Here is some information for you to help develop a good sensory diet for your child.

What is Sensory Defensiveness?

A constellation of symptoms related to aversive or defensive reactions to non-noxious stimuli across one or more sensory systems.  It is an over reaction of our normal protective senses.  Individuals with sensory defensiveness have their own response style.  There may be patterns of avoidance, sensory seeking, fear, anxiety, or even aggression.  These symptoms fluctuate widely and can be misidentified as emotionally based.

It is important to treat a child who is experiencing sensory defensiveness because it can block all other areas of performance.  This is because the child is not able to maintain the optimal level of arousal necessary for learning, attention to task, and making appropriate responses. 

Key ingredients for a Sensory Diet:

· Vestibular movement- movement such as swinging, rocking, jumping, tumbling, etc. is especially powerful when done in specific body or head positions

· Proprioception is the sensation of joints and muscles.  The joint senses give information about the movement, location, and force exerted on joints and muscles.

· Heavy muscle action or work is a kind of proprioception and includes anything that makes muscles work against resistance.
· Oral motor input – sucking, blowing, biting, chewing or breathing activities will help focus and organize a person.  These are great activities to include at meal times.  Incorporate foods that provide resistance such as raw veggies, dry cereals, granola bars, licorice or chewy candies, and drinking smoothies, milkshakes, pudding through straws.  The Take and Toss brand cup provides a lot of resistance, or try curly straws that require more “oral motor work.”
· Deep pressure touch- is firm touch or activities that outs pressure on the skin like a massage, being squeezed under a therapy ball, or rolling on a firm surface.
· Neutral warmth- warmth that maintains body temperature without being too hot or too cold, like warmth from another human body, blankets or towel from the drier.  This is extremely calming to most individuals.
The goal of a sensory diet is to incorporate powerful activities, or activities that will have a lasting calming effect on the nervous system for up to 2 hours.  Sensory Diet activities need to last for at least 15-20 minutes to have a lasting effect on the nervous system.  The Sensory Diet is most effective when activities are performed for about 15-20 minutes every 2 hours.  

The sensory diet itself can be very effective.  Another option is to use a Sensory Diet in combination with the Deep Pressure and Proprioceptive Technique (also known as the Wilbarger Protocol).  “Brushing” is an inaccurate term for the technique, as it does not convey the deep pressure that is applied through the pressure device.  If ever you are interested in learning the technique, you should know it is recommended that the child receive the Deep Pressure and Proprioceptive Technique every 2 hours of the child’s waking day until the symptoms of sensory defensiveness resolve, usually for about 2-4 weeks.   You do not have to continue doing the technique forever.  If done correctly, it will have a lasting effect on the nervous system after the treatment is terminated.   

Sensory Diet Activity ideas for inside:

· Mountain Climber:  The child climbs up and over the back to the couch, and then rolls down onto the seat cushions.  Repeat over and over.   Lots of vestibular, proprioceptive, and heavy work).  Say- “Let’s see you do 10 mountain climbers!”

· Animal walking: from one side of the room to another, or around the perimeter of an area rug like a dog (crawling), bear (with bottom up, feet on floor), frog jumping, turtle (crawl with a bag of bean balanced on back), crab (tummy up), seal (using arms only, dragging lower body).  The most powerful of all- Wheelbarrow Walking!  An added challenge for wheelbarrow walking is to pick items up off the floor while going along.  (Vestibular, proprioceptive, heavy work, and some deep pressure)

· Squishing activities:  Squish child between 2 large pillows, couch cushions.  Roll ‘em up in a quilt or blanket like a burrito and then apply pressure by leaning on child with your forearms or palms. (Lots of deep pressure)  Good activity to end with because it is calming.

· Play wrestling: You and your child (or child and sibling) face one another and place hands together.  Together say “one, two, three, go!” and start pushing against each other, only exerting an equal amount of force as your child is exerting.  Have your child say “Stop!” when they need breaks.  Note to Dads- make sure you give breaks every 2-3 minutes with this activity.  You can also push against each other with shoulders, backs, lay on ground and use feet.  Lots of deep pressure and heavy work!   

· Jump and Crash: Good activity if jumping on beds is allowed in your house.  If not, consider placing a mattress on the floor.  The child jumps up and down while shouting out a number of colors, states, cities, classmate’s names, characters from favorite show, etc- once they have said the # of requested items, they fall or crash down on to the bed.  Get up and repeat!  Lots of vestibular, proprioceptive, and heavy work.   Good activity for 1st thing in the morning.

Sensory Diet activities for Outside Playground equiptment:

· Swinging:  Regular sit swinging, lay on tummy and swing.  Tire swing is great for rotary movement- but watch for signs of dizziness.  You can easily adapt your home swing by purchasing a few yards of nylon fabric at the fabric store and some karabiner hooks (found at sports equipment stores and REI).  Loop the fabric through the hooks and tie a secure knot for a hammock swing- Vestibular, proprioceptive (push and pull on rope), heavy work, and deep pressure input with use of hammock swing.

· Sliding:  To increased vestibular input slide down in all different positions- ie: head first down on belly.  Then, for more heavy work, have child climb up the slide (if the playground is not too busy).

· Monkey bars and hanging upside down, climbing equipment.

· Most playground activities are great, just try to incorporate some more position changes and powerful activities as listed above.  Get your child out of the upright position!

Now that you are aware of the key ingredients to a sensory diet, there are a lot of activities that I’m sure you can come up with once the creative juices start flowing.  A lot of activities do not require the purchase of any new equipment.  But, a few inexpensive items such as a scooter and jump rope, or a theraball are great for tons of powerful sensory diet activities.  If you are interested in purchasing equipment, it is best to do so with the advise of your child’s Occupational Therapist.
