Understanding Sensory Processing
A quick-reference guide for parents and caregivers
What Is Sensory Processing?
Sensory processing is how the brain receives information from the senses (touch, sound, sight, taste, smell, movement, and body position) and organizes it into a response. When this works smoothly, a child can filter out background noise, tolerate clothing tags, or catch a ball without thinking too hard about it.
1. Sensory integration is  the brain's ability to take in sensory input, organize it, and interpret it so a person can respond appropriately to their environment.
1. When processing is disrupted,  some children over- or under-respond to sensory input, which can affect behavior, focus, and daily activities such as dressing, eating, or socializing.
Beyond the 5 Senses
Most sensory frameworks used by occupational therapists include two additional "hidden" senses:
1. Vestibular —  body position and movement awareness (helps with balance and coordination).
1. Proprioceptive —  awareness of where body parts are and how much force to use (helps with things like not slamming doors or gripping a pencil too hard).
Common Signs to Watch For
Over-responsive (sensory avoiding)
1. Distressed by loud noises, bright lights, or certain textures
1. Avoids messy play (sand, finger paint, glue)
1. Meltdowns during crowded or noisy events
Under-responsive or sensory seeking
1. Doesn't notice pain, cold, or when their name is called
1. Constantly moving, crashing into furniture, or seeking intense input
1. Craves strong flavors, spinning, or deep pressure
Ways to Support Your Child at Home
1. Offer regular movement breaks (jumping, swinging, wall push-ups) during homework or screen time
1. Introduce new textures gradually through play, without pressure
1. Use calming tools where appropriate, such as weighted blankets or noise-reducing headphones
1. Watch your child's cues — pause an activity if it becomes overwhelming, and try again later
1. Keep routines predictable; give warnings before transitions
When to Seek Professional Support
If sensory differences are affecting your child's daily functioning, comfort, or participation at home or school, consider asking your pediatrician for a referral to an occupational therapist (OT). An OT can formally assess your child's sensory profile and, if appropriate, develop an individualized plan (sometimes called a "sensory diet") of activities to support regulation.
Sensory processing differences often occur alongside other conditions such as autism spectrum disorder or ADHD, but they can also occur on their own. A professional assessment can help clarify what's going on for your child.
A note on this handout
This is a general overview, not a diagnostic tool. Every child is different, and only a qualified professional (e.g. pediatrician or occupational therapist) can assess and diagnose sensory processing concerns.
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