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East Sussex Children’s Integrated Therapy Service 
 

 
Occupational Therapy Team 

 
WORKING WITH HIGHLY SENSITIVE CHILDREN  

 
These children may or may not have various diagnoses, including Sensory Defensiveness, 
Developmental Co-ordination Disorder/ Dyspraxia, Autistic Spectrum Disorder, Asperger 
Syndrome or some types of ADHD.  They over-react to sensation from one or more sensory 
system, for example touch or noise, and can find being among groups, or with people who are 
not familiar with their difficulties, over-whelming. The usual response to an upset child is to try 
and comfort them, often by a cuddle, bouncing a toddler on your knee, singing a song etc.  
However, this can be even more upsetting for children with these sensitivities.  Their body and 
brain is not taking in, filtering and putting together the information from their senses efficiently, 
with the result that their brain is receiving too many messages and their body is always on “high 
alert” to protect it from danger, so the sensations send them into “overload”, resulting in fright 
(freeze), flight (try to escape or avoid entering the situation) or fight (verbal, physically 
aggressive or threatening) behaviour or body language.  
 
Caregivers need to be aware of this, and approach these children in a different way:- 
 
- When building a relationship with the child, do not impose yourself on them, but allow them to 
approach you when they are ready, and feel comfortable with you.    Then you can set up “floor 
time”, a special play time for a little while each day.  Sit down on the floor with the child, let them 
choose and lead the activity. Follow along in the play, paying attention to whatever interests 
them.  Engaging them on their terms establishes a warm, trusting attachment, the basis for all 
future relationships.  
 
- Always approach them from in front, never from behind.   
 
- Allow the child their own space, avoid touching them unless essential, and then use a firm grip, 
rather that a light one; guide from the elbow rather than holding their hand, if they need physical 
assistance. 
 
- Avoid cuddling the child, or picking them up, unless they indicate to you that this is what they 
want (touch, even cuddling, can be very uncomfortable for them) 
 
- Place one or two (not lots) of toys near to them, then withdraw to give them space, encourage 
other children to play outside that space by placing their toys away from the sensitive child, once 
they feel able to cope with mixing, they will approach you or the other children. 
 



OT21 
Working with Highly Sensitive Children 

2

- Get to know the child’s strengths and weaknesses. 
 
- Provide a quiet, “time out” (this is not a punishment/exclusion space, but one which the child 
may choose to go to, they should not be sent to or put into it) space for the child, e.g. a beanbag 
in a corner or under a table,  
 
- A warm atmosphere can be calming. 
 
- If possible, reduce the noise levels.   
 
- If lighting in the room is bright, dim it if possible, or try to provide a shady area for the child.  
 
- Giving them something soft or chewy to chew on (if they will not choke on it) e.g. a chewy 
teething ring for a baby, chewy, low flavoured snack, (if permitted and safe) for an older child, 
can be calming.   
 
- Sometimes drinking from a sports bottle will calm a child, as will sucking a toy, sucking from a 
bottle (if a baby) or sucking a thick, low flavoured liquid through a straw, e.g. milkshake, yogurt. 
Some of these children are reluctant to part with their dummy, needing the sucking to calm 
themselves in situations which their body finds stressful.    
 
- Blowing activities for older children e.g. blowing bubbles, blow football, may help.  
 
- Soft, slow, soothing music is also calming.  
 
- Avoid bombarding the child with noise, light, movement, smell, and reduce these factors as 
much as possible.  
 
- Anticipate emotional crises.  Too much stimulation in a crowded place, e.g. shopping, a 
classroom, may trigger a negative response.  Be ready to guide the child (without touching if 
possible) to remove themselves from sensations that will overwhelm them, before they lose 
control, e.g. suggesting a calming activity or an activity in a quieter area. Wearing a backpack 
with some weight in it (up to 5% of the child’s bodyweight) can help to dull down the sensations 
that the child is sensitive to, as can pushing, pulling or carrying something, or, if the child is 
older, doing press-ups against a wall before going into the stimulating place can also be 
calming. They could be asked to hold the door open for everyone (especially beneficial if it is a 
spring-closing door), or to help move toys/furniture to set up the room, giving them heavy 
muscle work. 
 
- Help the child to learn to notice when things are getting too much for them.  Give them 
opportunities to remove themselves (not be removed) from the action and to recharge and 
organise themselves by being alone.  Help them to understand their need for space, and when 
their behaviour indicates that this is what they need, acknowledge and allow it. From age 7 
years, most children are able to become independent in this with prior support, before that they 
will need adult guidance. 
 
- Identify and empathise with the child’s point of view.  Empathising with their motives and goals 
help you understand why they behave as they do, so you have an easier time changing the 
behaviour.  
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- Give them the words to describe the emotions and sensations they experience. 
 
- Share your own similar emotions, to show that we all have fears “I don’t like being with lots of 
people”, “I think fast rides are scary too”. 
 
- Understand their feelings and reflect them back - reflective listening helps them identify and 
master their emotions.  
 
- Tell them repeatedly that you understand their difficulties. They need your reassurance. 
 
- Take time to re-evaluate the child’s emotions.  They may behave aggressively because they 
are afraid, not because they are angry.  Respond to the primary emotion, rather than the 
defensive behaviour.  
 
- Give the child coping skills for regaining self-control. After an emotional outburst, provide a 
quiet space, a walk, or appropriate words or actions to restore harmony (this may be giving the 
child time to themselves, but not excluding them as a punishment) or asking them if they need 
to do something to feel better about what happened (if they have the language skills to tell you).  
 
- Accentuate the positive.  Notice and comment upon the child’s abilities, interests and good 
behaviour.  Build self esteem by reinforcing accomplishments. 
 
- Build on strengths and help them compensate for weaknesses.  
 
Provide structure 
 
- Establish routines and keep to them consistently. Explain the daily plans. Give notice of 
upcoming activities and warn in advance of the end of an activity.  
 
- Limit transitions as much as possible.  Avoid surprises.  
 
- Expect the child to take longer than others to adapt to routines.  
 
Have realistic expectations 
- Remember you have had years of experience in learning to deal with the world, the child who 
has difficulties with controls has not.  
 
- Break challenges into small pieces. Encourage achievement of one goal at a time, to give 
them the feeling of satisfaction of a series of little successes.  
 
Discipline 
- When the child loses control, avoid punishment.  Loss of self-control is scary enough; 
punishment adds guilt and shame.  
 
- Comment on the negative behaviour, not the child “Your shouting makes me angry”, not “you 
make me angry”. 
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- Help the out-of-control child find a quiet space, away from sensory overload. Teach them that 
time-out is not a punishment, but a technique to regain self-control. Let them decide the length 
of time-out, if possible. 
 
- Set limits. Limits make the child feel secure. Pick one battle at a time to help them develop 
self-control and appropriate behaviour.  
 
Problem Solve 
- Help the child learn to find appropriate outlets for emotions.  Let them know when they can 
scream, where they can run wildly, and what they can punch.  Teach them that some 
expressions of anger or frustration are acceptable and safe, while others are inappropriate. 
 
- If the child is able to, set up problem-solving times with the child, to discuss problems, 
negotiate differences and arrive at solutions. Until they can do this, suggest alternative 
strategies, e.g. instead of throwing toys, encourage child to use their voice, and say “I don’t like 
that”, and jump up and down, which will give similar deep pressure to throwing, but is more 
acceptable, and safer.  
 
Allow the child to engage in appropriate self-therapy.  If they like to jump on furniture, consider a 
trampoline or mattress on the floor to jump on.  If they like to hang upside down, provide 
opportunities for using climbing or gym equipment for this. If they need to wear particular 
footwear, acknowledge that. If they frequently put inedible objects in their mouth, consider 
allowing them to chew gum if old enough, or appropriate chewy items.  If they can’t sit still, give 
them opportunities to move and balance, e.g. running errands in the classroom, sitting on a 
wobbly surface, e.g. inflatable cushion, while listening to a story.  Children seek the sensations 
that will nourish their hungry brains, so help them find safe ways to do so.                                                     
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


