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Opening the Window of Opportunity:    
Orange Grove’s Snoezelen® Center Helps Build    Sensory Integration Skills
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WINDOW

           t ýrst 
glance, Orange Grove 

Centerôs Snoezelen Cen-
ter looks like a high-
tech playroom. Soft, 
multicolored light 
from bubble tubes, ý-
ber optic light strands, 
black lights and a ka-

leidoscope light pro-
jec tor illumine the dim 

room. In one corner of the 
room stands a ball pit like at 

Chuck E. Cheeseôs. In the corre-
sponding corner is a sound and light center that changes colors and 
shapes as someone sings into the microphone. Other items scattered 
throughout the Snoezelen room include a vibrating beanbag, a light-
up carpet that responds to someone stepping on it and even a water-
bed. There is no doubt the Snoezelen room is a fun place to visit, but 
it is designed with a greater purpose than simply being a playroom.
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Most people begin making sense of their envi-
ronment as toddlersðtouching things, looking 
at things, listening to other people. These activi-
ties are the building blocks of life skills for later 
on, says Jan Hollingsworth, director of devel-
opment for Orange Grove Center. Social skills, 
a healthy work ethic and even self-esteem build 
upon those early skills we explore as toddlers. 
But sometimes, people do not learn to integrate 
their sensory experiences as toddlers because of 
developmental and cognitive delays, Holling-
sworth says. ñIf you didnôt get the building blocks 
early on, there is nothing to build on later on in 
life,ò she says. Snoezelen sensory therapy is de-
signed to help people with developmental and 
cognitive challenges process and integrate their 
sensory experiences for a higher quality of life.

Back to the Basics
Sometimes the environmentðthe people and 
things around usðare either too stimulating or 
not engaging enough. Weôve all experienced 
these circumstances from time to time, and 
the majority of us are able to deal with these 
things on a good day, says Bev Witt, director of 
therapy services at Orange Grove. But consider 
what it must be like for a challenged individual 
who must also learn to deal appropriately with 
and tolerate their environment with its sights, 
sounds, tastes, smells and feelings every day.

Twenty-four-year-old Ben, who has been di-
agnosed with cerebral palsy and autism, has 
several sensory integration challenges that 
have become more tolerable for him or have 
been alleviated altogether because of Snoezel-
en therapy. One challenge Ben suffers from 
is acute hearing, which can make something 
like someoneôs squeaky tennis shoe drive him 
crazy, his mother says. In fact, Ben used to 
wear headphones to block out noise. But since 
he has experienced sensory therapy at Orange 
Groveôs Snoezelen room, Ben has become 
much more tolerant of things in his environ-
ment. ñHe went to the drum line at Finley Sta-
dium not long ago and was right down in the 
midst of everything and thoroughly enjoyed it,ò 
his mother says. Something else the Snoezelen 
therapy has helped Ben with is the way he eats. 
ñBen use to not eat food until he had smelled 

it ýrst,ò his mother says. Through the aid of aromatherapy, Ben can 
now eat his food without smelling it before he puts it in his mouth.

Many children and adults face similar sensory challenges every day. Some 
canôt stand the feeling of holding a teddy bear and having its fur touching 
their skin. Some canôt handle being touched or talked to by other people. 
Others react strongly to certain sounds like vacuum cleaners humming. 
Others are simply distracted by people and things around them, to the 
point that they canôt concentrate or focus on a task at all. The way peo-
ple interact with and learn to tolerate various sensory experiences will 
have quite an impact on how they learn and develop various life skills.

Snoezelen Therapy Opens Windows of Opportunity for Learning
Orange Grove Center serves 670 clients from the greater Chattanooga 
area who are physically, cognitively or developmentally challenged. Or-
ange Grove provides a host of comprehensive support servicesðfrom 
physical therapy and health care to individualized education and em-
ployment support. And as part of their comprehensive support program, 
Orange Grove teachers and therapists have incorporated a number of 
creative techniquesðusing aromatherapy, blacklights and lava lamps, 
old fur coats and even artiýcial grassðin their classrooms to help clients 
cultivate sensory integration and coping skills. ñSensory integration has 
been used on a smaller scale in our classrooms for years,ò Witt says.

But in spring 2005, Orange Grove Center took its sensory integra-
tion therapy to a whole new level by opening a Snoezelen Center at 
its facility. Snoezelen is a trademarked sensory therapy that was de-
veloped in Holland about twenty years ago. The therapy employs a 
room ýlled with sensory therapy stations that use sight, sound, touch 
and smell to facilitate positive sensory integration experiences for cli-

ents. Hollingsworth says that Snoezelen therapy can 
both elevate the interaction of a client who is with-
drawn and calm a client who is hyperactive and bounc-
ing off the walls. ñIt brings them to a window of op-
portunity where learning can take place,ò she says.

Many families of sensory challenged children and 
adults have witnessed Snoezelenôs individualized re-
sults for themselvesðseeing their loved one either 
become more involved and engaged or more relaxed 
and focused, depending on the personôs challenges and 
needs. Because of Snoezelen therapy, industry special-
ist Barbara McCormack witnessed her daughter Sarah, 
who is blind, quadriplegic and mute, become more 
lively and responsive. In 1992, McCormack learned 
of a Snoezelen room in the United Kingdom and the 
potential of Snoezelen therapy and took her daughter 
there to try it. ñAt the time Sarah rarely responded to 
anything,ò McCormack says. ñBut in Snoezelen she 
suddenly became very lively, made noises and kicked 
her legs. It was almost as if we had put batteries in her.ò

Since her personal experience with Snoezelen and ob-
serving what it did for her daughter, McCormack decid-
ed to switch careers, and started the Canadian branch of 
Flaghouse, the exclusive North American Snoezelen dis-
tributor based in New Jersey. In her work at Flaghouse, 

McCormack has overseen the design and installation of 
500 Snoezelen rooms, including the one at Orange Grove. 

Over the years, McCormack has seen and heard of many 
changes in people who experience Snoezelen therapy. The 
changes may be as simple as smiling, speaking or moving. 
And sometimes there is even a reduction of self-abusive 
behaviors, aggression, violence and anxiety in those who 
suffer from those types of challenges. ñThat being said, 
though, Snoezelen is emphatically not sold or described 
as a place where wonderful things happen,ò McCormack 
says. ñSnoezelen environments are designed to be very 
pleasant, safe, comfortable places offering a variety of ba-
sic sensory experiences that can be calm, stimulating, edu-
cational, therapeutic or interactive as the user requires.ò

One Chattanooga family has experienced similar results to 
McCormackôs encounter with Snoezelen therapy, more than 
becoming more lively and engaged, the daughter is able to 
have a more focused, meaningful physical therapy session. 
One afternoon each week, six-year-old Emily rolls her 
wheelchair into Orange Groveôs Snoezelen Center to meet 
her physical therapist, Amanda Stelzman. For the next hour, 
Emily plays, talks, sings and jokes around as she ñplaysò in 
the Snoezelen Center.  Because the Snoezelen room is such 
a fun place to visit, Emily doesnôt think of the exercises and 
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Orange Grove Center’s Snoezelen Center 
offers a smorgasbord of sensory stations.

Fiber optic lighting with its undulating color changes is visually 
stimulating to this Orange Grove Center student.
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