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Postgraduate Certificate in Occupational Therapy for Autism

Occupational Therapy for Sensory Processing in
Autism

Occupational Therapy for Sensory Processing in Autism:
Occupational Therapy for Sensory Processing in Autism refers to the specialized treatment approach aimed
at addressing sensory processing difficulties in individuals with Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD).
Occupational therapists use a variety of sensory-based interventions to help individuals with ASD regulate
their responses to sensory input and improve their ability to engage in daily activities.

Sensory Processing:
Sensory processing refers to the way the nervous system receives, organizes, and interprets sensory
information from the environment. In individuals with autism, sensory processing difficulties can manifest in
hypersensitivity (over-responsiveness) or hyposensitivity (under-responsiveness) to sensory stimuli. These
difficulties can impact a person's ability to participate in daily activities and may result in behaviors such as
avoidance or seeking of sensory input.

Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD):
Autism Spectrum Disorder is a neurodevelopmental disorder characterized by challenges in social
communication and interaction, as well as restricted and repetitive patterns of behavior. Individuals with
ASD may also exhibit sensory processing difficulties, which can impact their ability to interact with their
environment and engage in daily activities.

Occupational Therapist:
An occupational therapist is a healthcare professional trained to help individuals of all ages participate in
meaningful activities or occupations. Occupational therapists work with individuals with disabilities, injuries,
or illnesses to develop or regain the skills needed to perform activities of daily living, work, or leisure.

Sensory-Based Interventions:
Sensory-based interventions are therapeutic activities designed to address sensory processing difficulties
and improve sensory modulation in individuals with autism. These interventions may include activities such
as sensory diets, sensory integration therapy, and environmental modifications to support individuals in
regulating their responses to sensory input.

Sensory Modulation:
Sensory modulation refers to the ability to regulate responses to sensory stimuli in a graded and adaptive
manner. Individuals with autism may have difficulties with sensory modulation, leading to challenges in
filtering, organizing, and responding to sensory input appropriately. Occupational therapy interventions aim
to improve sensory modulation to enhance participation in daily activities.

Sensory Diet:
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A sensory diet is a personalized plan of sensory activities and strategies designed to meet an individual's
sensory needs throughout the day. A sensory diet may include activities to help regulate arousal levels,
improve attention and focus, and support sensory processing in individuals with autism. Occupational
therapists often collaborate with caregivers to implement sensory diets tailored to the individual's needs.

Sensory Integration Therapy:
Sensory integration therapy is a treatment approach that aims to improve sensory processing and
integration in individuals with sensory processing difficulties. Through structured sensory experiences and
activities, sensory integration therapy helps individuals with autism develop more adaptive responses to
sensory input and improve their ability to engage in daily activities.

Environmental Modifications:
Environmental modifications are changes made to the physical environment to support individuals with
autism in regulating their responses to sensory input. Modifications may include adjusting lighting,
reducing noise levels, providing sensory-friendly materials, and creating sensory-friendly spaces to promote
participation and comfort for individuals with sensory processing difficulties.

Regulation:
Regulation refers to the ability to maintain a balanced state of arousal and respond appropriately to sensory
input in different environments and situations. Individuals with autism may have challenges with self-
regulation, leading to difficulties in managing sensory stimuli and emotions. Occupational therapy
interventions focus on promoting regulation to support engagement in daily activities.

Proprioceptive Input:
Proprioceptive input refers to sensory information from muscles and joints that helps individuals perceive
the position and movement of their body in space. Proprioceptive input plays a crucial role in motor
planning, coordination, and body awareness. Occupational therapists may use proprioceptive activities to
support individuals with autism in regulating their sensory responses and improving their motor skills.

Vestibular Input:
Vestibular input refers to sensory information related to balance, movement, and spatial orientation
provided by the inner ear. Vestibular input helps individuals maintain postural control, coordination, and
equilibrium. Occupational therapists may incorporate vestibular activities into sensory-based interventions
to help individuals with autism improve their sensory processing and motor coordination skills.

Visual Processing:
Visual processing refers to the brain's ability to interpret and make sense of visual information received
from the eyes. Individuals with autism may experience challenges in visual processing, such as difficulties
with visual tracking, depth perception, and visual-motor integration. Occupational therapists can provide
interventions to support visual processing skills and enhance visual perception in individuals with autism.

Auditory Processing:
Auditory processing refers to the brain's ability to interpret and understand auditory information received
from the ears. Individuals with autism may have difficulties with auditory processing, such as sensitivity to
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noise, difficulties with sound discrimination, and challenges with auditory comprehension. Occupational
therapists can implement strategies to support auditory processing skills and improve communication in
individuals with autism.

Tactile Processing:
Tactile processing refers to the brain's ability to interpret and respond to touch sensations on the skin.
Individuals with autism may demonstrate tactile sensitivities, difficulties with tactile discrimination, or
challenges with tactile defensiveness. Occupational therapists can provide sensory-based interventions to
help individuals with autism regulate their tactile responses and enhance their tolerance to touch input.

Olfactory Processing:
Olfactory processing refers to the brain's ability to interpret and make sense of smell sensations. Individuals
with autism may have heightened or diminished olfactory processing, leading to sensory sensitivities or
difficulties with discriminating between different smells. Occupational therapists can address olfactory
processing challenges through sensory-based interventions to support individuals in managing their
responses to smell stimuli.

Gustatory Processing:
Gustatory processing refers to the brain's ability to interpret taste sensations. Individuals with autism may
exhibit sensitivities or aversions to certain tastes, textures, or temperatures of food. Occupational therapists
can work with individuals with autism to address gustatory processing difficulties through sensory-based
interventions and support the development of positive eating habits and food acceptance.

Praxis:
Praxis refers to the ability to plan and execute purposeful and coordinated movements in response to
sensory input. Individuals with autism may experience challenges with praxis, such as difficulties with motor
planning, ideation, sequencing, and executing motor tasks. Occupational therapists can provide
interventions to support praxis skills and enhance motor coordination in individuals with autism.

Motor Planning:
Motor planning refers to the ability to organize and execute a sequence of movements to achieve a goal.
Individuals with autism may have difficulties with motor planning, leading to challenges in initiating and
completing motor tasks effectively. Occupational therapists can implement strategies to support motor
planning skills and improve motor coordination in individuals with autism.

Body Awareness:
Body awareness refers to an individual's ability to perceive and understand the position, movement, and
spatial orientation of their body parts. Individuals with autism may have challenges with body awareness,
such as difficulties with body schema, spatial relationships, and body image. Occupational therapists can
use activities to promote body awareness and enhance proprioceptive and vestibular input in individuals
with autism.

Self-Regulation:
Self-regulation refers to the ability to manage and control one's emotions, behaviors, and responses to
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sensory input. Individuals with autism may have difficulties with self-regulation, leading to challenges in
modulating their arousal levels, emotions, and sensory responses. Occupational therapists can teach self-
regulation strategies and coping skills to help individuals with autism regulate their responses and engage
in daily activities more effectively.

Social Participation:
Social participation refers to an individual's engagement in social interactions, relationships, and activities
within their community. Individuals with autism may experience challenges with social participation, such as
difficulties in social communication, social skills, and social engagement. Occupational therapists can
provide interventions to support social participation and enhance social-emotional development in
individuals with autism.

Executive Function:
Executive function refers to a set of cognitive processes that help individuals plan, organize, prioritize, and
execute tasks effectively. Individuals with autism may have difficulties with executive function, such as
challenges with impulse control, working memory, cognitive flexibility, and problem-solving. Occupational
therapists can provide strategies to support executive function skills and improve functional independence
in individuals with autism.

Environmental Supports:
Environmental supports are tools, strategies, or modifications implemented in the physical environment to
promote participation and accessibility for individuals with autism. Examples of environmental supports may
include visual schedules, sensory-friendly spaces, structured routines, and adaptive equipment.
Occupational therapists can collaborate with caregivers and educators to create a supportive environment
that enhances the individual's sensory processing and engagement in daily activities.

Task Modification:
Task modification involves adapting activities or tasks to match the individual's abilities, preferences, and
sensory needs. In occupational therapy for sensory processing in autism, task modification may include
adjusting the complexity of tasks, providing sensory supports, breaking down tasks into smaller steps, or
altering the environment to promote success and participation. Occupational therapists can tailor
interventions to meet the individual's unique sensory processing challenges and facilitate skill development.

Play-Based Interventions:
Play-based interventions are therapeutic activities that incorporate play and exploration to address sensory
processing difficulties and promote development in individuals with autism. Play-based interventions may
involve sensory-rich materials, imaginative play scenarios, and social interactions to support sensory
integration, communication, and social skills. Occupational therapists can use play-based approaches to
engage individuals with autism in meaningful activities and facilitate skill acquisition in a natural and
motivating context.

Collaborative Approach:
A collaborative approach involves teamwork and communication among professionals, caregivers, and
individuals with autism to develop and implement effective interventions. In occupational therapy for
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sensory processing in autism, a collaborative approach may involve multidisciplinary team members
working together to address the individual's sensory needs, set goals, and monitor progress. Occupational
therapists can collaborate with educators, speech therapists, physical therapists, and other professionals to
provide holistic support and maximize outcomes for individuals with autism.

Individualized Treatment Plan:
An individualized treatment plan is a customized plan of care developed by an occupational therapist to
address the specific sensory processing challenges and goals of an individual with autism. The treatment
plan outlines the interventions, strategies, and goals tailored to the individual's unique sensory preferences,
strengths, and needs. Occupational therapists collaborate with the individual, family members, and other
team members to create a comprehensive and person-centered approach to therapy.

Behavioral Strategies:
Behavioral strategies are techniques and interventions used to address challenging behaviors and promote
positive outcomes in individuals with autism. Occupational therapists may incorporate behavioral strategies
into sensory processing interventions to support behavior management, communication, and social skills
development. Examples of behavioral strategies may include visual supports, reinforcement systems, and
behavior modification techniques to enhance engagement and participation in daily activities.

Transition Planning:
Transition planning involves preparing individuals with autism for changes in routines, environments, or life
stages to promote successful transitions and continuity of care. Occupational therapists can support
transition planning by helping individuals develop self-regulation skills, adaptive strategies, and
independence in daily activities. Transition planning may include preparing for transitions between settings,
stages of development, or life transitions to promote smooth and positive experiences for individuals with
autism.

Home Program:
A home program is a set of therapeutic activities, exercises, and strategies recommended by an
occupational therapist for individuals with autism to continue their progress outside of therapy sessions.
The home program may include sensory-based activities, self-regulation strategies, and environmental
modifications to support sensory processing and skill development at home. Occupational therapists
collaborate with caregivers to implement the home program and reinforce therapeutic goals in the
individual's daily routine.

Parent Education:
Parent education involves providing information, training, and support to parents and caregivers of
individuals with autism to enhance their understanding of sensory processing challenges and strategies for
supporting their child. Occupational therapists can educate parents on sensory processing theory, sensory-
based interventions, behavior management techniques, and self-regulation strategies to empower them in
promoting their child's sensory processing and participation in daily activities. Parent education can help
build the caregiver's confidence, knowledge, and skills in supporting their child's sensory needs.

Advocacy:
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Advocacy involves promoting the rights, needs, and interests of individuals with autism to ensure access to
appropriate services, accommodations, and support. Occupational therapists can advocate for individuals
with autism by raising awareness about sensory processing difficulties, promoting inclusive environments,
and collaborating with stakeholders to create supportive systems. Advocacy efforts may involve educating
policymakers, advocating for accessible resources, and empowering individuals with autism to self-advocate
for their sensory needs and rights.

Professional Development:
Professional development involves continuing education, training, and skill-building activities for
occupational therapists to enhance their knowledge, competence, and effectiveness in working with
individuals with autism. Occupational therapists can engage in professional development opportunities to
stay current on evidence-based practices, sensory processing research, and innovative interventions for
autism. Professional development may include workshops, conferences, mentorship programs, and self-
directed learning to support occupational therapists in providing high-quality and client-centered care for
individuals with autism.

Research Evidence:
Research evidence refers to scientific studies, publications, and empirical data that support the effectiveness
of interventions, assessments, and practices in occupational therapy for sensory processing in autism.
Occupational therapists rely on research evidence to inform their clinical decision-making, intervention
planning, and treatment outcomes for individuals with autism. Research evidence may include randomized
controlled trials, systematic reviews, qualitative studies, and practice guidelines that contribute to the
evidence-based practice in sensory processing interventions for autism.

Continuum of Care:
Continuum of care refers to a coordinated system of services and supports provided to individuals with
autism across different settings, stages, and levels of care. Occupational therapists work within a continuum
of care to deliver comprehensive and integrated services that address the individual's sensory processing
challenges, functional goals, and quality of life. The continuum of care may include early intervention
services, school-based therapy, community programs, vocational support, and transition planning to
promote lifelong success and well-being for individuals with autism.

Interprofessional Collaboration:
Interprofessional collaboration involves teamwork and communication among professionals from different
disciplines to provide comprehensive and coordinated care for individuals with autism. Occupational
therapists collaborate with speech therapists, physical therapists, educators, psychologists, physicians, and
other professionals to address the complex needs of individuals with autism and promote positive
outcomes. Interprofessional collaboration enhances the effectiveness of therapy, promotes holistic care, and
maximizes the individual's potential for success in sensory processing interventions and daily activities.

Quality Improvement:
Quality improvement involves ongoing efforts to enhance the effectiveness, efficiency, and outcomes of
occupational therapy services for individuals with autism. Occupational therapists engage in quality
improvement initiatives to evaluate and improve the delivery of sensory processing interventions, measure
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client satisfaction, monitor treatment outcomes, and implement evidence-based practices. Quality
improvement activities may include clinical audits, outcome measurement tools, performance indicators,
and feedback mechanisms to ensure the delivery of high-quality and client-centered care for individuals
with autism.

Outcome Measurement:
Outcome measurement involves assessing the effectiveness, progress, and impact of sensory processing
interventions on the individual's sensory processing, functional abilities, and quality of life. Occupational
therapists use outcome measurement tools to evaluate the outcomes of therapy, monitor changes in
sensory processing skills, and track the individual's progress towards achieving therapy goals. Outcome
measurement helps occupational therapists tailor interventions, adjust treatment plans, and demonstrate
the effectiveness of sensory processing interventions in improving outcomes for individuals with autism.

Client-Centered Practice:
Client-centered practice involves placing the individual with autism at the center of the therapeutic process,
considering their preferences, values, goals, and needs in treatment planning and intervention delivery.
Occupational therapists adopt a client-centered approach to sensory processing interventions, collaborating
with the individual, family members, and caregivers to develop personalized goals, strategies, and
interventions that reflect the individual's unique sensory processing challenges and strengths. Client-
centered practice promotes empowerment, autonomy, and engagement in therapy for individuals with
autism.

Ethical Practice:
Ethical practice involves upholding professional standards, values, and principles in the delivery of
occupational therapy services for individuals with autism. Occupational therapists adhere to ethical
guidelines, codes of conduct, and legal regulations to ensure the safety, dignity, and rights of individuals
with autism in therapy. Ethical practice includes maintaining confidentiality, obtaining informed consent,
respecting cultural diversity, and promoting the well-being of clients with autism in sensory processing
interventions.

Professional Boundaries:
Professional boundaries refer to the limits, roles, and relationships that occupational therapists establish
with individuals with autism to maintain a therapeutic and professional environment. Occupational
therapists set clear boundaries to protect the integrity, trust, and safety of the therapeutic relationship and
promote positive outcomes in sensory processing interventions. Professional boundaries may include
maintaining confidentiality, avoiding dual relationships, managing conflicts of interest, and upholding
ethical standards in interactions with individuals with autism.

Cultural Competence:
Cultural competence involves recognizing, respecting, and responding to the cultural beliefs, values, and
practices of individuals with autism and their families in sensory processing interventions. Occupational
therapists strive to be culturally competent by understanding the influence of culture on sensory
processing, communication styles, and help-seeking behaviors in individuals with autism. Cultural
competence includes promoting diversity, addressing cultural biases, and adapting interventions to meet
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the unique cultural needs of individuals with autism in therapy.

Professional Development:
Professional development involves continuing education, training, and skill-building activities for
occupational therapists to enhance their knowledge, competence, and effectiveness in working with
individuals with autism. Occupational therapists can engage in professional development opportunities to
stay current on evidence-based practices, sensory processing research, and innovative interventions for
autism. Professional development may include workshops, conferences, mentorship programs, and self-
directed learning to support occupational therapists in providing high-quality and client-centered care for
individuals with autism.

Research Evidence:
Research evidence refers to scientific studies, publications, and empirical data that support the effectiveness
of interventions, assessments, and practices in occupational therapy for sensory processing in autism.
Occupational therapists rely on research evidence to inform their clinical decision-making, intervention
planning, and treatment outcomes for individuals with autism. Research evidence may include randomized
controlled trials, systematic reviews, qualitative studies, and practice guidelines that contribute to the
evidence-based practice in sensory processing interventions for autism.

Continuum of Care:
Continuum of care refers to a coordinated system of services and supports provided to individuals with
autism across different settings, stages, and levels of care. Occupational therapists work within a continuum
of care to deliver comprehensive and integrated services that address the individual's sensory processing
challenges, functional goals, and quality of life. The continuum of care may include early intervention
services, school-based therapy, community programs, vocational support, and transition planning to
promote lifelong success and well-being for individuals with autism.

Interprofessional Collaboration:
Interprofessional collaboration involves teamwork and communication among professionals from different
disciplines to provide comprehensive and coordinated care for individuals with autism. Occupational
therapists collaborate with speech therapists, physical therapists, educators, psychologists, physicians, and
other professionals to address the complex needs of individuals with autism and promote positive
outcomes. Interprofessional collaboration enhances the effectiveness of therapy, promotes holistic care, and
maximizes the individual's potential for success in sensory processing interventions and daily activities.

Quality Improvement:
Quality improvement involves ongoing efforts to enhance the effectiveness, efficiency, and outcomes of
occupational therapy services for individuals with autism. Occupational therapists engage in quality
improvement initiatives to evaluate and improve the delivery of sensory processing interventions, measure
client satisfaction, monitor treatment outcomes, and implement evidence-based practices. Quality
improvement activities may include clinical audits, outcome measurement tools, performance indicators,
and feedback mechanisms to ensure the delivery of high-quality and client-centered care for individuals
with autism.
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Outcome Measurement:
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