
sensory goals for occupational therapy
Sensory goals for occupational therapy are critical components of treatment plans designed to
aid individuals with sensory processing difficulties. Occupational therapy (OT) focuses on helping
clients achieve independence in their daily activities, and sensory goals play an essential role in this
process. This article delves into the importance of sensory goals, the framework for developing these
goals, and strategies for their implementation in occupational therapy.

Understanding Sensory Processing

Sensory processing refers to the way our nervous system receives and interprets sensory information
from the environment. Individuals with sensory processing issues may experience difficulties in
managing sensory inputs, which can affect their daily lives. These difficulties can manifest in various
forms, including:

Over-sensitivity to sensory stimuli (hyper-sensitivity)

Under-sensitivity to sensory stimuli (hypo-sensitivity)

Difficulty with transitions between sensory experiences

Challenges in regulating emotions and behavior due to sensory overload

Occupational therapists often work with clients who have sensory processing disorders, autism
spectrum disorders, attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD), or developmental delays.
Identifying and addressing sensory goals is vital in helping these clients improve their functional
abilities.

Setting Sensory Goals in Occupational Therapy

Goal-setting is a fundamental aspect of occupational therapy. Sensory goals should be specific,
measurable, achievable, relevant, and time-bound (SMART). The following framework can be
employed when developing sensory goals:

1. Assessment

The first step in setting sensory goals is conducting a thorough assessment. This involves:

- Client and caregiver interviews: Understanding the client’s sensory preferences and aversions.
- Standardized assessments: Utilizing tools such as the Sensory Profile or the Sensory Integration and
Praxis Tests (SIPT) to quantify sensory processing abilities.



- Observations: Monitoring the client in various settings to identify sensory triggers and responses.

2. Identifying Areas of Need

After assessment, occupational therapists should identify specific sensory areas that require
intervention. Common areas include:

- Sensory modulation (regulating responses to sensory input)
- Sensory discrimination (differentiating between various sensory inputs)
- Sensory integration (processing and organizing sensory information)

3. Establishing Goals

Once the areas of need are determined, therapists can set sensory goals. These goals should focus on
enhancing the client’s ability to manage sensory input effectively. Examples of sensory goals might
include:

Increase the client’s tolerance for different textures in food by introducing new foods weekly.1.

Improve the ability to self-soothe during sensory overload by teaching and practicing calming2.
techniques.

Enhance the client’s ability to focus in noisy environments by implementing sound-canceling3.
strategies.

Develop a sensory diet tailored to the client’s needs, incorporating specific sensory activities4.
throughout the day.

Implementing Sensory Goals

Once sensory goals are established, the next step is the implementation of strategies to achieve
these goals. This process is often collaborative, involving the therapist, client, and caregivers.

1. Creating a Sensory Diet

A sensory diet is a tailored plan of sensory activities designed to meet the individual needs of the
client. It can include:

- Heavy work activities: Such as pushing, pulling, or lifting heavy objects to provide deep pressure and
proprioceptive input.



- Calming activities: Such as yoga, deep breathing exercises, or using fidget tools to promote
relaxation and focus.
- Sensory play: Engaging in activities that involve different textures, sounds, and movements, like
playdough, sand, or water play.

2. Environmental Modifications

Adapting the client’s environment can be crucial in achieving sensory goals. Modifications can
include:

- Creating a sensory corner equipped with tools such as weighted blankets, noise-canceling
headphones, or sensory bins.
- Establishing structured routines to help the client anticipate transitions and reduce anxiety related
to sensory experiences.
- Reducing visual and auditory distractions in the learning or therapy environment to help the client
focus better.

3. Teaching Self-Regulation Strategies

Self-regulation is essential for individuals with sensory processing difficulties. Therapists can teach
clients various self-regulation strategies, including:

- Mindfulness techniques: Such as grounding exercises or focusing on breathing to help manage
sensory overload.
- Visual schedules: To provide a clear outline of activities and transitions, helping clients prepare
mentally for changes.
- Coping strategies: Identifying personal strategies, such as using sensory tools, taking breaks, or
seeking a quiet space when feeling overwhelmed.

4. Family and Caregiver Involvement

Involving family members and caregivers in the occupational therapy process is vital. They can
provide support and reinforcement of sensory goals outside of therapy sessions. Strategies for
involving caregivers include:

- Educating them about sensory processing challenges and effective strategies to support the client at
home.
- Encouraging caregivers to participate in therapy sessions to learn techniques and activities that can
be incorporated into daily routines.
- Regularly reviewing progress and adjusting sensory goals as necessary to ensure continued growth
and development.



Monitoring Progress and Adjusting Goals

Regular monitoring of progress towards sensory goals is essential to ensure that the interventions are
effective. Occupational therapists should:

- Conduct periodic re-assessments to evaluate the client’s sensory processing abilities and overall
functioning.
- Collect feedback from the client and their caregivers to gauge the effectiveness of the strategies
implemented.
- Adjust sensory goals and interventions as needed, based on the client’s progress and evolving
needs.

Conclusion

Setting and achieving sensory goals for occupational therapy is a dynamic process that requires a
comprehensive understanding of sensory processing challenges. By employing a structured approach
to assessment, goal-setting, and implementation, occupational therapists can significantly impact
their clients' lives. With the collaboration of clients, families, and caregivers, sensory goals can be
effectively integrated into daily routines, leading to improved independence and quality of life. As
occupational therapy continues to evolve, the focus on sensory goals will remain a vital aspect of
promoting overall well-being for individuals with sensory processing difficulties.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are sensory goals in occupational therapy?
Sensory goals in occupational therapy focus on enhancing a person's ability to process and respond to
sensory information, improving their overall functioning and participation in daily activities.

How can sensory goals benefit children with autism?
Sensory goals can help children with autism improve their sensory processing skills, reduce sensory
overload, enhance communication, and promote engagement in social and play activities.

What types of sensory activities can be included in therapy
goals?
Sensory activities may include tactile play with various textures, auditory discrimination tasks, visual
tracking exercises, proprioceptive activities like jumping, and vestibular activities such as swinging.

How do you measure progress towards sensory goals?
Progress can be measured through standardized assessments, observations during therapy sessions,
parent and teacher feedback, and tracking the child's ability to engage in sensory-rich activities



independently.

What role does environmental modification play in achieving
sensory goals?
Environmental modifications, such as creating sensory-friendly spaces or using sensory tools, can
support individuals in meeting their sensory goals by reducing distractions and providing appropriate
sensory input.

Are sensory goals applicable for adults in occupational
therapy?
Yes, sensory goals can be relevant for adults, particularly those with conditions like PTSD, anxiety, or
sensory processing disorders, helping them to manage sensory overload and improve daily
functioning.

How often should sensory goals be updated in therapy?
Sensory goals should be reviewed and updated regularly, typically every few weeks or months, based
on the individual's progress, changing needs, and feedback from the therapy team.

Can sensory goals be integrated with other therapeutic
approaches?
Absolutely, sensory goals can be integrated with other therapeutic approaches such as cognitive-
behavioral therapy, physical therapy, and developmental interventions to provide a holistic treatment
plan.

What are some common challenges in setting sensory goals?
Common challenges include identifying specific sensory needs, ensuring goals are realistic and
achievable, and addressing any resistance or anxiety the individual may have towards sensory
experiences.

How can caregivers support sensory goals at home?
Caregivers can support sensory goals by creating a sensory-friendly environment, providing
opportunities for sensory play, and reinforcing strategies learned in therapy to help the individual
manage sensory input effectively.
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