
 
 

The Sensitive Child –  

Common sensory issues and what you 

can do to help 

 

A child experiences the world by noticing, 

processing, and responding to the sensory 

information around him – the smell of 

breakfast cooking, the sound of Mom 

putting away dishes, the feel of his shirt on 

his skin, the taste and texture of his 

breakfast cereal.  For many children, these 

sensory experiences are part of the 

everyday routine.  But for a child with 

sensory processing issues, sensory input 

can result in significant difficulty with 

participation at school and at home. 

  

Common Sensory Processing Issues in 

Children 

All people experience sensory input in 

different ways.  Many children show 

increased sensitivity (hyper) or decreased 

sensitivity (hypo) to different sensory 

experiences.  Sensory processing difficulties 

are commonly seen in the following areas: 

tactile (touch), auditory (sound), visual, 

oral (taste/texture), and movement. 

 

Tactile hypersensitivity may cause an 

aversion to getting hands messy during 

daily activities.  Children who are overly 

sensitive to tactile input may demonstrate 

agitation or extreme reactions to grooming, 

dressing, or washing tasks (e.g. bathing, 

getting a haircut, washing hair).  On the 

other hand, a child with decreased 

awareness of tactile input may not be able 

to tell when his hands or face are messy 

and may have difficulty with fine and gross 

motor skills, body awareness, and 

understanding appropriate physical contact 

with others. 

 

Hypersensitivity to sound may result in 

extreme behavioral reactions to loud or 

unexpected noises.  A child with auditory 

hypersensitivity may hold his hands over 

his ears to protect them from sound and 

may be fearful of situations where loud 

noises are common (e.g. sporting events, 

parades, crowds).  A child who has 

decreased sensitivity to sound may have 

difficulty with 

listening to 

instructions in 

class and may 

not follow along 

with classroom 

routines as 

easily as other 

children. 

 

Children with hypersensitivity to oral 

sensory input can be extremely picky 

eaters, limiting themselves to specific 

tastes and textures.  Hyposensitivity to oral 

sensory input may cause a child to seek out 

additional input by chewing non-food items 

or stuffing his mouth with food. 

 

Some children struggle with processing 

sensory experiences related to movement.  

Hypersensitivity in this area can present as 

gravitational insecurity, resulting in 



A gradual step by 
step approach to 
sensory activities 
is often beneficial 
for children with 
hypersensitivities 

extreme fear or behavioral responses to 

movement and changes in position.  This 

may lead to fear going up or down stairs 

and avoidance of climbing or swinging at 

the playground.  The child may seem 

passive or sedentary.  They may avoid 

active play or group games and seem tired 

or lazy.  Other children who are 

hyposensitive in this area seem overly 

active as they attempt to seek out more 

movement to 

respond functionally 

to their 

surroundings.  They 

may fidget more 

than other children, 

have difficulty 

sitting still and 

attending, or have 

less regard for safety during gross motor 

play.  

 

What Can You Do? 

There are strategies you can use to support 

your child if he is showing signs of hyper or 

hyposensitivity.  It may be helpful to 

discuss it in advance when you know a 

difficult sensory experience is approaching.  

Talk about what is going to happen and 

give your child strategies for what he can 

do if he is overwhelmed.  If you are going to 

a sporting event with a noisy crowd, offer 

the option of earplugs or headphones.  If 

you’re about to get out the finger paints, 

describe what it will feel like and what 

your child can do if he becomes upset.  

Social stories, or short books that describe 

a situation in a reassuring way while 

providing options for socially appropriate 

behavior, may also be helpful to children 

with hypersensitivities.   

 

A gradual approach to sensory activities is 

often beneficial for children with 

hypersensitivities.  For example, rather 

than pushing your child to try a new food, 

let him touch, then smell it, then touch it to 

his lips over a few days, gradually working 

up to taking a bite.  Before tactile activities 

like play dough or playing with shaving 

cream, allow your child to observe you or 

other children participating in the activity 

so they know what to expect.  You can 

allow the child to use rubber gloves or place 

the messy material inside a clear plastic 

bag to limit exposure.  Often, deep pressure 

(squeezing or massage) or firm tactile input 

(firmly rubbing a washcloth or brush over 

the skin) can help prepare children with 

tactile hypersensitivities for grooming 

tasks or messy activities.   

 

Children who are hyposensitive need more 

sensory input in order to function.  Often, 

these children benefit from a multisensory 

approach to learning.  This might include 

using manipulatives and hands-on 

activities in the classroom and at home.  

You might be able to promote better 

performance with homework by adding a 

movement component.  For example, place 

flashcards on the floor on one side of the 

room and have your child run, hop, jump, 

or roll across the room to pick one up and 

give his 

answer.  

Take a 

break 

from 

learning 

activities 

every so 

often to 

play catch, 

Simon 

Says, or another movement game.  Heavy 

work activities (where a child has to work 

against resistance) and activities that 

provide slow, rhythmic movement 

(swinging, rocking, rolling over an exercise 

ball) can help calm a child who struggles 

with sensory seeking behaviors. 

When Should You Get Help For Your 

Child? 

Some children have such severe sensory 

processing issues that they exhibit extreme 

behavioral reactions to everyday activities 

or they may avoid certain sensory 

experiences altogether.  Severe oral 

hypersensitivity may lead to weight loss 

and malnutrition, extreme movement-

seeking behavior may contribute to unsafe 

and inappropriate behavior at school.  If a 



child’s sensory processing difficulties 

significantly limit his ability to participate 

in daily activities or if health or safety is 

compromised due to sensory problems, get 

the help your child needs. The world to 

them can often feel like a threatening and 

overwhelming place. 
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