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Let’s Start From the Beginning, What Is
Sensory Processing?

Sensory processing, also known as sensory
integration, refers to how our brains receive,
interpret, and react to sensory information
coming from the external environment and
our internal bodily sensations. 

It is the brain's mechanism for
comprehending the world around us and
determining whether to respond to or
disregard incoming information.

This process plays a crucial role in our daily
activities, encompassing tasks like dressing,
eating, moving, socialising, learning, and
working.

What Are Sensory
Processing
Differences?
We are all sensory beings, experiencing the
world around us and our bodies via our
senses. We all have unique ways of
organising and responding to this sensory
input. There is no single 'correct' way to
experience or process sensory information.  

When the environment or the task clashes
with our sensory processing profile, this can
make it much harder for us to take part in
everyday activities.

You may encounter phrases like 'sensory
integration difficulties,' ‘sensory processing
challenges,’ 'sensory issues,' 'sensory
processing difficulties,' or 'sensory
processing disorder' to describe these
differences. 
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What Might Sensory Differences Look
Like in the Classroom?
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These are real-life examples from UK teachers. Do any of these behaviours sound familiar for
some of your students?

Finding it hard to sit still

Fidgeting

Lack of focus

Handwriting difficulties

Sensitivity to noise
and lights

Not participating
in group activities

Refusing to take part in art 

Not able to tell if they
are too hot or cold 

Needs support to
manage basic tasks

Difficulty changing
clothes in PE

Crashing into classmates 

and furniture
Chewing pencils,

fingers, rubbers, rulers

Getting upset over
small changes 

Dislikes classmates
touching them

Not asking to go to the 

toilet early enough
Does not settle easily

after lunch break
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It’s important to be aware these behaviours are your student’s response to being
overwhelmed. Our brain tries to protect us by pushing us into one of these behaviours:

Fight
Flight
Freeze

The fight, flight or freeze response is a natural survival mechanism that helps us react quickly
to danger. This response happens whether we're facing a real threat or just feel that
something is dangerous. It gets activated when our senses detect something that seems
threatening.

A fight response behaviour could be hitting,
punching, anger, throwing, sweeping stuff
onto the floor or slamming doors. 

A flight response behaviour could be leaving
or running out of the classroom. Or
withdrawing from class discussion or group
work. 

The freeze response behaviour can look like
a child putting their head down on the desk
and pretending they aren’t there, hiding and
refusing to come out.

Fight, Flight, Freeze: When Overwhelm
Hits

What Could Fight, Flight, Freeze Response Look
Like in the Classroom?
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Are There Different Types of Sensory
Differences?

Sensory modulation refers to the brain's
ability to filter out and tune into the sensory
information that it needs to make sense of
the information required for participation in
a task. 

Effective modulation means that we can
ignore sensory input not relevant to the task
that we are completing. 

When students experience sensory
modulation differences, they may find it hard
to make sense of all the sensory information
available at that present moment, which
makes completing the task difficult.

A student may be over, or under-responsive
to sensations around them. 

NB: Students have no control over their
sensory modulation differences and the
speed at which sensory input travels to the
brain. Only when the information gets to the
brain can the student make sense of it. 

In the classroom...
A child who is over-responsive to auditory
input cannot filter out background and
competing noises. They tend to be aware of
all noises inside and outside the classroom,
causing them to be highly distractible.

On the other hand, an under-responsive
child might not notice or hear when their
name is being called at a distance or rooms
away. 

Children who are under-responsive to
auditory input seek sound more than others,
so you may notice them humming, singing,
or even talking to themselves excessively.

Sensory modulation differences are the most
common in a classroom environment. 

Yes, there's a lot more to sensory processing differences than finding it tough to tolerate
certain noises, lights or textures. Let’s look at three types of sensory differences.

Sensory Modulation Differences
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Sensory discrimination is about making
sense of the sensory input.

With sensory discrimination differences, the
brain struggles to make sense of the
information it receives. 

The student can have difficulties recognising
the features of the sensory input, difficulties
determining how much force to use or
difficulties understanding their own body.
You might have heard this last kind of
difference referred to as praxis differences or
dyspraxia - more on that later.

In the classroom...
Students with visual discrimination
differences may have difficulty finding
objects in cluttered environments or finding
a word on a page even though their eyesight
is fine and they don't need glasses.

A student with proprioception discrimination
differences can seem clumsy or use too
much or too little force when doing things
like shutting doors or how much pressure to
apply when writing.

Sensory Discrimination Differences
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Praxis is the ability to think of, plan and carry
out new or novel movements - in those
specific three steps.

If a student has praxis differences they will
be able to understand what is happening in
the moment but may have difficulty in
responding. The student will know what they
want their body to do but may struggle to
make their body do it. 

With dyspraxia or praxis differences, it's not a question of trying harder - it's a difficulty with
the underlying components of carrying out a coordinated action. 

Although it might seem surprising, coordination and learning new skills are closely tied to
sensory input. This is why challenges with sensory processing can have a broad impact on a
student’s ability to learn and participate fully in daily activities.

In the classroom...
If a student has praxis differences, they may
find it difficult to organise their body, for
example, writing, holding scissors, or moving
steadily and smoothly.

Praxis Differences



If a student is over-responsive to visual input,
their brain may perceive excessive light as
uncomfortable. These students might squint
or frequently close their eyes. They may also
prefer to keep their hair over their face or
wear a hoodie in the classroom to reduce
visual input.

On the other hand, students who are under-
responsive to visual input may seek out more
light stimulation. They might stare at lights,
find it difficult to stop looking at them, or
repeatedly switch lights on and off to adjust
the brightness.
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In the classroom...
A student with modulation differences may
not be able to pick up information about the
light levels, edges, movement or colour. 

For example, they'll find it hard to be able to
easily find the scissors in the tray (even when
they're looking right at them). Or they may
struggle with busy wall displays. 

The 8 Senses in the Classroom
To be able to understand how students may be feeling it’s important to consider all the input
that is coming into the body from our senses. Let’s learn about how processing differences in
our eight sensory systems impact learning.

Our sense of vision allows us to see and
perceive the world around us using our eyes.
Our eyes focus on and capture an image, but
the image needs to be interpreted by our
brain before we can make sense of what
we're seeing. 

Sight (Visual System)
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Your auditory system is located in your inner
ear and responds to vibration. The auditory
sense enables us to hear and process sounds. 

Auditory processing enables us to be aware
of sounds and understand what they mean.

 Students with sensory processing
differences may be overly sensitive to sound
or actively seek additional auditory input.

Hearing (Auditory System)

In contrast, students who are under-
responsive to auditory input may seek out
more sound to stimulate their system. They
might turn music up very loudly or create
their own auditory input by singing,
humming, tapping, chatting, or clicking.

In the classroom...
Students who are over-responsive to
auditory input might react as though they've
heard a loud bang, even when the sound was
something minor like the lid of a lunchbox
being opened. For these students, everyday
sounds can feel intense or even threatening.



Touch (Tactile System)

If a student has an over-responsive tactile
system, they may perceive touch as
dangerous or unsafe. This can make it
challenging for them to tolerate accidental
contact with others or cope with the feel of
their school uniform against their skin.

On the other hand, students with an under-
responsive tactile system might not notice if
their clothes are twisted or if they have
missed fastening buttons or snaps on their
clothing.
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The tactile sense allows us to feel physical
sensations through our skin. It helps us
perceive textures, temperatures, vibration,
pressure, and pain. 

In the classroom...
Students who struggle to process tactile
information may find it difficult to engage in
activities that involve touch. 

For example, they might have trouble
identifying the texture or qualities of objects
through touch.
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The olfactory sense helps us detect different
odours or scents using our nose. It helps us
identify and remember various smells, such
as flowers, food, or perfumes. 

There are strong connections between smells
and memories and smells and emotions.

In the classroom...
For students with sensory processing
differences, identifying smells can take
significant effort, reducing their focus on
learning tasks.

Classrooms often have unfamiliar smells,
such as fresh paint, polished floors, new
furniture, school dinners or strong paper
odours. This sensory overload can distract
some students and overwhelm them if they
haven’t had time to adjust before facing
additional demands.

Smell (Olfactory System)

Students who are over-responsive to smell
might feel distracted, irritated, or even
nauseous by odours like paint, classroom
supplies, or food in the dining hall. 

In contrast, those who are under-responsive
may seek out scents by sniffing objects like
pens, glue, or even their peers’ belongings to
make sense of their environment.



In the classroom...
Students who are over-responsive to taste
may avoid strongly flavoured foods or be
highly selective about the flavours they
tolerate when eating or drinking. 

Students with restricted diets may
consequently struggle with focus because
they haven’t had enough to eat.
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Taste is gustatory information that you get
from your tongue.  It helps us enjoy and
distinguish between different tastes, like
sweet, sour, salty, bitter and umami.

Taste and smell are closely linked.

Taste (Gustatory System)

Students who are under-responsive to taste
might seek out bold flavours to enhance their
sensory experience, such as covering their
food with sauce or eating very sour or salty
snacks. 

Like the students who are over-responsive,
the under-responsive students may not eat
enough - and suffer fatigue and lack of focus -
but this time it is because they find the food
boring.
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Proprioception tells us about where the
different parts of our body are and how these
parts are moving. 

You get body information from your muscles,
joints, and tendons. Importantly, you only
get that information when your body is
moving. Movement matters!

If you book onto the Sensory Inclusive
Schools package, we’ll reveal the amazing
power of proprioceptive input to both calm
and energise your students.  

In the classroom...
Students who are over-sensitive to
proprioceptive input may be referred to as
“sensory seekers.” They tend to be very
active and find it hard to stay still. These
students might climb excessively and show
little awareness of danger. They may lack
coordination, frequently bump into things,
and move their whole body when focusing
on objects. Fine motor tasks can also be
challenging for them.

Body Position Sense (Proprioception)

Students who are under-sensitive to
proprioceptive input may appear sedate or
inactive, preferring quiet, low-energy
activities and often watching others rather
than participating. 

They might stand too close to peers, struggle
to judge personal space or bump into people
and objects due to difficulties processing
spatial information.

To seek stimulation, they might engage in
behaviours like spinning, rocking, or
deliberately bumping into things. These
students may also find it hard to plan
movements, such as climbing onto or
navigating play equipment, and may
struggle with tasks that require
coordination.



The vestibular sense helps us maintain
balance, orientation, and spatial awareness.
It involves the inner ear and provides
information about movement, gravity, and
changes in position. 

This sense is very important in helping us
keep our balance, which is key to keeping us
safe. Your brain really doesn’t want you to
fall and hit your head on the concrete.  If
you're not feeling secure and steady in
yourself, your brain is going to divert all of
your attention to maintaining your posture
and keeping yourself safe.
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In the classroom...
Students with vestibular processing
differences may find it challenging to sit
cross-legged during circle time because their
brain signals a fear of falling. To feel more
secure and aware of their body’s position,
they might feel the need to move around
instead of staying still.

Students who are over-responsive to
vestibular input may avoid activities that
involve their feet leaving the ground, such as
using a balance beam or climbing ropes.
They experience gravitational insecurity,
making these tasks feel unsafe or
overwhelming.

Sense of Balance (Vestibular System)

Students who are under-responsive to
vestibular input might be in constant
motion, as their brain seeks more sensory
input to register their position in space. This
can make it difficult for them to remain
seated or focused when the teacher is giving
instructions.



Some students with sensory processing
differences experience alexithymia, which
makes it hard to identify and differentiate
sensations. They might struggle to tell
whether a feeling is physical or emotional—
for example, whether a knot in their stomach
is anxiety or a sign of nausea or whether a
heavy sensation is sadness or the need to use
the toilet.

This difficulty can lead to behaviours like
frequently visiting the toilet or repeatedly
saying they feel sick. These actions are often
a way of compensating for the challenge of
understanding their body's signals, which is a
sensory discrimination difficulty. Recognising
this can help in providing the right support.
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The sense of interoception helps us perceive
internal sensations and bodily functions,
such as hunger, thirst, heartbeat, and body
temperature. It helps us understand and
respond to our body's needs. 

Interoception includes all the signals from
your internal organs, including your
cardiovascular system, lungs, gut, bladder
and kidneys. 

In the classroom...
Students who are under-responsive to
interoceptive input may struggle to notice or
respond to internal sensations from their
body. For instance, they might take longer to
recognise when they need to use the toilet,
leading to more frequent accidents, or they
may not feel hunger or thirst as readily,
causing them to eat or drink less often than
others.

In contrast, students with an overactive
interoceptive system might constantly feel
as though something is happening within
their body, making it harder for them to
ignore or manage internal sensations.

Internal Sense (Interoception)
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Masking
Now, let’s consider the children who might be masking their sensory responses. 

Some students may mask their sensory responses, especially as they get older and feel pressure to
fit in and participate. This means they put significant effort and energy into pretending they are
coping with the sensory environment rather than fully engaging with the learning activity.

As a result, these students may appear to manage in the classroom, but by the time they get home,
they can be exhausted and overwhelmed, leading to meltdowns or difficulty coping.

In school, you might notice they struggle to complete homework, or parents might share concerns
about emotional outbursts at home—these can be signs of the hidden impact of masking sensory
challenges.

In every classroom, students come with a
wide range of sensory needs. Some students
may need specialist support, such as from an
occupational or speech and language
therapist. However, before this happens,
schools should establish a universal
framework that supports the sensory needs
of all learners. This doesn’t mean adding to
your workload—small, simple changes can
make a big difference for everyone.

Whole Class Approach
Adjusting tasks or the environment for the
whole class is often more effective than
removing one student for sensory support
and then reintegrating them. A universal
approach acknowledges that sensory
processing affects everyone and benefits all
students. By embedding sensory-friendly
practices into daily school life, you create a
more inclusive and supportive environment
for all.
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Using Body Movement
Proprioceptive input is fantastic in that it helps to calm and ground people, but it also helps to
alert and energise students.

The great thing about body movement is that we can incorporate it into learning activities or
the classroom. This could include pushing and pulling and stretching and reaching.

 An easy tip to incorporate pushing and pulling movement is to let students open heavy doors.
Or ask them to push or pull the music or library trolley or help to rearrange classroom
furniture when needed.

Strategies to Help
If you have students in your class who are finding it hard to cope with the
environment and you're seeing some of the sensory behaviours described in this
guide, these ideas are incredibly helpful:

Linear Movement
Linear movement involves moving side to side, backwards and forwards, or up and down,
including rocking and swaying. This type of movement is calming and grounding. If you've got
a student who's already doing linear movement, this could be their way of keeping
themselves calm enough to take part in the class activities. If the strategy that the student has
discovered for themselves isn’t disrupting their learning or anyone else, then go with it. It is
helping them participate.   

In a primary school setting, you could encourage linear movement with a song with actions,
such as Row, row your boat. 

Squashing and squeezing gives the student calming, deep-pressure input. You may recognise
the student who likes to squash themselves into small spaces.

In the classroom, you can incorporate squashing and squeezing activities through tabletop
art activities, for example, making play dough or clay models or having a corner with large
squashy bean bags, which the student can use to cover themselves with.

Squashing and Squeezing
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Humming and Vibrating
One of the best ways to get vibration is talking and singing, as it can give you a low-
frequency vibration. Parents soothe and calm their babies, by holding the child close to their
chest, singing or gentle talking. 

In the classroom, you can include singing as part of your lesson or daily routine in the
classroom, for example, a good morning song or similar.

Familiarity and Predictability
Be as familiar and predictable as possible, wherever possible. Even if you've got a range of
different things that you need to get to, at least having some part of the routine which is
predictable is going to be helpful for students with sensory processing differences.

Adapting the Environment

It’s important to shift your perspective and
view the environment as the challenge,
rather than the student. Adapting the
environment is often quicker, easier, more
cost-effective, and more impactful than
trying to change a student’s nervous system
or their reaction to their surroundings.

In the classroom, consider practical
adjustments like reviewing seating
arrangements or creating a calming space,
such as a cosy corner at the back of the
room, for students who may feel
overwhelmed. A sensory box with fidget
tools and other helpful items can also be
made available for any student to use when
they need support.
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Sensory Inclusive Schools
Here to Support You in Supporting Your Students

Would you like to feel confident in
supporting students whose unmet
sensory needs affect their attention and
learning?

Sensory Inclusive Schools gives you access
to online modules and support from sensory
therapists so you can start making a
difference from day one.

The fun, interactive modules are split into
short sections, ideal for self-learning or
presenting at Twilight Sessions.

You’ll learn exactly how the sensory systems
and sensory processing styles impact school
life. How to recognise sensory-based
behaviours and how traditional responses
to these behaviours can make the situation
worse.

You'll get 15 practical steps to create a
sensory-inclusive school. Choose your
priority steps, make small changes, and see
big improvements.

You'll also get downloadable activity sheets,
checklists, and a workbook to guide your
planning.

Our HCPC-registered therapists are here to
help you tailor the steps to your specific
setting and students.

Submit your questions to our Sensory
Therapists, and we guarantee an answer
within three working days.

Or join our regular term-time peer support
drop-in sessions to chat directly with a
therapist.

Let's make your school
sensory-inclusive.
Get started today!

Scan for Product Tour



This guide is brought to you by Sensory Inclusive Schools, a
service from Sensory Integration Education. Sensory Inclusive
Schools is a service for schools providing a package of online
training and support direct from Sensory Integration
Practitioners.

www.sensoryinclusiveschools.org

SI Network (UK & Ireland) Ltd is the parent company of
Sensory Integration. Education and was established in 1994.
We are proud to be a not for profit organisation, investing
surpluses back into the development and promotion of, and
research into, Ayres’ Sensory Integration Therapy®.

SIE, International House, 61 Mosley Street, Manchester, M2
3HZ, UK.

www.sensoryintegrationeducation.com


