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BBI Letter to Residential Leaders
Preparing Staff for Using or 

Increasing the use of Sensory Tools with Youth
Spring 2020
Greetings Residential Leaders, 

The Building Bridges Initiative (BBI) wishes you and yours well during these challenging times.  BBI is honored to support you and your residential staff in increasing their understanding about sensory approaches and using different sensory/comfort tools.  

This note and the document in the same ‘BBI Sensory Package for Residential’ area on the BBI website that provides ordering and cost information for recommended sensory tools are to provide you and other program leaders with information about how to prepare your program and staff for effectively using or increasing the effective use of sensory approaches in your residential programs.
BBI asks that you prepare your staff for using sensory tools effectively by considering the following recommendations:
1) Ensure that all staff watch the BBI Residential Staff Sensory Webinar (https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=hr9UNV09KPg) so they can improve their understanding and knowledge about sensory modulation approaches and how to use sensory tools to support youth in calming/soothing/self-regulation.  Without a basic understanding of sensory modulation, staff may inadvertently cause sensory tools to be used in a chaotic manner and not effectively.

2) Prepare your staff and your program:

a. Share with them the reasons your program has ordered these sensory tools (e.g., extra stress caused by COVID-19; supporting youth in calming/soothing during any challenging times; supporting staff in learning more about their own sensory diet and how to calm/soothe).  

b. Engage your staff in preparing for the sensory tools.  Preparation areas for you to address include:

· Deciding where the sensory tools will be stored.
· Setting up and implementing infectious control guidelines (see slide #65 in the power point slide deck in this same ‘BBI Residential Sensory Project’ area on the BBI website: www.buildingbridges4youth.org.
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· Developing guidelines for youth use of tools - please try to make the guidelines for youth use flexible and open-ended, not restrictive.
· Deciding how to introduce youth to the tools - some programs have had the youth open the packages of sensory tools with staff when they arrive and discuss the reasons for the sensory items at that point (i.e. a mini-group).  

c. Let staff know that the effective use of sensory tools is based on a program foundation that is trauma-informed, strength-based and individualized.  Be open with them if your program still has practices that are inconsistent with these areas (e.g., lots of rules; standardized behavioral approaches where youth lose points/levels/privileges for different rule violations). Let staff know if your program has not yet effectively implemented individualized safety/soothing/calming plans that you and other program leaders will be working with staff, families and youth to strengthen these important practice tools. Share with your staff that challenging times require creativity, and a primary and constant focus on comfort and support - which means that some previous program practices (e.g., rules; standardized behavioral approaches) may be relaxed and individualized.  In essence, you may be ‘building the bridge’ towards trauma-informed, strength-based and individualized approaches while you still have practices that are inconsistent with such approaches.   

3) BBI recommends that you consider hiring and/or consulting with Occupational Therapist(s) with sensory expertise, as sensory modulation approaches are essential tools for supporting youth in learning to self-regulate.  Most sensory tools are fully transferable to home and the community.  There is much research about the efficacy of sensory modulation approaches (see references at the end of the power point slide deck within this same BBI Sensory Package for Residential).  
4) Develop a plan to regularly buy and replenish sensory tools. Other programs have clearly found that the more often (i.e. monthly) different units replenish their sensory tools (as they will get lost and/or broken and/or worn out), the less youth dys-regulation, fewer restraints and other untoward events these units experience.

5) Keep doing everything that you are doing to support and value your staff!

6) Take care of yourselves!

A huge thank you to you and your staff for your good work and please let JuRon know if you have any questions,

The Building Bridges Initiative Team
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