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Sensory Development and 
Enrichment for Infants and 

Toddlers



At the end of this session, I hope 
you will:

• Learn new things about sensory 
processing development in infants and 
toddlers

• Have some new ideas to try out with 
children and share with caregivers 



Here’s Looking At You…. 

• Did you know that:

Even at 1 month, babies can recognize faces 
and expressions. If you make faces at 3-
week-old babies, they will make faces back at 
you!



Did you know this….

• When infants are only 1 month old, they 
can tell their mothers' faces from others.

• Sometimes they would rather look at a 
picture than eat. 

• Sometimes they would rather be playing 
with another baby instead of taking a nap 



And this…

• The newborn's eyes can track or follow 
movement, but only within a distance of 9-
12 inches from the infant's face..actually at 
their arms length is best….

• So…not too close and not too far when 
you’re smiling at an infant.



And…

• Before 3 months, infants see best when looking at things 
"out of the corner of their eyes" 

• They most easily notice movement and high-contrast 
patterns (e.g. light vs. dark). 

• At about 1 month, they may get "visually stuck" and cry 
because they can't STOP staring at one thing! Soon, 
they learn to "detach" their gaze to look at something 
else. 





Teller Acuity Cards



Older infants gradually develop a preference for st aring 
"right at something" (central vision)



And eventually move to examining the 
whole…..



By 3 months most like to watch their hands, and can  
visually follow an object that is moving in a circl e (such 
as toys on a mobile).

I’m 
hypnotized!



Babies probably can hear you 
talking…before they’re born…

NO…please!!Hey Babe…Lets 
name him 

Harley!



Where’s My Momma??

A 1-day-old baby can tell the difference between a 
woman's voice and a man's voice. 

In fact, infants are born with a preference for their 
mother's voice He or she will almost always turn 
toward the woman's voice. Sorry Dad!

Hearing does develop rapidly throughout 
the period of infancy. 



Is She Using Baby Talk Again??

• The newborn can hear a variety of sounds. Infants can 
hear the rhythms and tones of mother's voice before they 
are born. 

• The infant is especially sensitive to the sound of human 
speech, which means the sound of your voice. 

• Infants are amazingly interested in the basic speech 
sounds of language. Not only do newborns hear your 
voice when you speak, they can also turn their heads 
and eyes in the direction of your voice. 



I LOVE Banging Pots and Pans!

• Infants are born with the ability to discriminate b etween sounds 
(an important foundation for language), and this ab ility 
continues to develop. 

• Exposure to sounds in infancy is critical. In fact,  infants soon 
begin to show a preference for the sounds of their own 
language. 

• The conversations we have with and around babies co ntribute 
to the development of language skills. A sound-rich  
environment is important for supporting infant lear ning. 



Gentle Me…Not Handle Me!



That was just so touching!

• Infants are born with a fairly well-developed 
sense of touch. For example, they respond to 
pain in similar ways as adults. 

• Infants who are stroked, as opposed to tickled or 
poked, spend a greater proportion of time 
making eye contact, smiling, and vocalizing and 
less time crying. 



You’ve Really Touched Me!

In general, preferences for touch vary from 
infant to infant.

It is important for caregivers to explore 
different types of touch, such as stroking, 
bouncing, tickling, etc. to see which types 
of touch an infant prefers.



I’m Touched!
• Touch is a very important sense that has been found to 

affect parent-infant attachment, cognitive development, 
sociability, ability to withstand stress, and immunological 
development. 

• Touch and massage therapies for infants have emerged 
as a popular method of enhancing growth and 
development, reducing pain, and increasing 
attentiveness. 



I Need a Hug!

When you gently hold a baby in the warmth of 
your arms, you have the opportunity to 
support healthy development.

Not only through touch, 
but also through your 
gazing into her eyes, 
talking or vocalizing. 



I’m Here..Now Touch Me!

• The newborn's sensitivity to touch is well developed at 
birth. In fact, touch is the first sense to begin developing 
during the prenatal period. 

• A newborn is especially responsive to touch around the 
mouth, the palms of the hands, and the bottom of the 
feet. 

• An infant's skin is so responsive to the stimulation of 
touch that the brain registers touch at the slightest 
pressure. 



She Loves to Be Held!

• You cannot spoil a newborn by holding, 
touching, caressing, comforting and meeting 
needs. 

• In fact, the best evidence says that infants who 
receive a lot of loving attention in these early 
months become more independent, resourceful, 
and less demanding toddlers. 



Yum and…

Babies have a well-developed sense of 
taste that can serve as a foundation for 
infant learning.

Taste buds emerge at around 7 to 8 
weeks' gestation, and the amniotic fluid is 
rich with different taste experiences. 



Once babies are born, they 
show a preference for sweet 
tastes. 

They’re Right…I 
am Sweet!



Yuck!

Newborns do not like sour flavors and 
do not show a reaction to salty substances 
until 4 months of age.



Peee-yooo!

• As with tastes, the amniotic fluid is rich with 
smells. Within hours after birth, babies respond 
much like adults to a variety of odors. 

• Infants  frown at and turn away from smells such 
as rotten eggs and fish. 

• Infants also quickly begin to develop 
preferences for certain smells. 



Ymmmm…That’s better….

For example, infants prefer and smile at 
odors like bananas and vanilla. 

These preferences for certain smells can be 
used to make activities and objects more 
engaging for infants.



They prefer the smell of a lactating 
woman over a nonlactating woman 

…and they prefer the smell of their 
mother to the smell of other women. 

The sense of smell is something that 
infants continue to use throughout 

infancy. 



Greenspan’s Six Essential 
Developmental Stages

Stage  One:  Being Calm in All the 
Sensations of the World



Sensory Regulation

All the senses work individually and with 
each other to allow smooth and effective 

responses to stimuli
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However…

Like a finely tuned engine,sensory 
processing begins to sputter…it  will 

eventually breakdown….



Sensory Dysregulation
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Sensory Regulation is…



Who is Most Vulnerable?

• Infants and Children who are at risk:

– Biological Risk

and…



Who is Most Vulnerable?

• Environmental Risk



What We Know…

Data from Infant and Toddler Sensory 
Profile

Infants and Children Evaluated at Child 
Trauma Assessment Center

Western Michigan University
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Behaviors Indicating Sensory 
Dysregulation



The child is disorganized and lacks 
purpose in his or her activity

• May appear to be interested in a toy or object init ially-once he 
gets it he may throw it aside, dump it out of the c ontainer, or 
immediately be distracted by something else. 

• Another characteristic is that the child lacks expl oration or 
manipulation; he may dump objects out of a containe r or off a 
shelf without stopping to manipulate, visually exam ine, or play 
creatively with them. 

• On the playground the child may run around a lot bu t does not 
organize his activity to climb, swing, or explore e quipment. 



The child does not move around or 
explore the environment 

• The "good" baby or toddler who is content to stay in one 
place and does not make many demands on his or her 
caretakers. 

• This child may be content to watch things in his 
environment although he is physically able to move 
around and interact. 

• The older child may use good verbal skills to engage the 
adult in conversation as a way of avoiding manipulating 
with his hands or actively engaging in activity. 



The child lacks variety in play 
activities 

• Very repetitive or stereotypic in playing with toys. 
Everything may be flung aside, tapped on a surface, or 
brought to the mouth. 

• Or …May prefer only visual activities (TV, videos, 
looking at books) while avoiding visual-motor or 
manipulative toys (coloring, drawing, clay, construction 
toys.) 

• Other children may learn one way to interact with a toy 
or playground equipment without adding variations, 
creative play, or generalizing to other similar objects. 



The child appears clumsy, trips 
easily, has poor balance 

• The child may experience an excessive number of 
bumps, bruises, stitches, or broken bones. 

• Sometimes this child seems always to be in a hurry and 
impulsive, does not "look where he is going." 

• Other children may always be bumping their heads 
because they lack protective responses and do not 
"catch themselves" when they begin to fall. 



The child has difficulty calming 
himself

• After this child "loses it" he cannot be consoled. 
Tantrums may last for hours, or the child may become so 
excited after vigorous play that he continues high activity 
levels long after the event. 

• Some children regularly escalate their activity levels 
during the day without experiencing "down time" or being 
able to engage in quiet activity. 

• Dinner time becomes chaotic and the child has extreme 
difficulty falling asleep at bedtime. 



The child seeks excessive amounts 
of vigorous sensory input 

• Many children like to jump, swing, and spin; but 
when this is excessive, it may be problematic. 

• The child may spin himself on playground 
equipment or twirl around a room for prolonged 
periods without experiencing dizziness. 

• Another child may continually throw himself on 
the floor, deliberately hurl himself against people 
and things, or jump excessively. 



Intervention By Occupational 
Therapy

If therapy is recommended, the child will 
be guided through activities that challenge 
his or her ability to respond appropriately 
to sensory input by making a successful, 
organized response. 



Sensory Based Therapy….

• The motivation of the child plays a crucial role in 
the selection of the activities. 

• Children tend to seek out activities that provide 
sensory experiences most beneficial to them at 
that point in development. 

• It is this active involvement and exploration that 
enables the child to become a more mature, 
efficient organizer of sensory information. 



Activity Ideas

See Handout: Sensory Based Activities for 
Infants and Toddlers 


