same sensory page? We did it! 

While we still have sensory 
problems within our cohabi-
tating family, we have come 
a long way from where we 
started. We’ve grown together 
as a family and have blended, 
much like The Brady Bunch, 

into a loving and function-
ing home, and we have never 
let our sensory differences 
come between us. No matter 
how frustrating or debilitating 
newly comingled families can 
become when sensory needs 
are on such polar ends of the 
spectrum, we are living proof 
that these challenges can be 
overcome. It takes a plan (or 
two), lots of love, and the nec-
essary professional help to get 
through it, but it can be done, 
even when it looks impossible 
upon first glance. 

Now, if only Alice would 
come and take care of all the 
cleaning and cooking (while 
accommodating all of our sen-
sory feeding issues, of course), 
we’d be set! 

Jackie Linder Olson is the co-
author of the Sensory Parent-
ing book series and author 
of The Waiting Pool. She is 
currently blogging at Peace, 
Autism, and Love (www.peace 
autismandlove.com), where 
she’s formed a community for 
other parents with young chil-
dren and teenagers on the au-
tism spectrum. She typically 
writes about sensory process-
ing issues and mindful parent-
ing. Prior to Sensory Parenting, 
she created an award winning 
series of instructional occu-
pational therapy and sensory 

integration DVDs for parents, 
teachers, and caregivers of 
special needs children.
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The changing sea-
sons often remind 
me of the patterns 
of the cycle of life: 
the kids’ focus on 

Star Trek fades for a while, and 
then Star Wars becomes the fo-
cus, then the Marvel Cinematic 
Universe, then Doctor Who, 
then back to Star Trek. Nothing 
stays forever, but few things are 
ever completely gone.

And that applies not only 
to the weather and nerding 
out, but also to sensory pro-
cessing disorder (SPD). Like 

most SPuDsters, my sensory 
processing is not simply af-
fected by SPD, but is also 
affected by anything that has 
a profound effect on how my 
brain processes incoming data 
of all kinds. 

Yes, since SPD is “all in 
your head” or, rather, all in how 
your brain deals with sensory 
input, brain growth, and devel-
opment massively impact sen-
sory processing. In fact, any-
thing that has a strong effect 
on the biochemistry or neuro-
biology of the brain can alter 
how SPD “behaves” and thus 
change how your child with 

SPD behaves and responds to 
even familiar situations.

Stress is a biggie, of course. 
Stress, anxiety, and the fight-
or-flight instinct all involve big 
biochemical stuff. There are a 
lot of us who have increased 
intensity of SPD symptoms and 
behaviors when big stress hits.

This isn’t surprising when 
you think about how stress 
affects people in general. In 
case you hadn’t noticed, people 
change a lot during finals 
week, just before a big pre-
sentation for a client is due, or 

when they win a free trip to 
Disneyland. 

So is it too for us with SPD. 
For me, finals week always 
meant that I felt profoundly 
overwhelmed by sensory input 
that a few days before I could 
have tolerated easily. A partic-
ularly nasty bullying campaign 
in fourth grade left me barely 
able to hone into my teacher’s 
voice amid the smallest back-
ground noise of the classroom. 
(Note: a bullying campaign 
is what happens when bored 
mean girls decide to create an 
increasingly difficult situation 
for a socially inept girl. No one 

can crush a soul as efficiently 
as a fourth-grade girl.)

The problem is that, when 
you and your child have a de-
cent base level of understand-
ing of your child’s SPD, changes 
can be tough to take. You may 
have worked for months or 
years to fine-tune your coping 
methods and to coach grand-
parents, teachers, and others 
to adapt to your child’s real 
way of experiencing the world. 
It’s tough to realize that, after 
making a lot of progress, the 
stress of being at a new school 

or tackling self-paced science in 
higher grades can profoundly 
affect sensory processing.

Don’t panic—or at least, 
don’t panic more than you ab-
solutely have to. Changes hap-
pen, but you’ve already learned 
a lot of the techniques you will 
need to cope with changes in 
the initial process of learning 
what SPD is, and how to help 
your child.

Because, ironically enough, 
the one thing change brings 
more than anything is the same 
old thing. The same old need to 
observe what’s going on with-
out judging. Same old process 

“ ... you’ve already learned a lot of the techniques you will 
need to cope with changes in the initial process of learning 

what SPD is, and how to help your child.”
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of finding out when your child 
is having difficulties, how se-
vere they are, and what things 
seem most likely to be triggers. 
Same use of logic, research, 
and trial-and-error to figure 
out which changes to try and 
work out the best available so-
lutions for you and your child.

And yes, all of this is a 
heckuva lot of effort. Don’t hide 
that from your child. As long as 
you don’t blame him or berate 
him, it helps if you can hon-
estly share some of the process 
with him. Remember, some-

day your child is going to be 
an adult, and adults with SPD 
need to know how to problem 
solve and how to be their own 
best advocates. In fact, chil-
dren and adults who don’t have 
SPD also need those skills. 

But when are you likely to 
have serious changes happen? 
When do you need to be on 
the lookout, and how can you 
prepare?

The obvious stressors and 
changes are things like start-
ing a new grade or starting at 
a new school, moving houses, 
and gaining a sibling. Fortu-
nately, most people under-

stand that those are stressful 
times for children, and there 
are actually some folks who 
will give you and your child a 
reasonable amount of support 
at times like those. The stress-
ors people understand are the 
ones they are most likely to 
help with.

Another area of stress, one 
that is more difficult to put your 
finger on, is the development of 
the brain that goes on through-
out childhood. Kids’ brains are 
constantly growing and chang-
ing, and that means their SPD 

can spontaneously grow and 
change with their brain. 

If you are lucky enough to 
be doing all the right stuff—
providing a varied “sensory 
diet,” working with an OT/
SPD, helping your child try 
new stimuli in a no-pressure 
zone, all those things we hope 
we’ll be able to get going while 
the kids are still young—you 
are likely to get improvement 
during those very active devel-
opmental years of elementary 
school. The brain that gets 
active help and support is most 
likely to grow and change in 
positive ways.

For most kids, some chang-
es will be negative or problem-
atic as well. You can get a lot of 
positive things going without 
completely overriding the fact 
that brains do not grow in a 
linear way. Brain development 
usually doesn’t fit a simple 
upward curve; instead, it’s 
a complex network, and the 
results of that growth can vary 
from quirky to explosive.

I’d be remiss if I didn’t 
mention the Big Change that 
usually throws the most func-
tional and happy SPuDster for 

a loop: puberty. Puberty is not 
simply a process of having X 
and Y chromosomal physical 
characteristics develop, it’s a 
complex interaction of hor-
mones and every part of the 
brain and body. It can start at 
almost any time after age 8 
and plays out over many years. 
There are early bloomers, late 
bloomers, and kids who grow 
and develop in fits and starts. 
It’s crazy, it’s unpredictable, 
and it is coming.

Your experience with the 
changes that occur during the 
natural stressors of childhood 
are your training for dealing 

“Your experience with the changes that occur during the 
natural stressors of childhood are your training for dealing 

with puberty.”
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with puberty. They are also 
your child’s training: if she 
isn’t aware that changes mean 
adapting, troubleshooting, and 
problem solving, she won’t 
have much hope that things 
can get better. If you’ve been 
sharing your process of learn-
ing how to adapt with her and 
involving her in it (or dragging 
her kicking and screaming 
into working on it with you), 
she’ll at least have some in-
kling that there is a light at the 
end of the tunnel.

I hadn’t thought about how 
profoundly puberty affected 
my SPD until a few years ago, 
when I hit menopause. For 
those of you unfamiliar with 
menopause, it’s exactly like 
being dragged through puberty 
backwards, but you don’t have 
the excuse of being a teenager 
to fall back on. 

Drastic hormonal changes 
meant drastic changes in how 
I experienced things like water 
temperature; what had been a 
comfortable setting for taking a 
shower became miserable, and 
what had been my favorite tem-
perature for coffee all of a sud-
den became undrinkable. Many 
of my other SPD issues changed, 
some in minor ways and some 
fairly drastically, and it took all 
I had learned over decades of 
working on dealing with anxiety 
and stress to get me through 
that first few months.

I’m not telling you this to 
garner pity—I’m okay; I always 
land on my feet. I’m telling you 
this so that you know that any 
change that profoundly alters 
brain chemistry can make 
every facet of SPD different in 
some way. 

The biggest problem is that 
there’s no use in saying, “We 
spent five years gently lead-
ing him to tolerate a few new 
foods, and now he won’t eat 
anything but hot dogs—well, 
it must just be stubbornness, 
that’s all!” If a child has devel-
oped a good ability to tolerate 
or even enjoy many new sensa-
tions and drops those habits 
like a hot potato when puberty 
hits, it’s not his stunning new 
personality that’s the problem. 
It’s all about the neurochemis-
try, baby.

The fact is that if every-
thing but hot dogs suddenly 
tastes like sludge, then your 
kid’s carefully expanded diet 
is going to collapse in on itself. 
Puberty can mean opening 
up in some areas and shutting 
down in others. While puberty 
and the process of growing up 
can make a child more likely 
to be stubborn and difficult, 
it’s difficult for them as well. 
When it comes to SPD issues, 
cut them some slack. If the vac-
uum cleaner is too loud for him 
to do the vacuuming, then put 
him on permanent dish duty or 

dusting patrol while someone 
else deals with the other chores 
while he’s not home. Change 
things up and adapt.

And that’s what it’s all 
about. Learning to change 
and adapt is a real pain, but 
when you change and adapt to 
your child’s growth, you can 
demonstrate what change and 
adaptation look like. Involve 
your child in the process as 
much as you both can manage. 
Change is inevitable, but it’s 
also something that can make 
life amazing. You can do it. So 
can your kid. 

A woman with Asperger’s 
syndrome, Jennifer provides 
countless tips to improve the 
lives of those with sensory 
difficulties. She is the author 
of Growing Up with Sensory 
Issues (Sensory World, 2014) 
and is a regular columnist for 
Sensory Focus.
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autism and special needs. The motor challenges kids face 
require strength, coordination, and the ability to focus 
and attend. Yoga can help kids with these challenges as 
it can strengthen their bodies while calming. This book 
demonstrates how to get kids started with the discipline 
that so many of us use in our daily lives. Occupational 
therapist Britt Collins tells how to use yoga to support 
special needs, increasing body awareness and fine tuning 
coordination skills.

Temple Did It, 
and I Can Too!

Jennifer Gilpin Yacio 
ISBN: 978-1-935567-52-3
$14.95  |  Hardcover

Here is a children’s book that will help guide and 
inspire all kids to reach their full potential. Temple 
Did It, and I Can Too! explains the obstacles Temple 
Grandin faced while growing up, then gives the rules 
she followed to overcome them and become a leading 
animal scientist. Includes worksheets for kids to 
identify and reach their goals.
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Inclusive 
Play: Meaningful 

Playground 
Experiences for 

Children 
with 

Sensory 
Processing 
Disorders

Few experiences 
warm our hearts 
more than watch-
ing and listen-
ing to children 

engrossed in play. Smiles. 
Brows furrowed in concentra-
tion. Laughter. Squeals. Blos-
soming friendships. Moments 
of triumph.

Playgrounds offer families 
vitally important spaces for 
outdoor play—not just to have 
fun, but also to encourage 
growth and discovery. Play-
grounds and the experiences 
they create offer so many ben-
efits. They help children build 
self-esteem and problem-solv-
ing skills, increase self-control, 

enhance creativity and imagi-
nation, build relationships and 
confidence, and move with 
courage. I wish all opportuni-
ties to build life skills came in 
such an appealing package! 

Unfortunately, not all play-
grounds are equipped to sup-
port play for all families. One 
in seven children in the United 
States lives with a disability, 
from mobility challenges to 
sensory deficits and other de-
velopmental issues. To achieve 
truly inclusive play and bring 
these benefits to all children, 
outdoor play spaces must ad-
dress a wide variety of needs. 
It’s not just about access—it’s 
about the experience. 

John 
McConkey
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Focus on PlaySTATE OF THE NATION
So, how are we doing as a 
country when it comes to 
playgrounds? Landscape 
Structures recently took a 
close look at perceptions of 
public playground require-
ments for children with 
disabilities with an Inclusive 
Play Survey. The survey, 
found that families’ expecta-
tions are changing.

More than half of par-
ents mistakenly believe that 
playgrounds are required to 
have elements designed for 
children with visual and 
hearing impairments, Down 
syndrome and sensory dis-
orders. Only 24 percent 
knew that playgrounds are 
required only to have wheel-
chair-accessible elements, 
per the current standards of 
the Americans with Disabilities 
Act. It’s a frustrating reality. But 
we took heart in hearing that the 
majority of parents expect higher 
standards for public playgrounds. 
That’s definitely progress.

The survey uncovered more 
encouraging news: communities 
aren’t just open to inclusive play—
they want it. The vast majority of 
parents surveyed—80 percent—are 
supportive of having inclusive 
playgrounds in their community. 
Going a step further, almost 75 
percent of parents believe that 
it’s important for their children 
to play with a variety of other 
children, including those with 
disabilities. That’s an attitude 
where everyone wins.

17SenSory FocuS Magazine — SuMMer 2015
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PLAYGROUNDS AND SENSORY 
PROCESSING DISORDER 
Community support and desire 
for inclusive play spaces is a 
great first step. But how do you 
know if a playground offers 
inclusive play for your child or 
children? To start, we looked at 
how this rapidly growing popu-
lation of children with sensory 
and developmental disabilities 
experience playgrounds. While 
each child is unique, we’ve 
observed a few sets of common 
reactions and behaviors.

First, some can get over-
whelmed easily, particularly 
in a new place, or when there 

are lots of new people around. 
It’s not surprising that they 
often end up playing alone. The 
noise or level of activity may 
be intimidating, or they may 
not know how to connect with 
groups of other children who 
are playing nearby.

It can be challenging to find 
outdoor play environments 
that adequately anticipate and 
address these reactions and 
behaviors, especially on older 
playgrounds. Whether you’re 
looking at the public play spac-
es in your area or advocating 
for a new playground, here are 
a few key elements to seek out. 

• Cozy, Quiet Spaces: 
Nooks and crannies 
within a main play struc-
ture and surrounding 
areas give children space 
to get away to help regu-
late their emotions. 

• Progression: Climbing 
elements that challenge a 
range of levels let children 
master gravity and learn 
about their own bod-
ies and how they move 
through space. 

• Variety: Multiple sensory 
play opportunities in dif-
ferent locations across the 
playground give children 
the chance to explore at 
their own pace and find 
what appeals to them.

• Small Groups: Play 
areas designed for two or 
three children allow them 
to interact and build their 
social skills in a more fo-
cused way.

Helping children with sensory 
processing disorders identify 
and explore these elements of 
a playground will give them 
the chance to more fully enjoy 
its benefits. It’s a good start. 
And, as communities across 
the nation continue to recog-
nize the value of inclusive play 
spaces, we expect to see more. 
Our work won’t be done until 

Coloring Your Learning Environment

Creating a sensory-rich play experience isn’t just 

about structure—color plays a vital role. The aver-

age toy is intended to stand out and create visually 

loud experiences, which can be distracting or over 

stimulating for children with sensory processing 

disorder. Nature-inspired colors, on the other hand, 

are familiar and comforting. For example, calming 

blues remind children of the experience of looking 

up at the sky, and mellow yellows suggest playing 

in a field of flowers. Our curated color palettes help 

create a soothing environment that is less distract-

ing, helping children stay focused on their play.
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all playgrounds offer not just 
access, but engaging experi-
ences to all children. 

John McConkey serves as 
Market Research and Insights 
Manager at Landscape Struc-
tures Inc. With more than 15 
years of experience in health-
care, John works to encourage 
outdoor play that helps kids 
develop healthy habits and en-
hances their lives by creating 
and fostering inspiring play 
experiences. He is an autho-
rized provider of continuing 
education from IACET™ and 
LA CES™ and has presented 
at national conferences on 

topics such as playground ac-
cessibility and inclusiveness, 
health and fitness, and recon-
necting children with nature. 
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Bobbi’s Book Corner by Bobbi Sheahan

Temple Talks ... About Autism and Sensory Issues 
by Temple Grandin, PhD

T emple Talks ... About 
Autism and Sen-
sory Issues is drawn 
largely from author 

Temple Grandin’s speeches and 
interactions with readers, and 
reads just like a conversation 
with the world’s best-known 
person with autism. In her 
newest book, Dr. Grandin un-

packs sensory issues from an 
insider’s perspective. 

Readers will have no prob-
lem diving right in to this 
engaging book about sensory 
issues, much of which is pre-
sented in a very readable Q&A 
format. For those who are not 
yet familiar with this author, 
this book is an excellent and 
easy-to-read introduction to 
her wisdom and insight about 

what it feels like to deal with 
sensory issues. For those who 
are already familiar with Dr. 
Grandin as the world’s best-
known person with autism, 
this book is a wonderful addi-
tion to her body of work. 

Whether she is discuss-
ing the high levels of gifted-
ness in children with autism 
or the helpfulness of creative, 
simple interventions, Dr. 
Temple Grandin’s perspective 
is a breath of fresh air. The 
best thing about this book can 
be summed up in one word: 
insight. You may think that 
you’re dealing with a reluctant 
reader or a picky eater, but 
you might actually be looking 
at someone who is actually in 
physical pain due to sensory is-
sues, and the solution might be 
as simple as changing the light 
bulb or presenting the food in a 
different manner. It’s all about 
perspective. Dr. Grandin chal-
lenges us to see things from the 
point of view of someone with 
sensory issues. 

In every instance, the 
author encourages us to think 
creatively and look beyond 
a “problem” behavior to the 

whole person, and to truly try 
to understand the reason for 
the behavior. She helps us to 
consider that, when a problem 
arises, it might be an eas-
ily addressed sensory issue. 
Even when we’ve identified 
something as a sensory issue, 
we might have misidentified 
which sense is actually causing 
a particular challenge. 

Allow me to share an exam-
ple of this interaction with my 
very own daughter just today. 
Typically, her most dominant 
Sensory Superpower is her 
sense of taste, and she is very 
specific about what textures, 

“Even when we’ve 
identified something 
as a sensory issue, 

we might have 
misidentified which 

sense is actually 
causing a particular 

challenge.”
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tastes, and temperatures she 
can tolerate. She and I share 
a love for popcorn. Tonight, I 
introduced her to our new air 
popper and I explained that 
it was healthier than the way 
that we used to make popcorn, 
how we would be doing our 
bodies a favor by consuming 
less oil, and I’m sure that I 
said lots of other interesting 
and sensible things about it. I 
walked her through the use of 
the popper, and she made her-
self some popcorn. She shared 
the bowl with me and seemed 
to enjoy it, and I was surprised 
when she said that we needed 
to go back to the old popper. 
Was the popcorn too dry? Not 
salty enough? Did it feel too 
different in her mouth? Nope. 
I wasn’t asking the right ques-
tions. “I like the way the old 
popper sounds.”

Temple Grandin warned me 
there’d be days like this. 

Temple Talks ... About Autism 
and Sensory Issues (Arlington, 
TX, USA) Sensory World, 2015.

Bobbi Sheahan has a child 
with autism. She is also the 
co-author of What I Wish I’d 
Known About Raising a Child 
With Autism: A Mom and a 
Psychologist Offer Heartfelt 
Advice for the First Five Years 
(Future Horizons, 2011).

www.SensoryWorld.com

Why Does My Kid Do That?Why Does My Kid Do That?
10 Common Signs of 

Sensory Processing Disorder
 1. Extra-Sensitive to Touch – They don’t like to be touched 

or can’t be touched enough. 

 2. Sensitivity to Sounds – They may cover their ears when 
the same noises don’t bother others.

 3. Picky Eaters – They will only eat one or two familiar foods.

 4. Avoidance of Sensory Stimulation – They won’t put 
their hands in anything messy such as glue, clay, or mud. They 
only wear certain clothes. 

 5. Uneasiness with Movement – They fear amusement park 
rides, playground equipment, or being turned upside down.

 6. Hyperactivity – They can’t be still during the day or get to 
sleep at night.

 7. Fear of Crowds – Crowded areas bother them to the point 
of frequent public meltdowns.

 8. Poor Fine or Gross Motor Skills – They have trouble 
with handwriting or kicking a ball.

 9. Excessive Risk Taking – They may be unaware of touch or 
pain, which can appear as aggressive behavior.

 10. Trouble with Balance – They may be accident-prone 
or fall more often than others and have a preference for 
sedentary activities.
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The 
Tactile 
System

An excerpt from the 
new, revised edition of

Ellen Yack, BSc, MEd, OT & Paula Aquilla, BSc, OT & Shirley Sutton, BSc, OT
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Sensory integration 
theory addresses 
all of the sensory 
systems but focuses 
primarily on the 

vestibular, tactile and proprio-
ceptive systems.

In this article, we are going 
to explore the tactile system  
and briefly review what hap-
pens when sensory integration 
functions efficiently and what 
happens when a child’s sensory 
integration is inefficient.

Children with or without a 
diagnosis of Autism Spectrum 
Disorders (ASD) can experi-
ence problems with the tactile, 
vestibular or proprioceptive 
systems and can exhibit simi-
lar responses and behaviors. 
However, children with ASD 
have other impairments that 
may contribute to their sen-
sory problems.

The Tactile System

The mother feels her unborn 
child kick against her tummy. 
She quickly summons her older 
children to come and feel her 
unborn baby kick. Everyone 
experiences a sense of wonder 
and amazement as the tiny 
kicks push against their hands. 
They have all experienced the 
miracle of life through their 
sense of touch. Even the un-
born infant has experienced 
the sensation of amniotic fluid 

swishing around the body and 
the vibrations of the mother’s 
digestive system.

The tactile system provides 
us with our sense of touch. It 
is the first sensory system to 
operate in the uterus (Fisher 
et al., 1991), and it is important 
that this sense works efficiently 
from birth. Newborn infants 
have reflexes necessary for 

survival which can be stimu-
lated through touch. The sense 
of touch enables them to turn 
their faces to nipples bear-
ing milk, start bonding with 
their parents and feel calmed 
by warm, soft blankets when 
falling asleep. The sense of 
touch is important to growth 
and development as well as 
survival. Premature infants 
who are regularly massaged 

are more alert, active and calm 
and have increased weight gain 
and better orienting responses 
(Ackerman, 1991).

Katie was two weeks old 
and cried whenever she 
was hungry. Her mother 
picked her up and nestled 
her against her breast. Ka-
tie felt the nipple touch her 
cheek. This touch stimu-
lated the rooting reflex that 
automatically turned Ka-
tie’s head in search of food. 
As soon as Katie felt the 
nipple touch her lips, she 
would latch on and begin to 
suck. Initially, Katie needed 
to feel the nipple against 
her cheek in order to know 
which direction to turn her 
head and needed to feel 
the nipple in her mouth in 
order to begin sucking.

The tactile system receives 
information about touch from 
receptor cells in the skin. 
These receptors are all over our 
bodies, providing information 
about light touch, pressure, vi-
bration, temperature and pain. 
Feedback from the tactile sys-
tem contributes to the develop-
ment of body awareness and 
motor planning abilities. Every 
activity of daily life, including 
dressing, hair and teeth brush-
ing, eating, toileting, household 
chores, school work and job 

Every activity of 

daily life, including 

dressing, hair and 

teeth brushing, 

eating, toileting, 

household chores, 

school work and job 

tasks are dependent 

upon a functional 

tactile system.
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tasks are dependent upon a 
functional tactile system. As 
with all sensory systems, the 
tactile system has both protec-
tive and discriminative abili-
ties which complement each 
other throughout our lives.

The protective system is 
more primitive. It alerts us 
when we are in contact with 
something that may be danger-
ous and triggers our bodies to 
react against potential harm. 
Carol Kranowitz, in her book 
The Out-of-Sync Child: Recog-
nizing and Coping with Sen-
sory Integration Dysfunction 
(2006), labels the protective 
system as the “Uh-oh!” system. 
This very suitable label illus-
trates the response that the 
protective system can gener-
ate. Sometimes the nervous 
system is gently alerted, and 
other times the “fright, flight 
or fight” response is activated.

You’re sitting around a 
campfire. A mosquito lands 
on your leg. The light touch 
alerts you to potential 
harm, and you slap your 
leg in effort to prevent the 
mosquito’s bite.

The discriminative system 
enables us to feel the quality of 
the item we are touching. The 
ability to feel the soft touch of 
a parent, the fuzzy skin of a 
peach, the bumpy surface of a 

strawberry and the piano keys 
under our fingers are all de-
pendent upon the discrimina-
tive system. Kranowitz (1998) 
refers to the discriminative 
system as the ‘’Aha!” system, 
because it provides us with the 
details about touch.

Lia reached into her hand-
bag for her keys. It was 
late and she didn’t want 
to turn on the light and 
disturb her family. Her 
fingers found one set of 
keys on a plastic key ring. 
She immediately let this 
go, as she knew it was 
the keys to her car. Her 
fingers then touched the 
hard, metal surface of her 
house keys and she im-
mediately retrieved them 
from her purse, opening 
the door without disturb-
ing her family.

Initially, our protective sys-
tem is dominant, but as the 
nervous system matures, we 
begin to increasingly rely on 
the discriminative system. 
Newborn infants are more 
easily irritated by light touch, 
and their ability to use their 
sense of touch to explore the 
environment is limited. As the 
infant matures, this ability in-
creases and becomes necessary 
for learning and brain devel-
opment. The discriminative 
system becomes a vital trans-
mitter of information, and the 
protective system remains 
ready to respond to any poten-
tial threats.

Successful function of the 
tactile system depends on 
the balance between both the 
protective and discriminative 
systems. When the sensory in-
tegrative processes of registra-
tion, orientation, interpretation 

Also available at

In this handy guide, 
Dr. Grandin:

• Gives an overview of 
what it’s like to have 
sensory difficulties 
and autism

• Explains how she 
overcame several 
sensory issues

• Gives useful tips
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Have you ever 
wanted to talk 
to Temple about 
her sensory 
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and sensory modulation are 
intact, we automatically know 
which touch is alarming, which 
touch is pleasurable, which 
touch can be ignored and which 
touch needs to be explored.

Tactile Dysfunction

Children with a dysfunctional 
tactile system may be under- 
or over-responsive to touch or 
may have problems with tactile 
discrimination.

Some children may exces-
sively register and orient to 
touch input. They may have 
problems with sensory modu-
lation and may be unable to 
inhibit or screen out touch sen-
sations. Consequently, they are 
always aware of the feel of their 
clothes against their skin, their 
hair against their necks and 
their glasses resting against 
their noses. They may have 
difficulty shifting attention to 
other sensations like the sound 
of a human voice because they 
are so overwhelmed by the 
messages about touch.

Some children interpret 
and react to harmless light 
touch as being potentially 
dangerous. They are often 
described as being tactile 
defensive, with their protec-
tive systems working over-
time. Many touch sensations 
are regarded as threatening 
and something to be avoided. 

They may have no difficulty 
touching objects or people 
but cannot tolerate receiving 
touch that is not self-directed. 
Behaviorally, these children 
may appear anxious, control-
ling, aggressive, unwilling 
to participate in home and 
school activities and inflexible 
in order to control the touch 
input received from the envi-
ronment. The constant feeling 
of being vigilant or on guard 
and the frequent experience 
of the fight, flight or fright 
response consumes a lot of 
energy. Subsequently, there is 
less energy and attention for 
learning and interacting.

Every time Sarah’s mother 
tried to brush her teeth, 
Sarah became upset and 
screamed. Her mom had to 
restrain her on her lap and 
hold her jaw still in order 
to get the toothbrush into 
Sarah’s mouth. Brushing 
had to be done quickly and 
with a great deal of pres-
sure or Sarah would bite 
the toothbrush and try to 
run away. Sarah responds 
similarly to nail cutting 
and hair brushing and 
washing. Sarah refuses to 
learn to do these activities 
independently. Her mother 
cannot understand why 
these activities create so 
much distress.

Other children are under-
responsive to touch. They may 
have low arousal levels and 
may not register or orient to 
touch sensations unless they 
are very intense. These chil-
dren do not get appropriate 
feedback about where they are 
being touched, significantly in-
terfering with the development 
of body awareness and motor 
planning. For example, feed-
ing and speech problems may 
be related to hypo-responsive 
touch systems. It is difficult 
for the tongue to move food or 
form sounds if there is a lack 
of awareness of the parts of the 
mouth. Consider what it feels 
like for a few hours after your 
mouth is numbed at the den-
tist. You often slur your words 

The constant feeling 

of being vigilant or 

on guard and the 

frequent experience 

of the fight, flight 

or fright response 

consumes a lot of 

energy. Subsequently, 

there is less energy 
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for learning and 

interacting.



Focus on Touch

26 27SenSory FocuS Magazine — SuMMer 2015 SenSory FocuS Magazine — SuMMer 2015

and food drips out of your 
mouth when eating.

Some children may experi-
ence poor tactile discrimina-
tion. They register touch but 
seem unable to determine the 
features of what they are touch-
ing. They have difficulty dis-
criminating between textures, 
face problems using their sense 
of touch to search for objects 
in a drawer or a purse and do 
not develop memories for touch 
experiences. Knowledge of how 
things feel contributes to our 
ability to manipulate objects. 
Poor tactile discrimination can 
contribute to problems with 
body awareness and motor 
planning. Think about how dif-
ficult it is to manipulate objects 
when you are wearing thick 
woolen gloves.

Max’s fine motor skills 
were developing slowly. 
He had difficulty doing up 
buttons and zippers. He 
couldn’t learn how to tie 
his shoes as the laces kept 
falling out of his hands. 
He had a limited attention 
span for fine motor activi-
ties, as he consumed a lot 
of energy using his vision 
to confirm where objects 
were in his hand.

Some children who are under-
responsive to touch may also 
have a delayed reaction to 

touch. For example, pain from 
a cut or a burn may be felt 
hours after it has occurred and 
not at the time it happened. 
This is a real safety concern. 
For most of us, if an action 
harms us, we immediately 
feel pain and discontinue the 
activity. If a child is unable to 
immediately experience dis-
comfort or pain, the activity 
may be continued, producing 
increased injury.

Michael and his class went 
to a conservation area for 
a class trip. They decided 
to walk through a stream 
in bare feet to cool off. Im-
mediately after entering 
the stream, screams could 
be heard from Michael’s 
classmates who quickly 
scrambled on to the grass. 
There were sharp stones in 
the stream that had cut the 

children’s feet. Michael was 
enjoying the swish of the 
water around his feet and 
continued to walk in the 
stream. When his teacher 
asked him to come out of 
the water to check his feet, 
Michael was surprised to 
see the cuts on his feet. Lat-
er, at home, Michael would 
not let his mom wash his 
feet because they hurt.

Some children seem to seek 
out excessive amounts of touch 
sensations. Their arousal 
levels may be turned on low, 
and they crave touch in order 
to provide necessary input to 
their nervous systems. These 
children may touch every-
thing, including repeatedly 
stroking mom’s hair, rubbing 
the teacher’s panty- hose and 
touching the fancy knick-
knacks on grandma’s book-
shelf. Safety can also be an 
issue for these children. Often 
the desire for touch causes 
them to be impulsive in their 
pursuit of touch, and they do 
not take the time to ask them-
selves, “Is this harmful?” or 
“Do I need permission?”

The importance of touch in 
a child’s life cannot be overstat-
ed. The inability to respond ap-
propriately to touch sensations 
can seriously interfere with the 
ability to develop many skills. 
For those children who react 

Often the desire for 
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uncomfortably to touch, the 
impact on social and emotional 
development is disastrous. 

Ellen Yack, BSc, MEd, OT has 
practiced as an occupational 
therapist since 1979. She is the 
Director of Ellen Yack and As-
sociates, a private agency pro-
viding occupational therapy 
and speech therapy services 
to children and their families. 
She currently consults for the 

autism programs at the To-
ronto District Catholic School 
Board and Aisling Discoveries 
Child and Family Centre.

Paula Aquilla, BSc, OT is an 
occupational therapist (since 
1986) and an osteopathic 
manual practitioner (since 
2011). Her practice is an ap-
proved placement for students 
from the University of To-
ronto’s occupational therapy 
department, where Paula is 

also a guest lecturer. She is a 
professor at the Canadian Col-
lege of Osteopathy.

Shirley Sutton, BSc, OT has 
worked as an occupational 
therapist for those with special 
needs since 1976. She owns 
and manages her own private 
practice specializing in consul-
tations and sensory equipment. 
Shirley offers travelling clinics 
across Ontario and provides 
workshops across Canada.

A portion of the profits will go to the SPD Foundation to continue promoting 
recognition of Sensory Processing Disorders.

Go to www.ComingThroughtheFog.com to buy your copy today.

Like us on Facebook!

Tami’s daughter, Heather, was diagnosed 
with Asperger’s Syndrome just before her 
13th birthday. Heather spiraled out of con-
trol medically and educationally until an 
occupational therapist helped lead her to a 
functioning recovery. This included the use 
of a sensory diet, craniosacral therapy, and 
biomedical supports. Tami shares her rec-
ommendations for other parents as she tells 
Heather’s story of coming through the fog.

“Buy a copy and leave it behind at school, at 
the doctor’s, anywhere someone might pick 

it up, read it, and change a life.” 
— Alice DiNizo for Readers’ Favorite
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by Barbara Sher, MA, OTR, 
The Games Lady
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Let's Play 
Pretend!

You know the impor-
tance of playing with 
your child, but what 
should you play? Sit- 
    ting on the floor 

              and zooming cars 
around may not be your cup 
of tea, and tossing a ball back 
and forth can sometimes get 
boring. What else can you do? 
If you didn’t have much expe-
rience playing with your own 
parents as a child, your reper-
toire might be limited.

Here’s an idea: If your little 
one pretends to feed a doll or 
your older child likes to sing 
into a fake microphone, you’ve 
got a game. Play pretend! 

Make up a scenario that 
would appeal to your child to 
act out. 

“Let’s pretend that you are 
a movie star and I am your 
makeup person.” Then have 
fun with a bunch of makeup, 
being appropriately obsequious 
and fawning.

“Let’s pretend that you are 
a magical wizard and can 
transform things and I will be 

your assistant.” Then follow 
the child’s imagination. Maybe 
he’ll want to change the couch 
into an elephant and you can 
both pretend to be riding it.

If a doctor or dentist visit is 
coming up, a dress rehearsal 
might be just the thing. Your 
child could be the professional 
and you can be the scared pa-
tient! Let her practice her skills 
in calming you down (and 
carry that skill over into real 
life to calm herself).

When my children were 
younger, I liked to pretend that 
they were the mom (or dad) 
and I was the baby. As the 
child, I could be as difficult or 
demanding as they could be, as 
in “No! I want the red cup, not 
the blue one!” It was satisfying 
to see them scurrying around 
trying to please me (and gave 
me ideas on ways to handle 
their demands).

 My favorite role was that 
of the family dog. He slept a 
lot, and if I wasn’t getting my 
needed sleep (parenting can be 
tiring!), at least I could play the 

part lying down and still be 
part of the game. 

Besides being a fun way to 
be with your children, playing 
pretend is an important and 
necessary stage in child de-
velopment. It gives children a 
chance to try on different roles 
in a safe setting and presents a 
marvelous opportunity to ex-
periment with negotiating and 
planning actions with others. 

Playing pretend can some-
times save the day. When 
things get chaotic or irritations 
are on the rise, you can give 
everyone a break from reality 
and say, “Let’s play pretend!”  

Barbara Sher, MA, OTR, is the 
award-winning author of ten 
books and one CD on playing 
games that enrich children’s 
development. She is also a 
regular columnist for Sensory 
Focus. Check online bookstores 
(www.amazon.com/author/
barbarasher-gameslady) or 
www.gameslady.com for her 
work and to hear her Playful 
Parent podcasts.

“Besides being a fun way to be with your children, playing pretend 
is an important and necessary stage in child development.”
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Great 
Activities!
50
Carol Kranowitz and Joye Newman, experts in child development and co-authors of Growing 
an In-Sync Child, have learned the best ways to help children learn and grow using their motor development skills. 

Now everyone can tap that experience, using these handy cards to help their kids grow, learn, and develop to the 
best of their abilities!

Includes 50 activity cards, divided into beginner, intermediate, and advanced activities.

ONLY 

$2995

Get Your 
Kids In-Sync 

Today!

Also available at

A proud imprint of                     Sensory Focus, LLC

Each card tells you:

• Why and how the activity works 
• What you need for it 

• Ways to make it more challenging 
• How to ensure your child is getting the most out of the activity

SW_aadigest-ad_ISAC_(2015,01-14).indd   1 1/14/2015   1:52:17 PM
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PRINT MAGAZINE – $24.95 US

Call or visit www.sensoryfocusmagazine.
com to get current international rates. For the 
print magazine, your subscription covers a year 
of issues, starting at the time of purchase. This 
works as a standard magazine subscription—you 
will receive four seasons of issues, starting with 
the issue released at the time you subscribe.
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Go to www.sensoryfocusmagazine.com 
or call us at 888•507•2193. We will be happy 
to help you!

How to Access the E-Magazine

You will be alerted to the arrival of the newest 
issue by e-mail, sent to the e-mail address we 
have on file for you. We will send you a link to 
the log-in page to access the magazine. 
Anytime after the issue comes out you may go 
to www.sensoryworld.com, click on “My 
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to view. From this page you can access the flip 
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Gift Subscriptions

Go to www.sensoryfocusmagazine.com 
or call us at 888•507•2193. We would be 
happy to set up a gift subscription for you. You 
will simply need to suggest a log-in name and 
password for your gift recipient. We will let 
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notifying them of the gift!

How to Get Back Issues
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