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GOOD TO KNOW 

Our bodies are made up of several amazing 
sensory systems. Our external sensory systems 
which receive messages from outside the body 
are perhaps the most well-known: sight, smell, 
taste, hearing and touch. However, we also have 
internal, hidden senses which help us to make 
sense of our bodies. We are going to focus on 
two of these body-centred senses: the vestibular 
system and the proprioceptive system. This is 
because research shows that activating these 
systems can have a powerful impact when it 
comes to either alerting us so that we can focus,  
or calming us to bring about a sense of relaxation 
and well-being.

THE VESTIBULAR SYSTEM
This system is found within the inner ear. It provides 
information about movement, gravity, balance 
and head position.  It tells us whether we are 
still or moving, the right way up or upside down, 
whether we are moving forwards or backwards 
and whether objects are moving or stationary in 
relation to us.  Activities which provide input to 
the vestibular system can be separated into two 
different categories: those which alert and those 
which calm, which we will explore shortly in this 
leaflet.

THE PROPRIOCEPTIVE SYSTEM
This is our body awareness sense. We get 
proprioceptive input through our muscles and 
joints which sends messages to the brain saying: 
“This is where I am and what I am doing.” It 
enables us to control our limbs without directly 
looking at them. The contracting and relaxing 
of muscles can help to improve a person’s body 
awareness, induce calmness, improve attention 
and help thoughts to become more organised.  

WHICH ACTIVITIES FOR WHICH 
PURPOSE? 

If your child is feeling, sluggish, lethargic, lacking 
that ‘get up and go’ factor, then choosing activities 
from the alerting vestibular menu may help.
If your child is feeling unsure, wobbly, agitated, 
frustrated or even reaching the point of feeling 
overwhelmed then activities from the calming 
vestibular menu and the proprioceptive menu 
may be the ones to help.
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GOOD TO KNOW BEFORE YOU START

RESOURCES
We have tried to create a menu of activities that 
can be done with general household and garden 
items to reduce or eliminate any costs 

RESPECT
It is important to respect your child’s wishes 
regarding taking part in any of the activities. 

VALIDATE
Say what you see in terms of your child’s feelings. 
Please see IntraQuest’s handout: Validation – 
Four ways to do it  

REGULATE 

Whilst many children love spinning, it is the 
most intense sensory experience and should 
be used with caution because its effects can 
last up to 12 hours. If used excessively, it may 
cause your child to throw up or to have an 
emotional meltdown - not quite the results 
we are looking for! Therefore, limit spinning 
to 10 turns or 10 seconds in one direction, 
repeat in the opposite direction if your child 
can tolerate this and then stop

Always follow up vestibular activities with 
proprioceptive to bring the bodily systems 
back into balance 

Agree on a key word or sign if your child is 
feeling uncomfortable with an activity and 
stop. 

If your child is unsure about an activity, then 
break it down into small steps or maintain 
a physical connection with them by placing 
your hand in the centre of their back or 
both hands on their shoulders so they feel 
grounded 
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VESTIBULAR ALERTING MENU

Swings 

Slides

Skipping 

Riding a bike

Running in a figure of 8 or around 
cones

Football

Hanging upside down off the sofa 
or monkey bars 

Cartwheels 

Trampoline Activities – such as 
twists/spinning, or flips. Keep one 
firm hand on your child’s shoulder, 
waist, or arm if your child is unsure 
of any of the trampoline activities.

Spinning on the spot (like 
helicopter propellers) or in a 
spinning chair – with caution and 
restrict to a maximum of 10 clock 
wise and 10 anti-clockwise 
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VESTIBULAR CALMING MENU

Rocking slowly – for example, in 
a chair, on a rocking horse, back 
and forth on all fours on the floor 
or playing Row, Row, Row Your Boat

Swinging slowly – for example in a 
hammock or on a swing 

Using an exercise ball – sit upright 
and bounce up and down slowly 
and gently or lie across it on your 
stomach and roll backwards and 
forwards gently 

Tuck & Rock – lie on the floor, bring 
your knees in to your chest, wrap 
your hands and arms around your 
knees so that your body is tucked 
into a ball shape… rock back and 
forth slowly on your back 

Inverting the head for example 
downward dog yoga pose 
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PROPRIOCEPTIVE CALMING MENU

Chair push-ups
Wall push-ups 
Floor push-ups
Trampolining up and down in a 
slow controlled fashion 
Controlled star jumps 
Weight activities using light dumb 
bells or soup tins 
Hanging from chin up bars or 
monkey bars using arms
Heavy work activities - household 
jobs such as moving furniture, 
hoovering the floor, carrying the 
laundry basket, digging, shovelling, 
raking, or putting out the bins 

Resistance activities e.g. pushing 
pulling, using resistance bands or 
substitute with a dressing gown 
cord 
Blowing bubbles 
Drinking water, or a thicker drink 
such as milkshake through a straw/ 
blowing cotton wool balls/blowing 
up balloons
Squashing and squeezing 
repetitively using play dough, 
squishies or stress balls
Deep pressure e.g. being wrapped 
up tight in a blanket or tight hugs
Eating crunchy food such as ice or 
even chewy food 



07

SENSORY CIRCUITS CHALLENGE  

When you’ve read/watched our sample 
sensory circuit….why not create special 
sensory circuits with a specific focus for 
example:

Warm up circuit prior to home 
learning (e.g. trampoline, running 
around cones in a figure of 8 then 
blowing bubbles)

Sensory break or release in 
between home learning activities 
(e.g. squishing a stress squeezer, 
chair push ups, drinking through a 
straw)

Wind down circuit prior to bedtime
(e.g. star jumps, rock backwards and 
forwards, wrap up tight in a blanket) 

Print out our free cue cards and set 
them out with the relevant resources 

Always remember to finish with 
a proprioceptive activity to bring 
about balance 

Maybe you or other adults in your house 
might benefit from your own sensory 
circuit too… why not work together 
with your child to create Mum, Dad’s or 
Carers circuit? 

Be flexible and creative with the space 
you have available.

If you don’t have access to outdoor 
space, then perhaps you may need to 
push your sofa or kitchen table aside.

You can always get your child to help 
you do this as it’s a great example of 
proprioceptive input!
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