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Rachel S. Schneider, M.A., MHC, is 
a mental health counselor, delayed-
diagnosis SPD adult, and leader of 
the adult SPD community. She is the 
author of the sensory blog Coming to 
My Senses and the popular article “The 
Neurotypicals’ Guide to Adults with 
SPD.” Rachel lives in New York City 
with her husband.

O ur brains are constantly flooded with 
information. What may surprise you is that 

we’re not all wired the same way, and some of us 
cannot easily process what we’re sensing. 

People with Sensory Processing Disorder (SPD) 
and those with an Autism Spectrum Disorder 
(ASD) are misunderstood when they over- or 
under-react to sound, sight, smell, taste, touch, 
movement, and balance. 

This guide, written by a mental health counselor 
who has SPD, will answer your questions about 
life with sensory processing differences.

Chapters include: 
• Living in a Sensory World 
• The Senses, Demystified 
• The Neurological Traffic Jam 
• Sensory Issues across the Lifespan 
• Treatment, Tools, and Techniques 
• SPD and Psychopathology 
• Sensory Issues in SPD and ASD

We’re not all wired the same way.
Introducing the new book that will explain why! 

“Rachel describes her own difficulties with 
sensory processing problems, and she provides 
insight into the sensory over-sensitivities that 
are experienced by many people.” 

—Temple Grandin, PhD 
author of Thinking in Pictures 

and The Autistic Brain 
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Whew! Are you still recovering from the 
holidays? I know we are at our home. 
Well, with a three year old, it was her 

first real time understanding each holiday, so I 
admit we were more excited than usual. Happily, 
now time to relax and enjoy the winter. Possible? 
Yes! It’s all in your attitude. I was just reflecting 
on hygge—the Danish word for cozy. The con-
cept is actually hard to translate to English, but 
conveys coziness, togetherness, and well-being 
all at once. Could this be why the Danes are 
among the happiest people, even when experi-
encing a season of darkness? They topped the 
European Commission’s well-being and happi-
ness index for over 40 years, so they must be 
doing something right.

We have wonderful articles to enjoy in the 
cozy season. First, we offer an excerpt from 
the upcoming book Making Sense, by Rachel 
Schneider. We are pleased that Rebecca Moyes 
joins us to talk about SPD in the home and 
school. Our resident OT, Barbara Sher, gives 
us yet another fun sensory game idea with the 

Broomstick Game, and also shares work out tips 
for new moms in a later article. 

Joanne Lara and Yudi Bennett explain how 
animation and video can be used effectively as a 
teaching tool, and John McConkey shows us how 
a city can create sensory friendly experiences. 
Hmm—makes me think I should send a letter to 
my council members! And we are honored that 
Dr. Lucy Jane Miller is sharing a product review 
for us in this issue. 

There’s alot to learn and share here. So, en-
joy your hygge with a warm cup and this good 
magazine. See you in the Spring!

Jennifer Gilpin Yacio
President of Sensory World 

Editor in Chief of Sensory Focus
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Let’s 
  
 

 
try something here. Take 
a second to shut your eyes 
tightly, hold your hands firmly 
against your ears, and step 
away from anything your body 
might be inadvertently touch-
ing. If you’re feeling adventur-
ous, only breathe through your 
mouth. It’s too bad you can’t 
be easily suspended above the 
ground, because really—that 
would help me make this point. 
Obviously make sure you’re not 
standing on the platform wait-
ing for a train or about to bun-
gee jump off a cliff before do-
ing all of this. Let’s not play in 
traffic, children! Spend a good 
minute looking like a Hear No 
Evil, See No Evil, Speak No 
Evil monkey before dropping 
your hands to your side and 
opening up those peepers. I’ll 
wait for you to finish ...

Author’s Note #1: If this were a 
song, now would be the musi-
cal interlude. 

Welcome back. Now take a 
minute and really look around 
you. See how the gently dip-
ping sunlight paints dappled 
shadows on your kitchen walls. 
See how the communal office 
printer subtly shakes your pad-
ded, beige cubicle walls when 

there’s a job in its queue. Lis-
ten, like a human satellite dish, 
to the waves of sound in your 
immediate sphere. Hear the 
faint hum of a bumblebee as it 
passes by a crisp green stalk of 
blue hydrangea, and the din of 
people mid-stride and mid-

conversation as they cross the 
next big avenue. Feel your body 
leaning against that concrete 
pillar, your feet planted firmly 
on the muddy ground, your 
cold and ungloved hands as 
they graze each blade of grass 
in the early hours of spring. 

Like it or not, we are all 
firmly fixed in a sensory world. 

Your local baker, the elderly 
woman next door, the Presi-
dent, even you and me—we’re 
all sensory beings. In order 
to be a person living in your 
body, you are required to 
engage with the world outside. 
Imagine a life in which you are 
unable to externalize beyond 
your thoughts—a strange town 
where the population is always 
just you. You swirl around this 
plane of musings and theories 
without ever feeling linked to 
anyone or anything in par-
ticular. You can’t turn inward 
to meet your basic needs, like 
shelter, safety, or food (last I 
checked, Youville has no 24-
hour diner, sorry for the incon-
venience). Without the external 
world, the physical human 
body would cease to exist, and 
the mind would have no inner 
life. We need the sensory world 
because we’re intimately inter-
twined with the sensory world. 

Always desperate to exist 
in this sphere, the main areas 
that constitute our basic needs 
are rich with sensory informa-
tion. We smear colorful paints 
on the walls of our home and 
strategically place lighting, ob-
jects, and photographs to catch 
the attention of our guests and 
evoke pleasant feelings. Par-
ties in these spaces are cho-
reographed dances of sounds, 
sights, and tastes. We eat food 
that appeals to us not only in 

“Like it or not, we are 

all firmly fixed in a 

sensory world ... we’re all 

sensory beings. Without 

the external world, the 

physical human body 

would cease to exist, 

and the mind would 

have no inner life. We 

need the sensory world 

because we’re intimately 

intertwined with the 

sensory world.” 
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flavor but also in texture and 
in smell. We swirl glasses of 
red wine and dip our noses 
deeply into the glass, breathing 
in the woody aromas; we sip 
and taste. We burn our hands 
on the stovetop and yank the 
tender flesh quickly away from 
the fiery range. 

Even our common greet-
ing customs are like leaps 
outward. Although these 
habits vary slightly, there is 
a global trend of pressing our 
hands, bodies, or lips together 
in some combination. Saying 
hello and goodbye—bring-
ing ourselves into a common 
space with someone else for 
a period of time and then 
parting ways—is interestingly 
enough a very sensory experi-
ence. Have you ever noticed 
your client’s rough hand in 
yours? The sweaty-palmed 
shake of your last date? Even 
the least intimate of gestures, 
the handshake, is a plunge 
into sensory waters, and this 
makes sense. You can’t shake 
hands with someone’s brain. 
As we don’t share space in our 
minds, we share space in the 
world outside of our bodies. 

People with impairments 
to one or more of their sen-
sory organs find doorways to 
the outside as well. In 1887, 
Helen Keller, famed blind and 
deaf author, speaker, suffrag-
ette, and humanitarian, was 
finally reached by her teacher, 
Anne Sullivan, through touch. 
She experienced the feel-
ing of water flowing through 
her hands and connected the 
physical object to the word 
signed into her palm—some-
thing she called a “living word.” 
That word was brought to life 
by the sensory experience it 
represented. Helen Keller is 
one of my favorite examples of 
a successful life in a sensory 
world in spite of sensory chal-
lenges. In her autobiography, 
she describes the word “water” 
as having woken up her soul, 
but in reality, it gave her a way 
to connect to the world outside 
of her being. 

Recent studies have shown 
that when one sense is lost or 
missing, the brain re-purposes 
the areas typically used for one 
sense to boost another. It’s not 
that being deaf means we have 
naturally heightened other 

senses; our brain just learns 
how to support the other 
senses differently. Our body 
and our brain clearly want us 
to participate in the sensory 
world. Although the portals 
will change based on the per-
son and their physical makeup, 
the urge to reach outward and 
connect is innate. 

In case you’re still not 
convinced, just blink. We carry 
convenient little portals to 
the outside right on our faces 
and bodies. Our eyes, ears, 
mouths, noses, and skin act 
like doorways to connect us to 
our planet and to one another. 
Some say that the eyes are the 
windows to the soul, but I’d 
say that the eyes and the other 
sense organs are the windows 
to our lives. Pull the toggle on 
these shades and let them slip 
upwards and you can see, hear, 
touch, smell, taste, and feel 
your body at rest and in motion. 

Whether you’re a home-
body or a social butterfly, gaz-
ing across the living room or 
surveying the crowd at a con-
cert, walking down a hallway 
or striding through the busy 
streets of New York City, your 

“We carry convenient little portals to the outside right on our faces and bodies. Our 

eyes, ears, mouths, noses, and skin act like doorways to connect us to our planet 

and to one another. Some say that the eyes are the windows to the soul, but I’d say 

that the eyes and the other sense organs are the windows to our lives.” 
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sensory experiences create the 
ambiance of the life you lead. 
They shape us at our very core 
and determine the path our 
life will take. We are who we 
are because of the things we’ve 
experienced. Lived through 
a train wreck? Listened to 
your favorite poet read his 
favorite poem live? Heard 
your firstborn cry for the first 
time? Watched your beloved 
grandparent die? Met your 
hero? Everything that we do 
in the sensory world has the 
power to influence our internal 
state of being and the direc-
tion in which we move as we 

grow. We wake up, humming 
some unnamed tune, review-
ing the details of a dream like 
a newsreel, scratching errant 
patches of sunburn from a day 
at the beach. Perhaps we feel 
calm and soothed from the 
hours spent by the ocean or 
transformed by someone we 
met while sprawled out on the 
sand. It may be less signifi-
cant than, say, the rush you 
experienced when you first 
plummeted downward on a 
rollercoaster, or the intense 
reverberation in every cell 
when you fell in love for the 
first time—less memorable, but 

it invokes feelings and memo-
ries nonetheless, connections 
to the present and the past. It 
leaves a mark of some kind. 

Like Pink Floyd sang, “All 
you touch and all you see/is all 
your life will ever be.” 

Rachel S. Schneider, MA, 
MHC, is writing a guidebook 
for sensory issues to be 
published in Spring 2016. She 
writes blogs on SPD at www.
comingtosenses.blogspot.com 
and www.rachel-schneider.com. 
Rachel also hosts The Inside 
View on SPD video series.

Introduction written by Dr Temple Grandin, herself!

Temple Grandin for kids! 
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.

Also available at

A proud imprint of                     Sensory Focus, LLC

www.SensoryWorld.com

$14.95  |  hardcover 

Now Available!
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So many of our children 
on the autism spectrum 
are attracted to video and 
animation. By encourag-
ing your child to explore 

the video process you may be 
amazed how the simple video 
feature on our cell phones can 
be an immediate and useful 
assessment tool. For children 
who are non-verbal or limited 
communicators, when you 
support the child to explore 
and actually shoot video foot-
age, we have the opportunity 
to learn more about that child 
and understand how each 
views the world around him or 
her through their image choic-
es. Video can also be used for 
role playing and then played 
back to teach facilitated social 
skills in a group setting or one- 
on- one in the home, commu-
nity, or school setting. 

Suppose you are at home 
on a weekend Saturday after-
noon. You might hand your 
cell phone to your child and 
ask him or her to take a 15– to 
30–second video in the next 
hour of eight to ten things he 
or she finds interesting. It is 
surprising what you will find 
out about your child that you 
did not know. The angle, the 
image, the closeness when 
we video or take photos all 
say something about who we 
are and how we interpret our 
environment, and more im-

portantly what we find to be 
of value. Often, clues to un-
derstanding our non-verbal 
child can be as simple as this 
act. By continuing to do this 
weekend exercise over the 
course of several weeks or even 
months, we give our children 
the opportunity to reveal to us 
what they see as significant in 
their personal surroundings. 
The same exercise can be done 
easily in a classroom setting 
or on the school recess yard. 
It’s often fun to play back the 

video taken by the students on 
a computer or a large television 
in the classroom where every-
one can see the images. Notice 
too how a limited communi-
cator will often take prideful 
ownership of his or her work. 
It is such an important key 
to building self-esteem and 
creating bridges to more social 
interaction with other peers in 
the classroom. 

Animation is a field that 
individuals with autism often 
excel at, and it is an art form 
that can segue into real job 
opportunities if nourished 
and cultivated. Yudi Ben-

nett, Director of Operations 
at Exceptional Minds, a post- 
high school animation school 
in Sherman Oaks, California, 
likes to tell the story of the 
time she was showing a jour-
nalist around the animation 
school. He turned to her and 
asked, “So which ones have 
autism?” The question made 
her pause for several reasons. 
Exceptional Minds is a voca-
tional school and a studio for 
young adults with autism who 
want careers in visual effects 

and animation in the movie 
industry. In fact, all of the stu-
dents this journalist was refer-
ring to had a diagnosis of ASD. 
Yet looking around at these 
30 young adults in their class-
rooms, there were no outward 
signs of autism—no stimming, 
no flapping—just 30 talented 
students who were all intensely 
focused on their computer-
based projects.

Exceptional Minds (EM) 
was founded in 2009 by a 
group of parents who were 
appalled by the dismal employ-
ment statistics for adults with 
autism and thus committed to 

“The angle, the image, the closeness when we video 
or take photos all say something about who we are 
and how we interpret our environment, and more 

importantly what we find to be of value.”
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radically changing this nega-
tive paradigm. They opened 
their doors in September of 
2011 with nine students and 
one classroom. Within two 
years, they had tripled in size 
and had three students apply-
ing for each available space. 
Due to an ever-increasing 
demand, EM now offers sum-
mer workshops, private tu-
toring, and Saturday small 
group classes as well as core, 
full-time vocational program. 
EM currently serves over 180 
students and has opened their 
own in-house visual effects 
and animation studio. The 
goal Exceptional Minds has is 
to create a world in which all 
individuals on the autism spec-
trum are recognized for their 
unique talents and abilities and 
can work successfully in their 
chosen profession.

Animation classes provide 
a positive environment that 
builds self-confidence and self-
esteem and ultimately leads to 
greater independence. Inde-
pendence leads to increased 

job opportunities and employ-
ment for each person. 

What is it about autism 
and animation that goes 
together like peanut butter 
and jelly? Why do so many of 
our young adults excel in this 
art form? The answer is not 
clear, but one theory is that 
it may have something to do 
with the fact that many chil-
dren with autism perseverate 
on cartoon characters when 
they are young. It would seem 
logical then that the process 
of first imagining an animated 
caricature—a picture of a per-
son or thing in which certain 
striking characteristics are 
exaggerated to create a comic 
effect—is not very far removed 
from the actual processing 
that individuals with autism 
may experience in their own 
early lives. 

Whether it’s the fact that 
animated faces are easier to 
read and understand than hu-
man faces, or there is an infat-
uation with the spatial percep-
tion of an image placed on the 

screen, Exceptional Minds and 
studios like theirs are often 
the place where young indi-
viduals with autism can work 
hard, dream big, and someday 
find work in the wonderful 
world of animation. Visit www.
exceptionalmindsstudio.org to 
learn more. 

Yudi Bennett, MA, Director of 
Operations and co-founder 
of Exceptional Minds, is a 
distinguished member of the 
Directors Guild of America 
and the Academy of Motion 
Picture Arts and Sciences, 
with credits for 30+ movies 
including Broadcast News and 
Kramer vs. Kramer. Bennett’s 
inspiration comes from her 
son, Noah, a young animator 
who was diagnosed with ASD 
in 1997.

Joanne Lara, MA, founder of 
Autism Movement Therapy, 
author of Autism Movement 
Therapy Method: Waking up 
the Brain! was the autism 
expert for the Fox show Touch, 
and is core adjunct faculty at 
National University in Los 
Angeles. Lara produced the 
documentary, Generation 
A: Portraits of Autism & the 
Arts. For AMT Certification 
and licensing, and online 
courses, please visit www.
autismmovementtherapy.org.

“... many children with autism perseverate on cartoon 
characters when they are young. It would seem logical 
then that the process of first imagining an animated 

caricature ... is not very far removed from the 
actual processing that individuals with autism may 

experience in their own early lives.”





by Barbara Sher, MA, OTR, 
The Gameslady

10 11SenSory FocuS Magazine — Winter 2016 SenSory FocuS Magazine — Winter 2016

The 
Broomstick 

Game

A sking “Want to play the Broomstick 

Game?” is a good way to begin because 

the kids do not know what the game 

might be. Even reluctant kids are curious.

You show them by first laying the broomstick on the 

ground and saying, “I’m challenging you. Can you jump 

over that?” 

They will probably do it easily and laugh at your chal-

lenge but after a while, you up the ante.
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Can you jump over it on one 
foot?

Can you jump over standing on 
the other foot?

What about jumping over it 
sideways?

Can you jump sideways, facing 
the other way?

Can you do it backwards?

Backward on one foot?

Jump over it and twirl?

Once your player has ac-
complished all those move-
ments—or tried for some 
approximation of these move-
ments—and trying counts for a 
lot—you can challenge her even 
more. Raise the broomstick up 
a smidgen and ask her to jump 
over this new height. You want 
it high enough to jump over and 
low enough so she doesn’t trip.

Add any of the variations 
or let your child make up new 
ones.

Then, you have to do what 
she says while she holds the 
broom! (Kids love that)

If you’re playing with more 
than one child, make a rule 

that everyone has to start from 
the left or right side of the 
broom only. They would soon 
learn why. Two bodies going 
in the opposite directions will 
collide!

Change the game when it’s 
time and hold the broomstick 
up high. Challenge your child 
to go under it WITH NO body 
part touching any part of the 
broom. I pretend the broom-
stick is hot and sizzles when I 
touch it—zzzzzz.

Heh Heh. Because as the 
game goes on, the broomstick 
keeps getting lower and lower 
and lower until it is belly-slide 
with-the-tushie-tucked time!

If you joined in the jumping 
game above, you might beg off 
doing this one.

But, I bet the next time you 
say,

“Anyone want to play the 
Broomstick Game?”

you’ll get immediate takers! 

Barbara Sher, MA, OTR, is 
the award-winning author of 
ten books in eleven languages, 

and one CD. All are on playing 
games that enrich children’s 
development. For more of 
her game ideas, check the 
online bookstore amazon.
com/author/barbarasher-
gameslady. Also visit her 
website www.gameslady.com 
for more details and to hear 
her Playful Parent podcasts.

Want more game ideas? Go to 
Amazon and search for Bar-
bara’s new book: Everyday 
Games for Sensory Processing 
Disorder.
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Imagine a city so sensory 
friendly that its symphony 
orchestra and opera orga-
nize special performances 

for children and adults with 
sensory-processing differences.

It is a city where libraries 
and movie theaters welcome 
sensory-sensitive children and 
their families to story times and 
show times that are tailored 
exclusively for their enjoyment. 

It is a city where inclusive 
playgrounds abound to offer 
youngsters a sensory-rich, yet 
soothing, environment.

The people of Denver, Colo-
rado, imagined their city could 
be such a place—and they are 
making it a reality. 

Today, Denver is the most 
sensory-friendly city in Amer-
ica. Dozens of organizations—
from artistic groups to muse-
ums to libraries—have joined 
the movement to enrich and 
improve the lives of people with 
sensory-perception differences.

They’ve also recognized 
that too often, children who 
are sensitive to sensory 
stimulation—and their fami-
lies—can feel socially iso-
lated. They hesitate to go to 
a movie, a play, or a concert 
because one family member 
can’t tolerate the dim lighting 
or loud noise in such a venue. 
Or perhaps a family member 
can’t sit for two hours straight 

without disrupting others in 
the audience.

Sensory Summit
To help these families find 
more sensory-friendly 
events, a grassroots coalition 
of organizations in Denver is 
creating them. The first-of-
its-kind “Sensory Summit” 
convened in June of 2015, 
with representatives from 
50+ local organizations. 
Their goal was to organize 
opportunities for sensory-
sensitive people and their 
families, so they could enjoy 
the social experiences that 
others take for granted. 

Mile-High Movement: 
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Experts at the summit 
explain the approaches that 
venues can use to make perfor-
mances or events more com-
fortable for sensory-sensitive 
people. Most of these approach-
es are simple: Leave the house 
lights on. Tell audience mem-
bers before the show that they 
can move around if they need 

to. Anticipate and soften trig-
gers—sudden noises, flashing 
lights, loud music. Offer a quiet 
place in the lobby for those who 
need to take a break. 

Lucy Jane Miller, PhD, was 
one of the experts who shared 
her knowledge and experience 
at the summit. Dr. Miller is a 
world leader in the study of 

sensory processing disorder 
(SPD). She is Clinical Director 
of the STAR Center, a Colorado 
nonprofit that provides as-
sessment and intervention for 
children with SPD and their 
families. The unique model of 
the STAR Center is centered 
on arousal regulation, engage-
ment and social relationships, 
as well as parent education 
and coaching. 

Dr. Miller is also Research 
Director of the SPD Founda-
tion, an organization that helps 
improve the lives of children 
and adults through research, 
education, and increased 
global awareness about sen-
sory disorders. She has also 

John McConkey

Denver Creates an Array of 
Sensory-Friendly Experiences

“Today, Denver is the most sensory-friendly 
city in America. Dozens of organizations—

from artistic groups to museums to 
libraries—have joined the movement to 

enrich and improve the lives of people with 
sensory-perception differences.”
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authored a book on the topic, 
“Sensational Kids.”

Inside her clinic at the 
STAR Center near Denver, Dr. 
Miller sees 400 to 500 chil-
dren a year, educating them 
and their parents about their 
sensory issues, and providing 
strategies to deal with them. 

Inclusive Play
Outside the center is one of the 
largest sensory gardens and 
playgrounds in the world. This 
space is essential to boosting the 
kids’ self-esteem and social ties.

“A lot of kids with SPD 
need to learn skills that come 

naturally to their parents and 
siblings,” Dr. Miller explains. 
“Connecting families through 
play normalizes relationships 
and increases their confidence.”

The center’s playground—
like others in the Denver 
area—was specifically designed 
to help youngsters with SPD 
develop their physical skills, 
learn how to regulate their sen-
sory sensitivities, and socialize 
with others in a fun and inclu-
sive environment.

The playground is also the 
site of an ongoing research 
project. Landscape Struc-
tures Inc., the company that 
designed and built the park, 

“... other U.S. cities 
are increasing their 

sensory-friendly 
spaces, most notably 
Chicago. Across the 
globe in Australia, 
people in the city 
of Brisbane are 
also organizing 

opportunities for 
sensory-sensitive kids 

that are similar to 
Denver’s offerings.” 



15SenSory FocuS Magazine — Winter 201614 15SenSory FocuS Magazine — Winter 2016 SenSory FocuS Magazine — Winter 2016

installed an outdoor camera 
system that is used by Dr. 
Miller and her team. They’ve 
recorded more than 70 hours 
of videotape, and are analyz-
ing it to learn how and why the 
children use the play equip-
ment and how the equipment 
benefits these kids.

For example, Dr. Miller’s 
team discovered that chil-
dren often seek out the Cozy 
Dome®, a colorful, igloo-
shaped structure, whenever 
they’re over-stimulated and 
need a quiet place. When 
they’re ready for stimulation, 
the youngsters are attracted to 
equipment that offers sensory-

rich play panels, as well as 
auditory and musical activities.

Dr. Miller says other U.S. 
cities are increasing their 
sensory-friendly spaces, most 
notably Chicago. Across the 
globe in Australia, people in 
the city of Brisbane are also 
organizing opportunities for 
sensory-sensitive kids that are 
similar to Denver’s offerings. 

“Kids with autism, ADHD, 
and other sensory processing 
disorders—we want to give 
them magic moments in their 
lives,” Dr. Miller says. “Provid-
ing that enjoyment for them 
and their families is what this 
movement is all about.” 

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 
accessibility and inclusiveness, 
health and fitness, and recon-
necting children with nature. 

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.

www.SensoryWorld.com
A proud imprint of                     Sensory Focus, LLC
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SPD in the
School and 
Home
Rebecca Moyes, MEd
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Focus on InterventIon

16 17SenSory FocuS Magazine — Winter 2016 SenSory FocuS Magazine — Winter 2016

W hat you may 
not realize 
about Sensory 
Processing 

 Disorder:

A study of children born 
between 1995 and 1997 in the 
New Haven, Connecticut, area 
found that sensory processing 
disorder (SPD) occurred in a 
population of children from 7 
to 11 years of age at a rate of 1 
in 6. (Ben-Sasson, et al 2009). 
We know from other stud-
ies that young children age 1 
through 3 who exhibit sensory 
disturbance and are left un-
treated will most likely contin-
ue to have the same symptoms 
when tested again as elemen-
tary children. 

Parents and teachers do 
not often recognize the symp-
toms of sensory disturbances 
and may just chalk them up to 
bad behavior. Sometimes the 
symptoms of sensory process-
ing disorder occur in isolation 
(i.e., no other disorder is pres-
ent). Other times, they occur 
as part of another diagnosis 
(autism, ADHD, a learning dis-
ability, etc.). Educators report 
that there is a high predomi-
nance of anxiety, depression, 
and adjustment issues in 
children with SPD, as well as 
difficulties with aggression, 
and/or maintaining appropri-
ate social interactions.

Red flags for parents and edu-
cators that signal a need for 
intervention:

• The child refuses to par-
ticipate in a large number 
of activities offering com-
plaints like: ‘I don’t like the 
way it feels, tastes, smells, 
sounds, etc.’

• Parents of children with 
SPD report that they also 
experience stress and a 
reduction in parental confi-
dence due to the unpredict-
able and often volatile out-
bursts of their children’s 
behaviors from exposure 
to sensory stimuli and/or 
their unwillingness to par-
ticipate in family outings 
or activities.

• The child has difficulty with 
arousal—becomes overly 
excited quickly or takes a 
while to “warm up” to ac-
tivities/social interactions. 
(As a humorous example, 
one parent dresses her son 
in a shirt that says, “Blame 
it on the Sugar!” when he 
attends social events, as 
he tends to have difficulty 
regulating himself when he 
is excited. On the flip side, 
another child prefers to 
engage in sedentary self-
stimulatory behavior rather 
than engage in a fun physi-
cal class activity.) 

• Sleep disturbances. 

• The child has an intensive 
need to control others’ 
behaviors or activities by 
saying: “Stop whistling!” 

“Stop crying!” “Turn that 
off!” “Don’t touch me!”

When faced with the extreme 
behaviors of children with 
SPD, parents and educators 
will often simply begin to avoid 
those triggers which leads to 

the child’s being able to escape 
from such activities. Because 
of this, kids with SPD will have 
limited participation in a grow-
ing number of typical activi-
ties; and as a result, they may 
experience social isolation. By 
avoiding difficult sensory expe-
riences, children with SPD also 
do not learn to develop coping 
strategies that can result in 
more typical interactions.

I get all this, but I’m a teacher 
and I don’t have time to deal 

“By avoiding difficult 

sensory experiences, 

children with SPD also 

do not learn to develop 

coping strategies that 

can result in more 

typical interactions.”
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with screaming and yelling 
during art class—it’s easier to 
let him avoid the activity if he 
wants to.

The key for parents and 
educators is to adapt the activ-
ity, so it is manageable for the 
student, or to limit exposure to 
the activity with a “reward” as 
well for successful participation. 
Sometimes, both are necessary 
because the student has devel-
oped such an aversion to the 
activity that he or she refuses 
to participate, even with adap-
tations. As an example: Aiden 
does not like to finger paint. An 
adaption for him would be to 
use a Q-tip to paint or a rub-
ber glove. If he still refuses to 
paint, offering him five minutes 
of iPad time after five minutes 
of painting may get him to 
accept and use the adapta-
tion. Gradually, his teacher can 
increase the number of minutes 
of painting and wean him away 
from the iPad time. She can 
also begin to wean him away 
from the actual adaptation, as 
Aiden begins to learn coping 
strategies. Coping strategies 

can also include teaching the 
child a phrase to chant to him-
self (ex.: “I think I can, I think I 
can!”) or to utilize deep breath-
ing exercises.

Is there ever a time when it’s 
acceptable to avoid a challeng-
ing sensory activity?

Sure! If your child is having 
a difficult day, then avoid that 
trip to a noisy shopping mall, as 
you know it will most likely not 
be successful, or make the trip 
a quick one. However, you don’t 
want to get into the habit of 
avoiding every challenging sen-
sory activity because that only 
is reinforcing the behavior of 
escape. Children cannot learn 
coping skills for their sensory 
dysfunction if they have no op-
portunities to practice them.

So, do I expose him and risk a 
tantrum or not?

Yes, but be planful about it. 
We have to learn to recognize 
the kid’s cues and plan for and 
enact an exit strategy when 
you think he’s had enough. In 
this way, you can reinforce the 

child’s success before it goes 
“south.” It’s also important 
to recognize when our kids 
have reached their tolerance 
level and preserve their dignity 
before a melt-down can occur. 
When kids engage in repeated 
melt-downs in front of other 
children, their peers will often 
begin to disassociate them-
selves from them because they 
see their peer as irrational and 
unpredictable. So, start with 
minimal exposure and build 
up to greater exposure. A good 
rule to follow is to make sure 
you are “exposing” more rather 
than simply “escaping” sensory 
stimuli. 

I am a parent, and I’m over-
whelmed by all of this! 

Sensory processing disorder 
can be exhausting for families. 
Avoiding the daily struggles 
that SPD can cause is indeed 
a priority. Just making simple 
changes like limiting computer 
time or sedentary activities and 
exposing your child to fun ac-
tivities that involve his senses 
can help reduce the symptoms 
of SPD. Creating sensory bins 
(plastic containers filled with 
rice, beans, pasta, or sand with 
plastic shovels and buckets); 
setting aside time for cooking 
activities that involve dough, 
Jell-O, pudding; or creating 
“smelly bags” (Zip-loc baggies 
filled with scented items)—all 

“Just making simple changes like limiting 

computer time or sedentary activities and 

exposing your child to fun activities that 

involve his senses can help reduce the 

symptoms of SPD.”
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of these ideas can provide addi-
tional sensory experiences for 
your child that are fun for both 
of you! Also, use an “if/then” 
approach: “If we play with the 
rice bin for five minutes, then 
we can play a video game.”

So what sort of formal inter-
ventions/therapies are recom-
mended for kids with SPD?

Generally, those who are 
responsible for designing 
intervention strategies are oc-
cupational therapists. Look for 
a therapist with experience in 
working with kids with sen-
sory processing disorder. With 

young children, it is often rec-
ommended that interventions 
occur several times per week, 
both in the home and a clinical 
setting. Behavior specialists 
can also assist in planning for 
and creating reinforcements 
for participation and teach 
replacement skills for anxiety. 
In fact, a multi-disciplinary 
approach between OT’s, PT’s, 
SLP’s, and behavior special-
ists is often recommended and 
positive. The treatment activi-
ties will look a lot like “play” 
(example: making and playing 
in “cloud dough”) and because 
of this characteristic, some 

parents and educators may 
doubt their efficacy. However, 
the goal of treatment is for the 
individual to have fun with 
the activity—this “fun” will in 
turn lead to better regulation, 
functional performance, and 
greater participation in those 
activities that the child previ-
ously avoided. 

Rebecca Moyes, MEd, is the 
author of several books for 
children with special needs, 
including those with SPD. One 
of her latest books is Building 
Sensory Friendly Classrooms, 
published by Future Horizons.

Browse our 
catalog at 

www.
SensoryWorld 

.com

Tami’s daughter Heather was 
diagnosed 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 
recommendations 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.

Open your eyes to the 

sensory world ...
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Special Product Review

My Feelings
A New Game for Exploring Emotions & Regulation

Lucy Jane Miller, PhD, OTR/L 
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M any young 
children, espe-
cially those with 
sensory process-

ing disorder (SPD) and autism 
spectrum disorder (ASD), have 
difficulty identifying, express-
ing, and coping with their feel-
ings. For parents who witness 
their struggles, it is perplexing 
at best, heartbreaking at worst. 
Parents want to help, but rarely 
know how to start. 

For Claudia Faierman-Shul-
man, mother of Joseph, the 
answer turned out to be having 
fun, and that turned into creat-
ing a new game for children 
and parents to play together.

Determined to help her son 
learn, grow and enjoy a fulfill-
ing life, Ms. Faierman-Shulman 
plunged herself into the world 
of special needs. She attended 
every conference, workshop and 
lecture she could find on such 
topics as Social Skills Training 
and Sensory Processing. She 
read voraciously, researched 
tirelessly, and took part in every 
therapy session for her son over 
a period of years. She reached 
out to leading clinicians for 
their expertise and support, 
grateful to meet so many won-
derful people with positive 
attitudes and reassuring knowl-
edge of the world of emotion 
regulation and self-esteem.

As she gained knowledge 
and experience, she realized 

that there were many myths 
about kids on the autism 
spectrum. For example, it was 
commonly thought that kids on 
the spectrum want to be alone. 
But she observed that many 
kids with autism actually want 
to connect with and play with 
others, and can enjoy develop-
ing meaningful relationships, 

when given enough support. 
She also realized that the 
challenges in communication, 
social skills, and sensory pro-
cessing were hindering their 
ability to interact with peers, 
often to the point of the child 
giving up. 

We are all social beings 
regardless of our strengths or 
impairments, and children on 

the autism spectrum are no ex-
ception. Almost always they are 
sweet and loving, despite the 
common belief that children 
with autism have difficulty re-
lating to others and empathiz-
ing with others’ feelings, they 
can actually be overly sensitive 
to other people’s feeling and 
easily affected by the emotions 
of others (emotional contagion).

Kids with ASD often mir-
ror our own emotions, and 
deep inside, they may crave 
the chance to develop friend-
ships and experience feelings 
of inclusiveness and joy that all 
children deserve. They want to 
belong, be loved, and be appre-
ciated. And they want to feel 
that they are important mem-
bers of their families.

Parents can connect with 
their children through love, 
and understanding, and with 
joy. How? By simplifying emo-
tion-based concepts, it makes 
them easy and fun to prac-
tice. By empowering children 
to understand their feelings, 
and showing them how to use 
coping strategies the work on 
My Feelings began with the 
lofty goal of finding a way to 
value families togetherness, 
while promoting both physical 
and mental health. Learning 
through play provided a way to 
accomplish this goal! 

Ms. Faierman-Shulman, 
with her business background, 

“By empowering 

children to understand 

their feelings, and 

showing them how to 

use coping strategies 

the work on My Feelings 

began with the lofty 

goal of finding a 

way to value families 

togetherness, while 

promoting both physical 

and mental health.” 



Focus on Games

22 SenSory FocuS Magazine — Winter 2016

assembled a team of game mak-
ers (mostly retired from Has-
bro) artists, marketing, and de-
velopment professionals. Based 
on the goals of 1) having fun; 2) 
creating a way for parents and 
children to play while learn-
ing about emotions, developing 
self-regulation, self-esteem, and 
social participation; 3) provid-
ing an inexpensive and effec-
tive game, the long journey to 
research and develop the My 
Feelings game began. 

The game not only identi-
fies emotions, but also provides 
a way to work on coping and 
compensation skills around 
the feelings a child (and their 
grown-up partner) experience. 
It has the best qualities of a 
game for children: 

First, it has almost univer-
sal applicability; appropriate 

for most children. Second, it 
is fun (in playing it at STAR 
center with clients I invari-
ably hear laughter and giggles). 
Third, it is positive, focusing 
on what kids can do!

And last, it is inexpensive, 
fitting into home, school, and 
clinic budgets.

My Feelings allows kids to 
discover what makes them feel 
Happy, Sad, Angry, Excited, 
Frustrated, Tired, and Scared. 
As they play, they learn to rec-
ognize emotions in themselves 
and in others. What I like the 
most about this game is that 
it gives parents, teachers, and 
clinicians valuable insight into 
what kids are really thinking 
and feeling! And it gives kids 
insights into what their grown-
ups are feeling, too!

My Feelings meets the goal 
of bringing joy, understand-
ing, and hope to children and 
their families, helping kids 
with disabilities discover a fun 
world related to self-regulation, 
and empowering parents to 
have confidence in themselves 
and their abilities to help their 
children to be alert and calm, 
to acknowledge their feelings, 
and to develop new coping 
strategies for stress.

To see a free video 
clip of me playing 
My Feelings in 
my clinic, go to 
YouTube (https://

www.youtube.com/
watch?v=8XeXRu_YhpY) or 
www.sensationallearners.com/
pages/videos.

And learn more about the 
My Feelings game at www.
sensationallearners.com. 

Lucy Jane Miller, PhD, OTR is 
the Executive Director of the 
Sensory Processing Disor-
der (SPD) Foundation, which 
focuses on research into the 
neuropathology and treat-
ment of SPD. She founded and 
directs the Sensory Therapies 
And Research (STAR) Center, 
where children, adolescents, 
and adults receive a combina-
tion of occupational therapy 
and listening therapy for 
developmental and behav-
ioral disorders such as ADHD, 
Autism, Learning Disabilities, 
Motor Disorders, and SPD.

“What I like the most 

about this game is 

that it gives parents, 

teachers, and 

clinicians valuable 

insight into what kids 

are really thinking 

and feeling! And it 

gives kids insights 

into what their grown-

ups are feeling, too!” 
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FocuS on gaMeS
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A Workout 
Routine 
for You 
+Your 
Baby

You need to work out and 
  get your body back. 

Your baby needs to be with you. 

What do you do? 

Work out together! 
These exercises both work 
your muscles and give baby the 
lessons they are working on.

It’s a win-win !

Barbara Sher, 
MA, OTR

24 SenSory FocuS Magazine — Winter 2016
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Abdominal Strengtheners: 
Sit-Ups

Lie on your back and have your 
child straddle your stomach, 
facing towards you. You sit up; 
s/he pushes you back to ly-
ing. You sit up again, and s/he 
pushes again and so on and so 
on. S/He may be the only one 
giggling, but your abdominal 
muscles will be stronger for it, 
believe me.

Your child will get experi-
ence in reciprocal play. S/he 
pushed you down, you pop 
up, and s/he pushes again and 
again. Later s/he’ll use this 
back and forth skill in convers-
ing; now s/he’ll be learning the 
foundation for conversation—
taking turns.

Inner Thigh Stretches: 
Butterfly

Sit with the soles of your feet 
together. Your child sits on one 
knee. Bounce your legs up and 
down, like a butterfly flutter-
ing its wings. This stretches 
inner thigh muscles and is silly 

fun for your baby. Remember 
to switch your child to the 
other knee so both sides con-
tinue to match!

Your child’s vestibular 
system is getting stimulated 
by the up and down move-
ment and giving him feedback 
on balancing. If you hold your 

child by the waist or hips in-
stead of the rib cage, s/he also 
gets to work on trunk strength-
ening, developing important 
muscles for sitting.

Thigh Strengtheners: 
Leg Lifts

Lie on your back, knees bent 
towards your chest. Flex your 
feet and place them on your 
baby’s belly. Hold his/her 
hands to keep them steady as 
you straighten your legs and 
lift them into the air. You’ll 
probably hear squeals of de-
light as he overcomes fear! 
Then, bend your knees back to 
your chest and then straighten 
again. Alternate the two move-

ments until the baby (or you) 
have had enough. It will be like 
a circus act and you’ll develop 
thighs to die for.

All children, especially 
kids with sensory differences 
love this exciting vestibular 
and proprioceptive exercise as 
it works on balance and body 

awareness. Modify the move-
ments to fit your child and you. 
You can start with just a little 
lift, and over time build up to 
extended legs. 

You’ll probably find that 
older siblings want a turn, too!  

However it goes, it’s a good 
workout for you! 

Lower Back Strengtheners: 
Seesaw

Sit on the floor facing each oth-
er with your legs spread open 
in a V. Then, holding hands, 
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one person leans forward while 
the other leans backward. 
Keep seesawing back and forth 
with each person taking a turn 
bending forward and leaning 
backwards. 

“Row Row Row Your Boat” 
is a good song to sing for this 
stretch.

Children get more recipro-
cal play, plus an experience 
with rhythm; a skill that will 
be very useful for speech.

Lower Back Stretches: 
Forward Lean

Sit with your legs together and 
stretched out in front of you. 
Place your helper on your back, 
holding his/her arms with your 
hands. Lean forward, attempt-
ing to touch your forehead to 
your knees. Don’t strain, be 
kind to your body. Instead, 
breathe deeply in for four 
counts and exhale fully for four 
counts, letting your body go 
lower with each exhale. Bounce 
lightly on each count.

Your child gets a good arm 
stretch, sweet smooth bounc-

ing and the snuggled com-
forting closeness of being on 
Mom’s back.

Your child may be tired 
after and can take a nap. You 
could, too! And who knows 
what else may come from all 
this besides a toned up flex-
ible body? Likely you’ll get lots 
of laughs and a close moment 
with your young. Why, you and 
your baby could get so good at 
these exercises, you’ll make up 
more variations and prepare a 
performing act to show at the 
next play date.

But best of all, you will find 
the perfect delightful exercise 
partner—your child. 

Barbara Sher, MA, OTR, is 
the award-winning author of 
ten books in eleven languages, 
and one CD. All are on playing 
games that enrich children’s 
development. For more of 
her game ideas, check the 
online bookstore amazon.
com/author/barbarasher-
gameslady. Also visit her 
website www.gameslady.com 
for more details and to hear 
her Playful Parent podcasts.
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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.

Delivery Schedule 

Winter issue: January 

Spring issue: April 

Summer issue: July 

Fall issue: October

How to Subscribe to the Print 

or E-Magazine

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 
Orders,” log in, and choose the issue you want 
to view. From this page you can access the flip 
magazine and download a PDF.

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 
them know what it is when we e-mail them, 
notifying them of the gift!

How to Get Back Issues

If you would like to purchase online 
access to these issues, go to 
www.sensoryfocusmagazine.com.

UNDERSTANDING THE ISSUES BEHIND THE BEHAVIOR
SENSORY FOCUS

www.sensoryfocusmagazine.com

888 • 507 • 2193

Your Sensory Focus
Subscription Questions Answered
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