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About this Program…. 
 

This program has been developed to provide parents, carers and teachers to 

understand sensory needs and encourage the implementation of sensory activities 

within school and home environments.  
 

This program has been developed collaboratively by an Occupational Therapist, 

Speech Therapist and School Counsellor to incorporate skill development 

opportunities for students. This include requesting, communicating, turn taking, 

establishing routines – all with an undertone of meeting the sensory needs for 

children with autism, intellectual disabilities or sensory processing difficulties.  
 



          
What are sensory leisure activities? 

 

Sensory leisure activities refer to activities that provide 

enjoyment, relaxation and stimulation to a person. 

 

The activities listed in this program include activities which 

are associated with the following senses: 

 

o Touch  

o Taste 

o Smell 

o Listening 

o Looking 

 

 

Why are sensory leisure activities useful? 
 

Sensory leisure activities incorporate sensory activities in one-

to-one interactions in order to establish an enjoyable and 

motivating environment where the development of skills in 

requesting, commenting, turn taking and understanding 

routines can be supported. 

 

Sensory stimulation activities can be incorporated into the 

student’s existing daily routine. 

 

 

 

 



Sensory Activities 
 

Touch  
 

The following activities encourage sensory stimulation 

relating to the ‘touch’ sense: 

 
 Various materials such as creams, soaps, powders and oils 

can be applied to different limbs or shoulders via firm or 

gentle strokes. 

 
 A warm water bottles allows the student to feel the texture 

of the bottle’s surface and as well as feeling an item of 

varying temperature.  The bottle can be applied to 

different areas of the students body for varying levels of 

sensory stimulation, such as the hands, face, feet or back. 

 
 A small hand help massager (available from ‘The Shaver 

Shop’) releases small vibrations onto the skin surface.  The 

massager can be used on different areas of the students 

body such as their back, legs and arms. 

 
 Different materials can be introduced to the student 

through touch:  feathers, make up brush, soft ball, wet 

wipes, shaving cream. 

 

 Fan:  can be a silk fan or battery operated one.  This 

allows the student to feel cool air on them. 

 

 



Smell 

 
The following activities encourage sensory stimulation 

relating to the smell sense: 

 

 Vary the flavours of the soaps, creams and oils you use for 

the student.  You can place the bottle under their nose, 

prompting them to smell the scent before you apply it. 

                     
 

 The student can be offered different scents to smell by 

applying some onto cotton wool or rubbed onto the 

students skin and prompting them to smell them. 

 
 Taking the student out into the garden and prompting 

them to smell different flowers is an enjoyable sensory 

activity. 

 

 



Listening 
The following activities encourage sensory stimulation 

relating to the hearing sense: 

 

 
 Having music on in the background 

 

               
 Using different musical instruments such as bells, 

tambourines, keyboards and assist the student to move 

the instruments to hear the sounds.  Make sure that you 

place your hands over the students hands i.e. the hands 

need to be on the actual instrument.  

 
 Walkman/headphones can be placed over the student’s 

ears and soft music can be played via tape/CD through 

the headphones to provide them with varied sensory 

input. 

 
 Storybooks with tapes/CD’s, or reading a story book to the 

student.  

 
 Different toys with sounds e.g. transport sounds, animal 

sounds, and musical sounds etc which can be switched 

on and off are also valuable sources of sensory input for 

the student.  
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Looking 

 
The following activities encourage sensory stimulation 

relating to the looking sense: 

 

 
 Blowing bubbles:  The student can be encouraged to 

follow bubbles which are blown around them. 

 
 Items such as bright balloons, metallic streamers and 

bright toys can be hung near the student within their visual 

field – a fan can be placed nearby to make them move. 

 
 Rolling and throwing a ball within the student visual field 

will encourage them to look at the ball 

               
 Torch/lap/light up toys – can be placed near the student 

and their reaction to different light sources can be 

watched.  A torch can be flashed on and off. 

 
 Moving visual images are commercially available from 

stores such as K-Mart, Target and the Reject Shop.  These 

items are things like moving aquariums etc which can be 

places within the student’s view. 



How do sensory activities support 

understanding and expression? 
 

The following strategies outline how a range of 

communicative functions can be encouraged through 

sensory activities.  These include: 

 

o working within a routine 

o using a range of cues to introduce activities 

o supporting comprehension 

o turn taking 

o using real objects to communicate 

o choice making 

o making requests 

o commenting 

 

 

Establishing a routine 

 

Routines provide structure and give people a sense of 

security; therefore, for people with complex communication 

needs, routines can help them to understand their day.   

 

Schedule sensory based leisure activities within the daily 

routine.  An example of an evening routine may include: 

 

Snack - walk in garden - bath – meal – visual sensory items – 

bedtime 

 

These activities can be represented using real objects paired 

with a photograph. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Objects of reference 

 

An object of reference is a term used to describe the use of 

objects as a means of communication.  Objects, just like 

words, signs and symbols can be made to represent those 

things about which we all communicate. 

 

Using objects assists individuals to develop an awareness and 

an understanding of the environment and can also assist 

them to make choices about the activity they wish to do. 

 

To use objects to support understanding of the environment, 

follow these steps: 

 

1. Think of different activities that the student likes to do. 

2. Think of an object that is closely related to the activity e.g. 

a bath towel to represent bath time. 

3. Immediately before the activity takes place, show the 

student the object.  This will help them to understand what 

is about to happen.  Let the student look at and 

fell/handle the object while you are telling them what is 

happening next. 

 

Gradually the student will learn which activity is associated 

with each object so that when he is given the object, he can 

begin to anticipate which activity he is about to take part in. 

 

Some examples of objects to use to represent sensory 

activities include: 

 

Touch activities  

 hand cream = massage    

 feather = texture play       

Smell activities 

 flower (sprayed with perfume)  

Listening activities 

 bells or rattle            

Looking activities 

 torch                          

 

  

 

 



Using a range of cues to support understanding 

 

Individuals with multiple disabilities (intellectual/ physical/ 

sensory impairments) have significant difficulty in exploring, 

interacting with and understanding their environment.   

 

In addition to using the real objects to cue the student in to 

what activity is about to take place, the following cues can 

also be used: 

 

Auditory cues:  a sound is associated with a particular 

activity e.g. jangling the car keys when saying “time to go for 

drive” 

 

Gestural cues:  using natural gesture when communicating 

e.g. doing the action for drive when saying “lets go for drive” 

 

Olfactory cues:  proving a smell to associate with the activity 

e.g. waving the fragrant smelling flower under the student’s 

nose when saying “let’s go to garden” 

 

Routine cues:  move through a “set” timetable of meaningful 

activities that are repeated daily to assist anticipation and 

memory. 

 

Tactual cues:  Opportunities are provided for the student to 

feel an object to indicate meaning e.g. “Let’s have a bath 

now” while rubbing the towel on the student’s arm. 

 

Visual Cues:  Show 

the student the real 

object associated 

with the activity e.g. 

“time for painting” 

while showing the 

paint brush. 

 

 

 

 



Choice Making 

 

Using real objects can be used to encourage choice making 

skills.  You can offer the student a choice of 2 items in the 

following way: 

 

1. Show the student the real objects, clearly point and 

name each object.  Make sure that the student 

looks at each one. 

2. Encourage the student to make a choice (this may 

be either by looking, shifting their head/body 

towards an item). 

3. As soon as the student has made some attempt to 

make a choice, praise any attempt immediately 

and give them the desired toy/activity. 

 

 



Making Requests/Commenting 

 
During any of the sensory leisure activities, it is important to note down 

the student’s reactions to the sensory stimulus. 

 

Making requests refers to requesting needs, wants, actions and objects.  

In this case, during a sensory activity the student may show some 

behaviours which communicate the request for ‘more’ or a request to 

‘stop’.   

 

Commenting refers to expressing emotions i.e. indicating likes and 

dislikes. The student may display some behaviours to indicate that they 

like a particular sensory stimulus or that they dislike one. 

 

Below are examples of ways that the student may communicate 

‘more’, ‘stop’, likes and dislikes. Each student is different so it’s 

important to be in tune with each student to understand their 

communication attempts and what they may like/dislike.  

 

 

Behaviour Example 

Vocalisations  Making sounds of varying pitch (you will 

be able to identify if they are 

happy/relaxed sounds or sounds of 

discomfort) 

 Crying/whining 

 Laughing 

Body 

Movements 

 Moves closer 

 Moves away 

 Tenses 

 Wiggles 

 Repositions head/body 

Face/Eye 

Movements 

 Purses lips 

 Stares 

 Opens/closes eyes 

 Shifts eye 

 Gazes away/towards 
 

By monitoring the student’s reactions to the sensory leisure activities you 

will find that these reactions/behaviours are communicating a 

message. 

 

 



Communication Profiles 

 

The communication profile attached can be completed 

across the school and home environments. This is an 

example only to illustrate how you may choose to complete 

one.  

 

  



PERSONAL COMMUNICATION DICTIONARY – EXAMPLE ONLY 
 

A personal communication dictionary is a ‘reference book’ about a person’s way of communicating that records: 

 
 How the person communicates i.e. Types of gestures, body language, facial expressions, vocalisations, and signs used. 
 What these forms of communication may mean for the individual 
 How communication partners are to respond. 

 
 
 
 

 

What I do: What this may mean: What you should do: 

I will smile, rock forwards and 
backwards, clap, tap my mouth 

and vocalise 
 
  

I’m expressing pleasure and am feeling 
happy. 

Tell me “_________ is happy”, and sign ‘happy’. Be happy with 
me and make a list of the activities that I enjoy so that you can 
offer them to me again and use them as rewards.  

 

 



What I do: What this may mean: What you should do: 

I will vocalise in a whiney tone, 
cry, bite my shoulder/shirt and 
stomp their feet.  

 

I am angry or frustrated. 
 

 

When I am upset or angry, acknowledge that I’m upset/angry, 
by saying “__________ is upset/angry”. Try and see what is 
making me upset. If possible change the activity by offering me 
another choice.  
 
Other things you need to check for are: 
- Am I too hot or cold? 
- Am I hungry or thirsty? 
- Does my nappy need to be changed? 
 
 

I am requesting for an activity/item, 
attention or help by showing you that I am 

upset or in pain. 
 

          
 

I rely on my communication partner to be aware of my routine, 
health status and environment to respond to me appropriately.  
For example, if I have been seated in the same environment for 
an extended period of time and begin to show that I am upset, I 
am requesting for a change in environment/activity.  
When I shows that I is upset, it may mean that: 

o He is hungry/thirsty and is requesting something to eat 
or drink 

o He is uncomfortable and is requesting to go for a walk 
o He is bored and is requesting to be in a new 

environment or engaged in a new activity  
o He has wet/soiled their nappy and is requesting a  nappy 

change 
o He is too hot/cold and requires to be cooled 

down/warmed. 
 



I will vocalise in a whiney tone, 
turn my head away or will not 
respond to you. 

I don’t want to do something/go 
somewhere. 

 
I am finished with an activity. 

 
 

  

Take the undesired object away. Tell me “it’s ok”. Re-direct me 
to another object or activity.  

OR 
Finish what we are doing by signing and saying “we’re finished”. 
Help me to pack away and then offer me a choice of what I can 
do next. If the activity is not finished, tell me and sign ‘waiting 
______________’. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

  
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 



 

TERMS AND CONDITIONS OF USE 

 
 

Thank you for your support and purchasing this product! 

 

We really appreciate your business! 

 

TERMS OF USE FOR THIS PRODUCT: 
 

All pages of this product are copyrighted 

 © alltherapyresources 

 
 

 You may not create anything to sell or share based on this 

product. 

 

 This product is for the use for one individual only – do not 

share with colleagues or utilize program material within a 

group setting. If a colleague like this product, please send 

them to this website. 

 

 You are permitted to share the cover of this product on your 

blog or social media as long as you link it back to this website. 

 

 To be kept up to date with other products, please put your 

email down and you will be updated regularly! 

 

 Please contact us through the website for further information, 

questions or support. We are more than happy to help with 

your enquiries! 

 

 

www.alltherapyresources.com.au  
 
 

http://www.alltherapyresources.com.au/



