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Sensory Processing Disorder

Sensory processing (sometimes called “sensory integration” or SI) is a term that 
refers to the way the brain receives messages from the senses and turns them into 
appropriate motor and behavioral responses. For example, when you are riding a bi-
cycle, reading a book, or drawing a picture, your successful completion of the activity 
requires processing sensation or “sensory integration.”

Sensory Processing Disorder (SPD, formerly known as “sensory integration dysfunc-
tion”) is a condition that exists when sensory signals don’t get organized into appro-
priate responses. It is like a neurological “traffic jam” that prevents certain parts of 
the brain from receiving the information needed to interpret sensory information 
correctly.

A person with SPD finds it hard to interpret and act upon information received 
through the senses (sight, touch, smell, hearing, taste, proprioception etc.) which 
creates challenges in performing everyday tasks. Motor clumsiness, behavioral prob-
lems, anxiety, depression, and school failure, may result if the disorder is not treated 
effectively.

Most children with SPD need to be taught in ways that are adapted to how they 
process information. Once children with Sensory Processing Disorder have been 
accurately diagnosed, they benefit from a treatment program of occupational ther-
apy (OT) with a sensory integration (SI) approach. During OT sessions, the therapist 
guides the child through fun activities that are subtly structured so the child is con-
stantly challenged but always successful.
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The goal of Occupational Therapy is to create appropriate responses to sensation 
in an active, meaningful, and fun way so the child is able to behave in a more 
functional manner. With time, the appropriate responses carry over to the 
environment beyond the clinic including home, school, and the larger community. 
This allows children with SPD to participate in the normal activities of childhood, 
such as playing with friends, enjoying school, eating, dressing, and sleeping.

Occupational therapy for SPD should ideally be family-centered. Parents are encour-
aged to work with the therapist to learn more about their child’s sensory challenges 
and methods for engaging in therapeutic activities (sometimes called a “sensory 
diet”) at home, school and elsewhere.
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