
Sensory Play for Kids with Special Needs  

Sensory play is essential for all children to learn how their bodies work, and how to process and interpret the world around them.  

Sensory play is any activity that involves the senses. There are five main senses: sight, sound, smell, taste, and touch, and two other less-

known senses, vestibular (sense of balance and coordination) and proprioceptive (sense of where each body part is in relation to the rest of 

the body).  

Through providing positive sensory experiences in a safe and non-threatening environment we can encourage children to begin to make 

choices, we can identify sensory challenges and strengths and improve quality of life and participation in fun activities. Children learn about 

the world around them through play and through feeling safe and secure they begin to explore and learn more. By enabling them to have lots 

of sensory experiences carried out in a way that is fun and takes into consideration any physical, cognitive and sensory challenges we are 

helping them to develop new skills and feel secure about the world they live in. 

Helpful tips and strategies for Sensory Play: 

1. Think about posture. By feeling supported and not having to work hard to keep themselves upright your child will be more able to 

carry out fine motor activities and engage in messy play e.g. using their specialist home chair, standing frame or when lying on their 

side it is easier for children to bring their hands together in the middle for play 

2. Warm up the hands, prepare the Body-Activities which include weight bearing through the hands like crawling are a good hand 

warm especially if your child is sensitive to messy play. Other activities which involves firm pressure or proprioception ( this is the 

concept of knowing where your body is in space and includes the use of heavy muscle work activities and the ability to stimulate 

joint receptors. This form of input is calming and organising) help the hands to be ready for play e.g. 

 High fives  

 Rolling a sensory ball in the palms of the hands 

 Firm hand massage 



 Pulling apart resistance toys e.g. big Duplo 

 Building hand towers-have your child lay his hand down, cover with your hand, place your child’s other hand on top, cover 

with your hand using firm pressure and then show your child how to pull their bottom hand out and repeat 

 Action songs such as head,shouders…., wind the bobbin up, clap,clap, clap, if your happy and you know it … 

 Popping bubbles by clapping 

 

3. Follow your child’s cues and watch how they respond. Have some baby wipes handy to clean their hands. Try and lengthen the time 

between handling the messy play and cleaning the hands, let your child know you will be cleaning their hands soon 

4. Observe reaction to stimuli- negative: pulling hand away, closing eyes, increased vocalisation, turning away, facial grimaces. 

Positive: smiling, increased vocalisation, reaching out, eye contact, tracking. Note what kind of mood your child is in before the 

session and during e.g. alert, happy, asleep agitated. Note any mood changes during the session and what may have caused this. 

5. Give your child time to register and respond to the activity 

6. Explore new textures at their pace-Follow your child’s lead while exploring new textures or textures that they find tricky.  Allow 

your child to use a spoon, paintbrush or utensil while exploring if they cannot tolerate the materials on their hands.  

7. Watch what your child does with his/her hands. This is especially important if your child has a hearing and/or visual impairment 

since their hands may serve as eyes, ears, voice, and tools. When we look at what our child does with his/her hands, we can have a 

better understanding of what they might know about the world. 

8. Use a hand-under-hand approach in guiding your child or modeling actions with your hands. This also means offering objects to 

your child by bringing them up underneath his/her hand rather than taking the child’s hand to the object. 

9. Make your hands available to your child for him/her to be able to tell you something or show you something. A nice way to do this 

is to simply hold your hands out to your child with the palms facing up. Let your child take your hand and guide it where he/she 

wants. 

10. Let your child know you are experiencing the object he/she is experiencing. Co-actively touching objects that your child is touching 

is the equivalent of using a pointing gesture to reference an object that your child is looking at. This allows your child to share 

information with you about the object. 

11. Provide more time for your child to explore objects within activities. What we can quickly take in with our vision requires more time 

to learn with our tactile sense 



12. Dry textures are easier for the body to tolerate and work with. Wet textures are more challenging as they are harder for the brain 

to make sense of and interpret. Refer to the messy play texture hierarchy table for examples 

 

With sensory play, as with all play, safety is important. Keep these tips in mind when you are preparing your sensory play activities… 

 Supervise. Whether it’s directly or within earshot, children should always know there is an adult nearby to help, if needed. 

 Be aware of overstimulation. For some children, flashing lights are a sensory delight to watch; for others, those same lights may instigate 

seizures. Be aware of your child’s needs and limitations. 

 Make sure they are developmentally appropriate. Keep age, abilities, and skill in mind when choosing an activity. If children are still 

exploring with their mouths, make sure the activities you introduce have pieces large enough to not present a choking hazard and are non-

toxic. 

 By providing opportunities to explore in different ways, you are helping children identify what they like and dislike. How they learn best. 

What calms them and what excites them. Use the senses to guide you in understanding your kids and helping them learn. 

Above all keep it calm and fun. 

If you have any questions or would like more information, please get in touch. 

Katy Fox 

Claire House Occupational Therapist 

April 2020 



Messy Play Texture Hierarchy  

Easy   Challenging  

Dry textures fall away and 
the child can control 
contact with the texture.   

Dry textures that mostly fall 
away, some particles or bits 
may stick to the hand.   

Wet textures that stick to the 
had but the child can easily 
break contact with the texture 
(e.g. by lightly wiping)  

Wet textures that stick to the hand 
and the child has least control when 
breaking contact with the texture 
(e.g. by repeatedly wiping).   

● Feathers   
● Shredded paper   
● Dry Pasta /  

spaghetti   
● Dry Rice   
● Dry porridge oats   
● String   
● Lace   
● Fabric squares   
● Fur fabric   
● Dry sand   
● Beads   
● Plastic items   
● Sea shells   
● Coconut husks   
● Dry lentils / beans   
● Dried flowers   

● Damp Sand   
● Glitter   
● Sequins   
● Touching mixture of 

corn flour mixed with 
water.   

● Cold wet pasta / 
spaghetti   

● Wet rice   
● Silly string   
● Chalks   

● Foam (e.g. light shaving 
foam)  

● Water   
● Wet sand   
● Wet noodles   
● Wet lentils   
● Baked beans   
●    

● Foam (e.g. heavy shaving foam)   

● Glue   
● Melted chocolate   
● Mashed banana  
● Dripping mixture of corn flour 

mixed with water on the skin   

● Mud   
● Angel delight   
● Porridge   
● Custard   
● Yoghurt   
● Ice cream   
● Paint   
● Tinned Spaghetti  
Items may also include additional 
properties at this end of the scale 
(e.g. ice cream is sticky and cold)   



 

 

Food Play Texture Hierarchy  

Easy   Challenging  

Firm and dry:  Soft and Dry:    Wet:   Wet and sticky:  

● Dry textures fall away and 
the child can control 
contact with the texture.   

● No brushing or wiping  
is required  

● Dry textures that 
mostly fall away, 
some particles or 
bits may stick to  
the hand,   

● Brushing residue 
required to break 
contact  

● Wet textures that maintain 
contact with the hand but the 
child can easily break  
contact with the texture   

● Requires wiping to break 
contact with texture  

● Wet textures that stick to 
the hand and the child has 
least control when breaking 
contact with the  
texture,  

● Requires repeated wiping 
to break residue away.  



● Marzipan   

● Ready roll icing   

● Broken pancakes  

● Cereals – cornflakes, rice 
krispies, cocoa pops etc.   

● Uncooked noodles  
(hard)  

● raw vegetables (whole  
or in chunks – but dry!)  

● liquorice   

● snack foods – skips 
wotsits  

● Icing sugar   

● Cocoa powder   

● Dry angel delight 
mix  

● Dry porridge oats   

● Granulated sugar   

● Sherbert   

● cake decorations – 
hundreds and 
thousands, strands 
etc  

    

● Water   

● Cooked noodles   

● Cooked lentils   

● Cooked pasta / spaghetti   

● Cooked rice    

● Jelly   

● Mashed potato   

● Ice cubes   

● piping icing  

● Custard  ●  Yoghurt   

● Baked beans   

● puréed fruit and veg’  

● Melted chocolate   

● Mashed banana  

● Angel delight   

● Porridge   

● Ice cream   

● Tinned Spaghetti ● 

 chocolate spread  ● 

 jam, lemon curd etc.   

● ketchup   

● sweet and sour sauce  
  

Easy     Challenging  

Firm and dry:  Soft and Dry:    Wet:   Wet and sticky:  

      Items may also include 
additional properties at this end 
of the scale (e.g. ice cream is 
wet, sticky and cold)  

 


