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“To wean them from screens and engage them in three-dimensional, hands-on, body-on fun, these imaginative sensory-motor ideas are just what today’s kids need. The activities will help them develop a sense of self, feel comfortable in their bodies, and grow to become confident, competent, ‘in-sync’ children.”


—CAROL STOCK KRANOWITZ, M.A.,
author of The Out-of-Sync Child Has Fun and
coauthor of Growing an In-Sync Child


“Sensory play is a hugely overlooked foundation of healthy child development—physically, cognitively, emotionally, and socially. Play to Progress makes the neuroscience of sensory integration accessible to everyone, and is filled with creative and fun ideas for sensory ‘nutrition’ that helps kids feel and function at their best—and often sleep better, too. This book is an invaluable resource for parents, teachers, and anyone spending time with children.”


—JENNIFER WALDBURGER, MSW,
cofounder of Sleepy Planet Parenting,
author of The Sleepeasy Solution


“Play to Progress presents plenty of fun, easy-to-perform activities that can strengthen parents’ bond with their child and aid in their sensory development. Dr. Ticktin goes beyond merely presenting the exercises and delves into the ‘why’ behind sensory play and how it helps strengthen children’s bodies and minds. In an age when kids are increasingly getting their sensory stimulation from screens instead of personal interactions, Play to Progress is a welcome reminder that there are many other ways to engage children’s senses, and it can be a true pleasure for parents to share in those experiences.”


—SHAUN GALLAGHER,
author of Experimenting with Babies and Experimenting with Kids


“I was lucky to meet Dr. Allie when my boys were just toddlers, and she quickly became my go-to resource for all things child development. I value her emphasis on good old-fashioned sensory development in an era when screens have become an all-too-tempting parenting crutch. Allie always offers simple solutions for engaging my children’s senses without devices. I’m so grateful that, with this book, parents everywhere will be able to benefit from Allie’s wisdom.”


—CANDACE NELSON,
founder of Sprinkles Cupcakes and Pizzana


“This book is an absolute gem! Dr. Allie Ticktin has given parents and teachers a game-changing road map to empower children through open-ended sensory play. With compassion and skill, Allie walks you through the eight senses using insightful explanations of each. But more important, she offers a series of practical activities to engage your rigid, anxious, or distracted child. These tools allow you to meet your child where they are while creating play experiences that develop their individual sensory system. By helping your child better connect with their senses, they begin to engage more comfortably with the world around them—what a gift!”


—CAROLYN DALGLIESH,
professional organizer and author of
The Sensory Child Gets Organized


“Allie Ticktin is a visionary. She helped my wife and me become better parents. Her book will help you understand your child on a deeper level. The wealth of knowledge that she shares is practical, easy to do at home, and really fun. Play to Progress is the resource that every parent needs.”


—STEPHEN CHBOSKY,
#1 New York Times bestselling author of
The Perks of Being a Wallflower and Imaginary Friend
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Introduction



SENSORY SUCCESS


From the moment they are born, children explore the world around them and begin to discern what is happening inside their bodies by using their senses. That input helps them get to know their surroundings, develop their gross and fine motor skills, and understand themselves. When they play, they are noticing how the dirt feels under their feet, their speed through the air while riding a bike, or how cold the ice cream is as they take a big lick, all of which nourishes their sensory system and teaches them how to engage with their environment. The sensory system develops as they interact with the world. In fact, for kids, perhaps the most meaningful way of experiencing the world is through play. Play has the power to lead our little ones to become children, and eventually adults, with the confidence and skills to chase their dreams.


If a child constantly wore mittens, they would have difficulty developing the fine motor control of their hands and fingers that they need to be able to pick up small objects, handle a crayon, or play games. If a child was never given the opportunity to physically explore their environment, it would be challenging for them to learn to move around and interact with others. In fact, studies have shown that children who spend their early life without sufficient sensory stimulation—in this case because they lived in orphanages—are physically and cognitively behind their peers.


These are extreme examples, of course, but the reality is that when a child’s sensory system is not nourished, they may be at a disadvantage that can manifest physically, academically, and socially. I see it all the time in my work as an occupational therapist at my company, Play 2 Progress, where we help children build skills for the journey through childhood using the power of play. We see kids who struggle to stay seated during circle time, participate in a sport, navigate the classroom, build a structure out of blocks, write their name, copy from the board, or—what I find to be the hardest to see—develop a positive self-image and make friends. The bad news is that, in my experience, it’s only getting worse. In recent years, I’ve seen multiple infants whose parents, with only the best of intentions, have placed them in equipment that is marketed as great for babies but can actually delay development and lead to difficulty sitting or walking. What those little ones really need is what we had—tummy time, an opportunity to move, and the freedom to develop their muscles. I’ve also seen children who were thought to have ADHD because they have trouble concentrating in school, when the real reason they fidget and move constantly is that they don’t have the postural control to sit in a chair. The good news is, if your little one is struggling with a sensory challenge—maybe they are a picky eater or are afraid of heights (we all have something)—it can be overcome. How do I know? I’ve seen sensory success both from my professional vantage point as an OT and from overcoming some sensory challenges of my own. The best way to do it is by doing something your kids already love: play.


We have eight senses (yes, eight!), which are responsible for processing the information in our environment, making sense of it, and informing us about our body and surroundings. If your child throws a ball toward a target but misses, their sensory system will provide the feedback that they need to modulate the force and throw softer or harder on the next try. This type of trial and error is as critical to their growth as a healthy diet and a loving home.


I often think of a little girl named Heidi, whom I met in the early days of Play 2 Progress. Heidi’s mom came to us in tears because she had just received a call from her preschool that since starting school the month before, Heidi was not adjusting well and had not connected with a single other child. Heidi would hang on the edge of the playground, find a corner, and watch the other kids play, but she never joined in. When I met Heidi and brought her into the sensory gym, the first thing I noticed was that she was not exploring at all. I decided to bring her a puzzle, and we sat on the ground to play. That was when a new Heidi emerged; she was chatting away and telling me about her pets. As it turned out, Heidi was oversensitive to her feet leaving the ground, which we will explain later in the book, and she was a bit clumsy. She wasn’t playing at school because the other kids moved too fast for her and the play structure was scary to climb. After our work together, she loved the swings and was ready for the kindergarten playground when she started school the next year.


It likely won’t surprise you to hear that our kids are increasingly entertained by gadgets and placed in high-tech pieces of equipment that smart marketing convinces parents they need, starting within the first few months of their lives. When we put our babies in Bumbos and Jumparoos, it pulls them out of their natural movement patterns and places them in developmentally inappropriate positions, which both creates poor posture and is completely passive, not allowing them to strengthen their muscles. A Jumperoo can actually delay a child’s ability to walk, or promote toe walking and impede their physical development. In short, overusing equipment sidesteps a baby’s ability to develop naturally, engage their sensory system, and freely explore, which is their number one way of learning about their environment.


I am passionate on this topic because we are all constantly fed ads for these items, which can be detrimental to a child. Remember, the best place when it comes to your baby’s development is on a mat in a safe place on the floor. We want them to constantly be engaging with the world. I wrote this book to help you understand that there are dozens of ways to activate their sensory system and give you ideas for play.
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There are a few scenarios that I hear about all the time from my clients, and they might sound familiar to you, too. The sun is shining, and Ashley is enjoying the day as she drives to pick up the most important people in her life from school, knowing that this calm will soon turn into chaos. Lyla is right behind her in the carpool line. Indeed, as soon as the kids pile into their cars, they fight for attention. Lyla’s five-year-old, Jack, wants to play on the iPad when he gets home, and her seven-year-old, Ivy, wants to play video games, while Ashley’s five-year-old, Tyler, asks to turn on the TV in the car, and her two-year-old, Lola, begs for her mom’s cell phone, which she has used effortlessly since she was twelve months old.


Ashley turns on music to try to distract the kids from their demands and asks them to notice how nice the weather is, but their requests escalate into loud demands. Lyla tries to play “I Spy” to no avail.


After ten minutes of whining, Ashley tells the kids that she will decide, based on their behavior for the rest of the ride, what they can do once they get home and have a snack. (She knows that they will not be playing video games tonight, but she can’t handle that fight right now.)


Lyla settles for a little friendly competition—whoever is able to stay the quietest will win one extra bedtime book. Ivy loves to read and manages to make the least noise, so she will get an extra story tonight.


At home, Ashley realizes that she is out of dino nuggets. She has alphabet nuggets in the freezer, but they’re a no-go for Lola, who makes the average picky eater look like a gourmand. As panic creeps in, she asks her daughter if she would like to try the alphabet nuggets, but Lola refuses. She agrees to a small bag of Pirate’s Booty, while Ashley worries absentmindedly that Lola hasn’t been eating enough protein. Tyler and Lola sit at the table with their snacks.


Over at Lyla’s, Jack refuses to come to the table. In between bites, he jumps off the edge of the couch or runs around the kitchen island pretending to be a ninja, always one kick away from a broken dish. Ivy goes running because she can’t handle the loud noises that Jack makes every time he crashes into something.


Her face dusted with the remains of her popcorn, Lola requests her favorite cartoon, Peppa Pig, and Ashley reminds her that there is no Peppa on school nights. Instead, she shows Lola the app for learning shapes that she downloaded on her iPad; it is marketed as educational, but it looks like a game. Lola heads to the playroom with the iPad. Ashley turns her attention to Tyler, her Energizer Bunny. His laughter constantly echoes throughout the house—he seems to have only one volume, and it is loud—and he has been known to send Lola running when he comes at her with his arms wide open for a hug. Tyler doesn’t realize how strong he is and squeezes her until she screams. Ashley knows he would benefit from burning off some of that energy outside, but with a small yard, there aren’t many options and he quickly gets bored of chasing the soccer ball. When he requests Paw Patrol, she agrees to let him watch for a few minutes. She feels slightly guilty but knows the TV will occupy him.


Lyla has to get laundry done and finish a project for work. Jack’s teacher recently mentioned that he is having trouble recognizing his letters, and she would like to sit down and work with him on that, but she needs every minute she can get. Rather than working through the alphabet with him, she downloads an app that teaches letters and gets him settled at the table next to her, iPad in hand, while she turns to her project.
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We all know that we should cut down on screen time—for ourselves as well as for our children. I no longer look twice when I see a baby in a stroller at the park, zoning out on a cell phone instead of looking at the trees and listening to the sounds around them. Concerns about screen time, which is associated with decreased white matter—the connective superhighway of the brain—and lower cognitive skills have not escaped the notice of pediatricians. One recent study that was striking, even to me, concluded that children “who used screens more than the recommended one hour a day without parental involvement had lower levels of development in the brain’s white matter—an area key to the development of language, literacy, and cognitive skills.” With that said, reducing is really hard to do—more and more these days.


Let’s face it: raising kids can be exhausting. In the chaos of daily life, screens keep them calm and occupied while parents race to meet deadlines, get dinner on the table, and entertain their family. You see screens in restaurants, parks, airports, and even schools. Our kids no longer learn the skill of attention in a crowded restaurant when, instead of crayons, they are given an iPad and are not expected to engage with their family or their own imaginations. But here’s the thing: while a digital tablet may mesmerize children and even keep them out of trouble, it won’t engage their sensory system—and that’s a big problem. Parents want what is best for their little ones, but screen time is abundant in our world, and while they know it isn’t ideal for their kids to be staring at screens in the house, at the table, and in the car, they don’t know what else to do.


Don’t get me wrong. Screens have a time and (limited) place in our young ones’ lives. FaceTiming grandparents or taking a virtual kids yoga class are great, but we want to try to limit passive screen time, when nobody is interacting or moving their body. And I don’t want you to beat yourself up if you need to shower and the only way to do that is by turning on a twenty-minute show for your child to watch; we just want to balance out that passive time with more movement and engagement.


Long gone are childhoods like mine, and probably yours, that meant spending every minute after school outside until sunset. If it was sunny, we were running around barefoot; if it was raining, we’d be jumping in puddles. If we had given much thought to it, we would have said we were just hanging out with our friends or playing games, but we were actually strengthening the building blocks of our sensory system that contributed to us becoming doctors and artists, receiving a full ride to college on a baseball scholarship, or having the passion for working with children that allowed me to become an occupational therapist.


Although they may not be playing around outside, children are busy these days. Most of my clients are typical kids with overly scheduled lives. In fact, starting in kindergarten or even preschool, most of them do not have a single day of the week without a scheduled activity. Their parents often ask me about whether playing sports can make up for a lack of physical movement during the rest of the day. I tell them that sports are great for the sensory system and learning to work as a team, but that time is still highly structured and doesn’t permit outside-the-box thinking or imaginative play. Our little ones must have time for free play, too.


Let’s go back to Ashley and Lyla. Each of their kids needed something that they weren’t getting; instead, they were all placed in front of a screen. Jack is struggling to write his name and learn his letters, and last week his teacher asked Lyla to practice with him at home. An app may assist him in memorizing the shape of each letter, but it would be much more effective for him to use his hands and learn through his sensory system. When children are having a hard time with writing, it helps them to use tactile items to make the letters. Jack could form letters out of Play-Doh, shaving cream, or sticks. He could get the letters wet and explore their shapes using more than rote memorization, all while using his tactile sense. Stimulating the sensory system on multiple fronts is an infinitely more effective approach. It builds neural connections so kids can learn about the world, think abstractly, complete complex activities, acquire language, master gross and fine motor tasks, and interact with others.


As for Lola, who, at two years old, is a natural at using her mom’s tablet and cell phone, she is not able to complete a simple stacker or shape puzzle, as most kids her age can, and Ashley thinks she seems a little clumsier than her brother. With two kids under six years old and two parents working full-time, the truth is that Lola has received less one-on-one attention than Tyler, and it is often the path of least resistance to hand her the iPad, especially at a restaurant or in the car. When Ashley took her to the park last weekend for a birthday party, she realized that her daughter did not know what to do. She was not climbing on the structures like her friends or exploring her environment—instead, she was running around aimlessly. Ashley tried to get her to play with a few toys that the other kids had brought, but Lola doesn’t seem as creative or interested as her peers. Ashley began to worry.


Not only that, but Ashley recently had a concerning parent-teacher conference about Tyler. She and her husband get a kick out of his energy and how he loves to high-five everyone in sight, but this is causing problems in pre-K—the other kids run away when he approaches, because, like his little sister, they don’t like how hard he high-fives them.


Flash-forward five years. Lola is seven, in first grade. She’s the smartest kid in class, but she’s, well, awkward. She struggles to make friends and isn’t interested in sports or other physical activities. She is a messy, picky eater who refuses to try anything new. Every morning is a battle to get her to school, and Ashley thinks it’s because the playground is so stressful for her to navigate.


Tyler still has a hard time sitting in one place. He’s a sweet kid and a strong swimmer, but his teachers are constantly calling him out for his behavior and he is beginning to think of himself as a bad kid. Ashley has noticed that he is becoming more disruptive, too.


Jack keeps up in class, but he has poor penmanship and just doesn’t seem to like academics, which is a surprise and a bummer, because Lyla remembers how curious he was as a toddler, a little sponge taking in everything he encountered.


If we told our grandparents that we had to teach the new generation to play, they wouldn’t believe it. But preschool teachers tell me that it’s become a big part of their jobs, and their students don’t know how to enjoy free time without toys that light up, make noise, and play for them. Kids need to learn how to engage with the objects in their environment and with their peers to be prepared for kindergarten. If you are a teacher or educator, you have likely seen this struggle, and there are many activities in this book that you can adapt to the classroom to encourage hands-on sensory play. (See page 55 for ideas on how to set up your classroom in a sensory-supportive way.)


Ashley’s and Lyla’s stories may seem extreme, but I see families like theirs on a daily basis, in my office, at their homes, and in their classrooms. At Play 2 Progress, we guide children and their families through proper development using both a nurturing environment and the right level of challenge.


No two kids are the same, and there is no single reason why a child behaves the way they do, but when I watch a child play from the sidelines of their preschool classroom, I can see the areas of their sensory processing that may need strengthening or attention where a teacher or parent may see acting out. One of my four-year-old clients, Johnny, loves to karate chop, squeeze, and roll on his friends. His teachers had been using a variety of behavioral strategies, without much success, to teach him that these behaviors were not OK. When I assessed him, the first thing I noticed was that these actions were clearly making him feel good and that they helped him feel calm so he could sit and learn in circle time. He was karate chopping his buddies not to be mean but because his body needed heavy work to self-regulate and calm down. “Heavy work” is any movement that pushes or pulls on his muscles. Unfortunately, not only were his relationships taking a hit, his teachers were constantly calling out his name for making trouble. It’s hard for a four-year-old to understand why he’s hearing “no” for doing something that his body needs so badly, and he was coming home from school upset.


Fortunately, I was able to work with his teachers to turn Johnny’s situation around. By providing him with socially appropriate ways of getting heavy work—through activities like the ones in this book—we helped him to better understand his body. When Johnny felt the need to squeeze, we guided him through using easy statements, saying something like, “I can see your body really likes how that feels. It’s OK if your body needs squeezes, but it isn’t OK to get those squeezes by squeezing a friend, but why don’t we try rolling a weighted ball on your legs instead?” This shifted the conversation from “We do not squeeze, that is not OK, keep your hands to yourself,” and essentially shaming him, to empowering him and helping him to understand what he could do to make himself—and his classmates—happy.


Bottom line: a child cannot learn to navigate the world without playing. We need imaginative people, out-of-the-box thinkers, who can find solutions to everyday problems, whether that’s building a bridge, solving medical mysteries, or starting a business. Abstract thinking, self-confidence, and social awareness—each of which starts with play—are vital, and they are formed and developed when we engage a child’s sensory system. The question is, how do we play with children to do so?


This book will walk you through each of our eight senses, explain the role of each, and give you a series of activities to engage it. Don’t skip ahead—it is important to read and understand what each sensory system does and how it works. They don’t operate in isolation—all the senses work together—so while a given activity may be directed at nourishing a particular sense, most will draw on more than one to encourage your child to strengthen various areas, from fine motor to athletic skills.


There is not a set length of time or number of days that you should try each activity. Use this book as a building block—a starting point for how to play in a sensory-supported way. If you are doing scooter board hockey (see page 37) and it turns into scooter board dancing, let it happen! Play is never rigid. If you like an activity but your child would rather play princesses, or pirates, or pirate princesses, then go with the flow. The most essential thing to remember is that these activities should not feel like homework, and each provides endless opportunities and possibilities for your child to use their imagination. I hear from many parents that they don’t actually know how to play with their children, so as you become more comfortable letting loose with these activities, you’ll tap into your creative inner child, too.


Each activity, while aimed at ages three to eight, also suggests ways to make it more challenging or a bit easier so you can meet your child where they are. If they are struggling with a particular exercise, feel free to dial down the difficulty (or try something else). Once your little one has mastered a skill, level up and make it more ambitious. You can come back to an activity again and again as your child gains proficiency or a game becomes a go-to favorite. Each child will have a different response to a new sensory input, so make sure to watch their reactions and behaviors closely. Tyler may be able to handle lots of stimulation, while Lola becomes easily overwhelmed and needs to start slowly. You never want to push your child to a place of discomfort, so ease them in. This is especially important for the big movements in the vestibular (balance and spatial orientation) section; vestibular input is extremely powerful, and children can experience a delayed response like dizziness or a tantrum even if it seems like they are enjoying it. Always watch and wait for your child’s cues before continuing with any activity.


Let this book be your guide in learning about and understanding the sensory system and engaging with it in ways that your child has never done before. My ultimate goal is to get your kid playing—playing with you and playing with tactile, tangible, pliable items that allow for creativity. It’s the best way to help their brains and bodies grow.


Let the fun begin!
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THE SENSORY SYSTEM


Nothing is more important than our children. If you’re like most parents I know, you’ve spent untold hours up late fretting and searching for support on the internet about everything from nursing to sleep. You’ve quizzed your pediatrician and bombarded friends and family with questions about what to expect. At the heart of all this concern is what every parent wants: a happy, healthy child who is hitting their developmental milestones.


Newborns are bombarded with input from the moment they are born, and kinesthetic activities and physical play are critical to strengthen their sensory system and get them ready for preschool—and life. Although we can continue to improve our sensory system over the course of our lives, the sweet spot for laying the groundwork for success is birth to age five. And there is a lot you can do for your child during this time period because the sensory system plays a role in everything your child does. We’ll discuss the eight senses of the sensory system at length, but for example, a toddler uses their tactile system to explore the texture of their food, their proprioceptive system to bring that apple slice or sweet potato to their mouth, and their vestibular system to remain sitting upright while eating. Likewise, an older child playing with clay needs to maintain their posture (vestibular) and feel the texture of the material on their hands (tactile). Their smushing, pulling, and molding is the heavy work that provides proprioceptive input.


Given the barrage of sometimes-contradictory information out there, parents can become obsessed with what is “normal” as they watch their child learn and grow. Often, parents focus on what their little one is not doing rather than celebrating the incredible changes happening right before their eyes. Yesterday they weren’t rolling, and today they are easily avoiding tummy time. But rather than being in awe of this little human who has been in the world for only a few months, too many of us frantically turn to Dr. Google because the baby is only rolling to the right and not to the left. What if we shifted from wondering, “Why aren’t they rolling to their left?” to considering, “How can I help them learn to roll to the left?” A strategy like placing a favorite toy on the left may do the trick.


There are similar opportunities to aid our children in conquering each breakthrough (largely through play) until they are ready to trade in their childhood bedroom for a college dorm room. The problem is, no one is teaching these basic strategies and games, so many parents feel at a loss for what to do. Naturally, they turn to the latest technology that claims to enhance their child’s development; before long, their kids are spending hours “learning” from an app rather than by interacting with the people and things around them using their senses.


Most crucially, kids need to develop a sense of self—this is where I am in the world—to feel comfortable in their bodies and self-assured when they connect with others and interact with their environment. Children who can move with coordination in the space around them have more confidence and have a solid sense of where they are physically, are better able to enter into unfamiliar territory—a new classroom, playground, or activity—and can then more thoroughly participate and interact with others.


Not too many years ago, these developmental skills came to fruition naturally in the yard, neighborhood, playground, or living room. But increasing time pressures, as well as safety concerns (here in LA, most schools no longer have swings in the yard), mean that many kids have not had the opportunity to explore their surroundings in a way that we all took for granted.


So how is a time-strapped parent supposed to balance the daily realities of an overbooked life with what is best for their kids? Trust me, I get it—it can seem overwhelming to do play “right.” There is a way, however, to develop their sensory system. But first, let’s dive in to understand what the senses are and what they do.


The Eight Senses for Success


When most people are asked to list the senses, they think of the big five we learned in elementary school: sight, hearing, taste, touch, and smell. When it comes to the sensory system, there are three more: movement (vestibular), body awareness (proprioception), and internal awareness (interoception). Your child needs all eight senses working robustly to help them grow to their fullest potential.





THE SENSORY SYSTEM



Vestibular: Processes movement and balance; coordinates the motion of your head with your eyes; involved in bilateral coordination, postural control, and level of physical arousal.


Proprioceptive: Provides feedback on where your body is in space; controls the force and pressure of your movements.
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