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Why our senses are so 
important to learning 
and growth
How many times have you been wandering through a shopping 
centre or walking in a garden, when a fragrance wafts past your nose 
and a rush of memories comes flooding in? Lime fizzy drink does it 
for me. As soon as I breathe in that sugary smell, I am transported 
back to my grandparents’  home, where I spent most of my summer 
holidays. My whole body feels their love and the joy of being there … 
and it was more than 30 years ago!
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Our senses are incredibly powerful tools to help us learn and grow. They work in positive situations and just 
as effectively in negative experiences. So, we can never ignore this in-built natural teacher! When we gather 
information using our senses and allow them to guide us, we are using our sensory pathways. These pathways 
have direct access to the strongest and most lasting parts of our memory (Stierwalt, 2020). As such, we should 
consider how to engage children’s senses when thinking about the types of play and programs to offer them.

Our senses: taste (gustatory), smell (olfactory), touch (tactile), movement (kinaesthetic), hearing (auditory) and 
sight (visual) help us pay attention to our world (Gellens, 2013). In the early years, children use all their senses 
to explore curiosities and learn exciting new things about the world around them.

We use our senses to build strong relationships as we unpack feelings, ideas and friendships. For example, 
when you’re excited, you might feel the beat of your heart as it races with anticipation. When you’re feeling 
sad, a warm hug or closeness with another person might be comforting. You might also enjoy the touch 
of soft fabric on your skin or the sensation of dry sand falling through your fingers. The more we explore 
these sorts of sensory experiences, the more we remember why they are important to have in our early 
learning spaces.  

Reflection experience

Reflect on a strong memory and identify if a sense is connected to it. Try to understand why this 
specific sense is so connected to this memory and learn something new about yourself.
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How does sensory play  
help in the play space?

Using our senses provides children and young people, of all capacities, with six 
different ways to learn about the world around them. Using this multi-sensory 
approach helps the brain to create strong and lasting nerve connections as it 
develops and grows.

The more information the brain can get, the more 
neural pathways are created to allow us to learn 
and remember (Greutman & Kostelyk, 2018). Using 
a multi-sensory approach can assist children in 
exploring the world with more than one of their 
senses. When children are given the chance to use 
all their senses, they have more opportunities to 
develop their language and memory. They are able 
to take in and process different types of information.  

Using an approach that encourages children to 
explore their senses can also be useful for children 
who are neurodiverse. These children often 
experience the world in a different way, and may 
need support with understanding their big feelings, 
social situations, how to self-regulate, anxieties 
and frustrations.

Using a multi-sensory 
approach can assist 
children in exploring the 
world with more than 
one of their senses.
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How do we use our senses to help guide and support play? There are two key 
elements to sensory play success. The most significant of these is the educator’s 
intentionality or mindfulness as they play alongside children of all abilities.

Our senses in practice

The Early Years Learning Framework (Department 
of Education, 2022) defines intentionality as an 
educator’s purposefulness, thoughtfulness and 
deliberateness when creating highly engaging and 
meaningful play experiences. In practice, this means 
being ready with: 

• a deep knowledge of the child/ren you are 
playing alongside, their abilities and needs and 
how to meet them

• a sequence or a plan for the play

• all resources ready and on hand

• being present and in tune with the children 
throughout the play

• being mindful to invite and engage with every 
participant throughout the play, so no-one is 
left behind.

The second key to sensory play success is being 
responsive to the delight a sensory experience 
offers children. It doesn’t matter if you’re right 
in the thick of the play or observing as children 
explore and discover their senses independently: be 
present and please do not mentally ‘disappear’.  Your 
presence in the play allows for a celebration of poise 
(Eberle, 2014), surprise and delight as the learning 
occurs. You will only notice the pleasure of growth if 
you are present in mind and body. 

Below are a few sample experiences and ideas for 
each sense to get your sensory creative thinking 
bubbling and help build your capacity. All the ideas 
have been tried and tested over the past 30 years by 
many teachers who have worked with children of 
various ages, capabilities and developmental needs. 

Tip

You can make each idea as personal as 
you like. And don’t be limited to the ideas 
presented here—they are just a launching 
pad for your own creativity. 
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Experiences involving the sense of taste (gustatory) 

• Roll the leaves of fresh herbs, perhaps from 
your vegetable garden, between your fingers 
and invite the children to taste. You could use 
images of facial expressions or offer a range of 
words to help children identify if they like each 
herb’s taste. 

• Offer children a range of sweet, sour, bitter, 
spicy and plain flavours to try. Again, you might 
like to use images of facial expressions or ask 
them to use words to describe how they feel 
about the taste. Vegemite, lemons, honey, 
grapefruit, salt, bi-carb soda, curry leaves and 
glucose are all fun flavours and invite lots of 
expressive responses.

• Cooking with children is a wonderful way 
to engage the taste sense. Tasting each 
ingredient individually and then as they are 
mixed engages minds, hands and tongues 
throughout the play experience. Chatting about 
how their taste changes as each ingredient is 
combined with another is a fun and surprising 
learning opportunity.

• We all have tasted playdough, so let’s talk about 
the taste while making some. This is a fun play 
experience, where children explore the taste of 
playdough and learn the range of reasons why 
we do not encourage eating it.

• Eating food from other cultures is a wonderful 
exploration. Having small tasting samples helps 
children understand that trying new flavours 
can be achieved through just a lick or a bite. 
Talking about the various textures and flavours 
can help with engagement.

• Inviting children to create a café with you is 
a fantastic experience. Design and create the 
space together, then create a menu of favourite 
foods, flavours and smells. Invite the children to 
a social role play, with you being a part of café 
life. You might even be brave and start a kitchen 
where they prepare edible food for their peers.
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Experiences involving the sense of smell (olfactory) 

• Roll the leaves of fresh herbs, perhaps from your 
vegetable garden, between your fingers and 
invite the children to smell the herb’s fragrance. 
Maybe use images of facial expressions or offer 
a range of words to help children identify if 
they like each herb’s smell. A personal favourite 
is Thai basil. It is lovely seeing the smell light 
up faces.

• Breaking wind (farting) is always on the agenda 
for conversation when children are around. The 
sound and smell can be hard to get away from. 
So, what do we do with this thinking? Embrace 
it! Talk about their origins, the journey from 
mouth to bottom and why the smell changes. 
There are many great story books on this smelly 
topic (e.g. Cho, 1994) to help children learn 
about their bodies.

• Flowers are a wonderful way to discover the joy 
our noses can bring us. Growing some is a fun 
way to engage in this play; even the smell of 
wet soil offers a learning opportunity. However, 
to get the conversation going, bring in some 
freshly cut flowers. Roses, gardenia, lilies and 
orange blossoms are a great starting bunch. 
You might like to dry the flowers to see if the 
smell continues too. A great question to explore 
together is ‘Where does the smell come from?’ 

• Exploring nature is always so interesting, but 
does it smell? Plants, twigs, moss, leaves—look 
carefully and wonder, together, whether these 
things have a smell. Do they have a smell if 
they are dry or wet? Invite children to create a 
collection of natural items and describe their 
smell. Language such as ‘musty’,  ‘damp’,  ‘old’  
and ‘moist’ might not be new words, but they 
might now have another context in which they 
can be used.

• Cooking smells are also delightful. During the 
preparation, smell individual ingredients and 
chat about the fragrances. Once the baking is 
underway, invite the children to talk about what 
they think is happening. For example, I was 
playing alongside a group of toddlers near the 
kitchen, where cookies were baking. Wonderful 
words of delight were offered as we paused 
together to enjoy the smells:  ‘It’s so warm’,  ‘It’s 
a yummy smell’,  ‘I know that smell, my mum 
makes that too!’  As we sat together, present 
in the fragrance, we were all entranced in the 
delight of the memories. 

• Smelling the fragrance of food from other 
cultures is also a wonderful exploration. 
Having small smelling samples helps children 
understand that new smells can be safe 
and manageable. Talking about the various 
fragrances and seeing if they can match them 
to something they already know can help with 
engagement as together you build vocabulary 
and connections to new ideas.
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Experiences involving the sense of touch (tactile) 

• Soft, rough, bubbly, furry, sticky, hot, cold, 
smooth, scratchy, sharp are all examples of 
different textures. With so many variations, our 
tactile sense builds our knowledge incredibly 
fast. Creating a play environment where 
children are invited to explore these textures is 
lots of fun and highly engaging. A sensory circle 
is a great way to explore different textures while 
building listening skills and vocabulary. Send 
the textures around and invite the children to 
describe the feeling or select their favourite 
and least favourite. Inquire why, maybe offering 
ideas where needed. 

• ‘Goop’—a mixture of cornflour and fabric 
softener—is delightful to squeeze, squish and 
squelch in.

• ‘Fluffy paint’—paint mixed with shaving 
cream—is lovely as an artistic medium for 
finger painting.

• Cooked and oiled spaghetti is wonderful 
way to engage fine motor movements along 
with creating shapes, patterns and maybe 
letters. If you are not keen to use food, the 
thickest fishing line you can find or wool are 
good alternatives.

• Explore the textures of nature. Plants, twigs, 
moss, leaves—look carefully and wonder 
together. How do they feel? Do they feel 
different if they are dry or wet? Invite children to 
create a collection of items that feel different or 
interesting and ask them to describe what they 
feel. Language such as ‘rough’,  ‘spiky’,   ‘soft’, and 
‘lovely’   might not be new words but they now 
have another context to use them in.

• Clay, either found in its natural form or from a 
packet, is a wonderful tactile play experience. 
Clay invites the child and educator to use their 
whole body as they manipulate its firmness, 
but also invites creativity as design and making 
sets in to form a shape. Clay invites conversation 
around what it is made from, why it is so strong 
or firm and how to manipulate it effectively. As 
everyone is engaged the children experience 
wonder, awe and poise. 

A sensory circle is a 
great way to explore 
different textures while 
building listening skills 
and vocabulary. Send 
the textures around and 
invite the children to 
describe the feeling ...
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Experiences involving the sense of movement (kinaesthetic) 

• Breathing techniques can help everyone 
become calm, centred and relaxed. One of the 
best is called ‘box breathing’. Box breathing 
lowers blood pressure, calms and clears the 
mind and releases tension in muscles. It goes 
like this: breathe in for four seconds, hold for 
four seconds, blow the breath out over four 
seconds and hold for four seconds. Then repeat. 
Modelling this with the children is an excellent 
way to bring calmness to you and the children 
you are working with. (See www.webmd.
com/balance/what-is-box-breathing to find 
out more.)

• Obstacle courses can happen anywhere and 
at any time and are fantastic for engaging the 
whole body, regardless of capacity. They are one 
of my favourite design-and-create adventures 
to play alongside children. Not only do the 
children need to create a social scenario to 
explore, but they also need to find and design 
a way to get around the scenario. For example, 
if the ground suddenly becomes lava, what do 
you need and what can you use to get to your 
home safely? In my experience children of all 
ages can find things in their environment to 
creatively solve this problem. 

• The 13 Fundamental Movement Skills, which 
include jumping, hopping, sliding, spinning, 
kicking and throwing, are a great starting point 
for children and educators to engage with the 
kinaesthetic sense. (See www.wslhd.health.nsw.
gov.au/Healthy-Children/Our-Programs/Munch-
Move/Fundamental-Movement-Skills to find out 
more.) Use these skills in games or transitions. 
Explaining which movement you are inviting the 
children to use and providing a demonstration 
can help with the correct development of these 
skills. For example:  ‘Can you follow me as we hop 
to the bathroom to wash our hands?’  or  ‘Can you 
follow the person in front of you as they skip to 
the sand pit?’

• Our core muscles are so important to the 
development of the whole person. To get our 
fingertips working effectively we need strong 
core muscles. Any game that requires our core 
to engage is good. For example:  ‘Simon says … 
bend and touch your toes, Simon says … lay on 
the floor and jump up again, Simon says … roll 
into a ball, Simon says … stretch to as tall as you 
can, Simon says … do two burpees.’ 

• Dancing is a delightful and engaging way to 
explore our sense of movement. Selecting music 
with different beats and stopping and starting 
the music in a game of statues is all part of our 
self-regulation development. Music can also fill 
us with joy and calmness. Deep breathing in a 
mindfulness experience or gentle music playing 
during rest time can help us to relax.

• Stretching muscles after a busy session of gross 
motor play can help transition children into a 
calm and less-aroused emotional state. Always 
start with big stretch movements such as 
reaching high and coming down to touch toes. 
Then progress to smaller movements such as 
laying on the floor, pointing your toes, holding 
and then relaxing. Do this same movement all 
the way to the top of your head. For example, 
squeeze your calf muscles, hold and relax; 
squeeze your fist, hold and relax; squeeze your 
tummy tight, hold and relax. 
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Experiences involving the sense of hearing (auditory) 

• Music is a wonderful way to explore our hearing 
sense. Most of us have access to some sort 
of portable device that can play music at a 
moment’s notice. Asking children to select 
music that they know and love is a great 
place to start. Introduce them to music that 
you love—your favourite songs, for example. 
Introducing them to music from around the 
world and across the ages can also broaden 
their horizons.

• How do the sounds we hear make us feel or 
encourage us to move? Loud noises can make 
us jump. Soft soothing sounds might make 
us sway. Fast music might make us want to 
wriggle, skip or run. Slow gentle sounds might 
encourage us to stop, rest and relax. Taking 
the time to talk about and explore different 
sounds in the children’s world can help them 
to understand their own body and how it 
physically responds to the sounds around them.

• Going on a ‘sound hunt’ is a fun way to explore 
the sounds in your environment. What sounds 
can the children hear and identify inside their 
play space and outside of their play space? 
Again, reflecting on how the sounds make us 
feel is a useful tool for children as they build 
knowledge about their world. A sound hunt can 
also help with building their vocabulary and 
new perspectives on their environment as you 
explain things that they might not have noticed 
in their initial observations.

• Making sound recordings of the children’s 
voices is a great way to discover and appreciate 
our differences (most mobile devices have a 
recording feature). Ask the children to tell you 
a short story or what sounds different animals 
make. You might like to use a storybook and ask 
the children to record their narrative about the 
pictures. Listen to these recordings together 
and talk about the differences in our voices, 
such as high tones or low tones, or when 
we speak fast or slow. The purpose behind 
this experience is to help children use their 
receptive listening skills.

• Making music with the resources in your play 
space can be lots of fun while engaging creative 
thinking and building self-regulation. Making 
a musical instrument could be as simple as 
finding two sticks from outside, or filling a 
(plastic) bottle with some sand or small stones 
to create unusual sounds. The goal with this 
learning experience is to help the children with 
reciprocal listening. This is where their choices 
and their actions are in response to their friends 
and peers. Together you can make your version 
of beautiful music.

• Listening to audiobooks is another excellent 
way to build children’s receptive language 
skills. Audiobooks often provide wonderful 
soundscapes, interesting language and 
delightful plots for children to listen to. Creating 
or finding a comfortable listening environment 
for children to settle into as they listen can 
help capture their imagination and gives their 
auditory sense a great workout. You might like 
to provide some drawing tools for children to 
express how they imagine the characters or 
situation they’re hearing about might look.
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Experiences involving the sense of sight (visual)

• Perception is such an important part of 
growing and learning. What we see, notice 
and observe feeds us so much information. 
Educators and teachers who maximise 
on this visual sense provide children and 
young people the opportunity to learn at 
great speed. One strategy that is particularly 
powerful in developing visual perception is 
pattern-making. Invite children to find patterns 
in their environment, in artwork, in storybooks, 
or in play environments. Invite the children 
to repeat those patterns using the resources 
that they have and talk about why these 
patterns are there or how they help us to play 
and learn.

• Memory games can strengthen children’s 
visual sense. Matching pairs or remembering 
what item is missing from the group are both 
highly engaging experiences and can become 
wonderful tools to build relationships. 

• Treasure hunts are always full of surprises. 
Each hunt can be made as complex or simple 
as needed. The aim is always to stretch the 
children’s Zone of Proximal Development 
(Vygotsky, 1978) by ensuring the treasure is 
always just a bit tricky to discover. 

• ‘Spot the difference’  games are another 
opportunity to stimulate visual perception. Make 
two collections of items found in the play space 
and mix the items’ positions or remove one or 
two of the items. The challenge for educators is 
to make the difference just enough to make the 
experience thoroughly engaging and challenging.

• Picture books are a brilliant way engage with the 
visual sense. They can be read alone, in pairs or 
in groups. Invite children to ‘read’  the pictures 
and tell a story in their own words, or encourage 
them to enjoy the artistry, listen to the story being 
told or find interesting things, places or people in 
the pictures.

• Magnifying glasses enlarge what we see and 
what we can learn. They can bring a whole range 
of things alive that we might have otherwise 
missed. Outside in the natural environment is a 
perfect place to start exploring the world with a 
magnifying glass. It is always helpful to know of 
some super curious places prior to offering the 
invitation to children to keep their creative juices 
flowing. One of the most pleasing aspects of this 
vision experience is the cries of wonder when the 
children discover new and interesting parts of 
their world. From here, you can take the wonder 
anywhere that you like.
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As teachers and educators maximise upon the curiosities of a person’s six 
senses, they engage the whole person in play and provide various pathways for 
brain development. 

Conclusion

A multi-sensory approach supports full and engaging play opportunities for all children. It also provides 
educators with the help they need when they are working alongside neurodiverse children of all ages. 
In short, use them (our senses) or lose them (the children).
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Sensory play resources

Here are a few websites you might like to engage with to build your sensory repertoire.

• The gift of curiosity: www.giftofcuriosity.com/sensory-play/

• Stay at home educator—three benefits of sensory play: https://stayathomeeducator.com/amazing-
benefits-sensory-play/

• The benefits of playdough: https://ourlittlehouseinthecountry.com/2014/08/08/playdough-fun-the-
benefits-of-playing-with-playdough-and-a-round-up-of-our-playdough-posts/

• How senses develop in infants and toddlers—from Building brains by Suzanne Gellens https://books.
google.com.au/books?id=xyToCAAAQBAJ&pg=PA14&lpg=PA14&dq=children+are+experiencing+everyth
ing+for+the+first+time+using+their+senses&source=bl&ots=qVX-jP41TO&sig=Voax8eyxxvphu0_8z0au-
C_7xZc&hl=en&sa=X&ved=0ahUKEwiErvXez4fXAhUCxrwKHbCvAEUQ6AEIWjAL#v=onepage&q=chi
ldren%20are%20experiencing%20everything%20for%20the%20first%20time%20using%20their%20
senses&f=false 

• The benefits of sensory play: www.goodstart.org.au/news-and-advice/october-2016/exploring-the-
benefits-of-sensory-play

• S is for sensory—sensory play guide: www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd 
=&ved=2ahUKEwjv9q7kl9f3AhUzTmwGHWDNAP4QFnoECBUQAQ&url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.durham.
ca%2Fen%2Fliving-here%2Fresources%2FDocuments%2FChild-Care-and-Early-Learning%2F2021-07-
22_S-is-For-Sensory---final.pdf&usg=AOvVaw2x2yMFsGfXHHklssthUD7E 

• The chaos and the clutter—making pretend cotton candy: www.thechaosandtheclutter.com/archives/
category/sensory

• Growing hands on kids: www.growinghandsonkids.com
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