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Children and Adolescents With Challenges 

Related to Sensory Processing and Integration 

 

Focused Question 
What is the efficacy of occupational therapy that uses cognitive or occupation-based 

interventions to support function and participation for children and youths who have 

challenges in processing and integrating sensory information that are interfering with 

everyday-life participation? 

 
Clinical Scenario 

Occupational therapists use cognitive and occupation-based interventions to improve function 

and enhance participation for children and youths with challenges in processing and integrating 

sensory information. Cognitive interventions include focused cognitive strategies that are often 

framed within broader intervention models, such as cognitive–behavioral therapy, 

neurobehavioral feedback and biofeedback, and cognitive orientation to daily occupational 

performance (Rodgers & Polatajko, 2010). Occupation-based interventions incorporate 

everyday-life activities and tasks to support function and participation. The complex and diverse 

nature of sensory processing and integration requires occupational therapists to understand the 

best evidence to help children and adolescents with sensory-processing challenges. The purpose 

of this systematic review is to provide occupational therapy practitioners with the available 

evidence for the use of cognitive and occupation-based interventions to support function and 

participation for children and adolescents with challenges in processing and integrating sensory 

information. 

 

 

Summary of Key Findings 

Two studies were appraised for cognitive interventions, and four studies were appraised for 

occupation-based interventions, that targeted children and adolescents with challenges in sensory 

processing and integration. Studies included outcomes or inclusionary measures specific to 

sensory processing and integration. One Level I and one Level IV study evaluated the effect of 

cognitive strategies on function and participation. Two Level I and two Level III studies 

evaluated the effect of occupational-based interventions. Only studies that used a measure that 

specifically identified sensory-processing and integration challenges among children were 

included in this review.  

 

Cognitive Interventions  

 There was moderate evidence from one Level I randomized controlled trial (RCT) that 
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the Alert Program for Self-Regulation improved executive functioning among children 

with fetal alcohol spectrum disorders (Nash et al., 2015). 

 There was limited evidence from one Level IV study that the use of social stories 

increased desired behaviors among three preschool boys who displayed symptoms of 

autism spectrum disorder and who had identified challenges in sensory processing and 

integration (Thompson & Johnston, 2013).  

 

Occupational-Based Interventions 

 There was moderate-level evidence from one Level I RCT and one Level III study that 

horseback riding improved social functioning (Bass, Duchowny, & Llabre, 2009) and 

social-interaction sensory processing and reduced autism symptomatology (Ward, 

Whalon, Rusnak, Wendell, & Paschall, 2013) among children with autism spectrum 

disorder. 

 There was moderate evidence from one Level I RCT that tae kwon do improved sensory 

organization and standing balance among children with developmental coordinator 

disorder with identified sensory-processing and integration challenges (Fong, Tsang, & 

Ng, 2012).  

 There was limited evidence from one Level III study that yoga improved emotional 

regulation, decreased emotional distress, and improved self-soothing among adolescents 

hospitalized for mental health needs (Re, McConnell, Reidinger, Schweit, & Hendron, 

2014). 

 

 

Bottom Line for Occupational Therapy 

For both cognitive and occupation-based interventions, a limited number of studies included 

children with identified challenges in sensory processing and integration. There is a need to 

identify challenges in sensory processing and integration through inclusionary measures in future 

research. Available evidence provides initial support for these interventions, although the 

interventions varied in each of the domains. Preliminary evidence suggests that (a) occupations 

that provide controlled sensory input have the potential to improve functional outcomes and 

participation for children with identified sensory-processing differences and (b) cognitive 

interventions have the potential to support sensory self-regulation among children with identified 

sensory-processing differences. Although preliminary research indicates that cognitive and 

occupation-based interventions have been effective in some studies, further research is needed.  
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