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Sensory footpaths, reflexology walks, or barefoot parks; regardless of their name, the value in 
these has long been understood by many cultures, including the Chinese and European 
(Reflexology Research Project, 2015). Sensory footpaths are found across continents around 
the globe and are premised on the notion that pressure on certain points on the feet 
(reflexology), elicits improved outcomes for health and wellbeing. Nowadays, they are used for a 
range of purposes, including (but not limited to); the exploration of touch, supporting sensory 
integration, and helping induce a state of calm. They can be permanent installations or 
temporary, and can be indoors or out. 

The Calming Effect 

While there are thousands of years of Eastern practice behind the benefits of reflexology, 
access to rigorous scientific research into its calming effects, particularly that which is reported 
in English, is limited (e.g., Hudson, 2015; Lu, Chen & Kuo, 2011; Nijina & Vinish, 2017). An 
extensive review of international literature has been carried out by Kunz & Kunz (2008) which 
includes peer-reviewed reflexology research in a range of languages. They conclude from their 
findings, that reflexology of the hands and feet does indeed activate the parasympathetic 
nervous system, resulting among other things, in decreased levels of anxiety and increased 
states of calm, asserting that “Reflexology can serve as an adjunct to mental health care for 
those with depression, anxiety, or Post Traumatic Stress Disorder” (Reflexology Research 
Project, 2015). 
 
Through their own research into the impact of reflexology on children with Post Traumatic Stress 
Disorder (PTSD), Kunz and Kunz (2015) implemented “8-15 weekly reflexology sessions to 
children with emotional and behavioral difficulties...aimed at calming down the children and 
young people so that their behavior becomes less challenging”. The results showed “a reduction 
in aggression, stress and anxiety and an improvement in focus, concentration, self esteem, 
listening skills and confidence”.  
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Further support for activation of the parasympathetic nervous system from foot reflexology 
comes through the lens of the Western medical perspective. As Kishner (2017) notes, “All the 
muscles and skin of the foot communicate with the brain via the two branches of the sciatic 
nerve”, with the sciatic nerve extending from the sacral plexus, one of the pathways of the 
parasympathetic nervous system (Chawla, 2016).  
 
What is still unclear is the optimal frequency and duration of therapy. Kunz and Kunz (2016) 
explore some aspects of this, however they also note (Reflexology Research Project, 2015) that 
German reflexology paths are very long (thousands of kilometers), while the Chinese paths are 
much shorter (less than a hundred meters). With such wide variations evident, the potential 
value of a short path within the confines of an Early Childhood Centre is likely unknown without 
experimentation. Depending on the pathway length, frequency of use and time spent on the 
pathway in bare feet, it may or may not be sufficient to serve in assisting children to modulate 
anxious emotions, feelings and associated behaviours through reflexology. It does seem 
though, that there is little to lose, and much to gain from making a sensory footpath, including 
other positive aspects of wellbeing. 

Making a Sensory Footpath 
While some tamaiti (small children) may prefer to avoid walking on a sensory path altogether, or 
only experiment with some components of it, the opportunity to get tamaiti involved in the design 
and construction of the path, is in itself, a beneficial learning activity, drawing on multiple facets 
of Te Whāriki. 
 
Principles 

● Whakamana: Tamaiti have the opportunity to learn and grow though the experiences of 
seeing images of, and hearing about, sensory footpaths around the world, and designing 
and making a sensory footpath for the Centre. This includes the chance to learn about 
traditional Māori walking paths and how different senses may have been used in the 
creation and use of these, such as travelling barefoot, and the use of silver fern to light 
the way. 

 
● Kotahitanga: A holistic approach to learning is encompassed, for example through the 

four walls of Durie’s Te Whare Tapa Wha model.  
○ Taha hinengaro (mental health) is supported through: learning about other 

cultures and reflecting on links to the culture/s of children, their whānau and 
Centre; promotion of communication and idea generation; 

○ Taha tinana (physical health), through the physical building process, and through 
the use of the completed footpath through movement and possibly anxiety 
reduction; 

○ Taha wairua (spiritual health), is promoted through the spiritual bonds Māori have 
with Papatūānuku, the Earth mother (land). All materials from the land, including 
water, are considered taonga (treasure). “Māori see themselves as the kaitiaki 
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(guardians) of this taonga, which provides a source of unity and identity for 
tangata whenua (local people)” (New Zealand Tourism, n.d.), as as such this 
project helps to develop this respect and understanding for the land and 
materials used. 

○ Taha whānau (family health), is promoted through an invitation to the broader 
Centre community to contribute and participate in the project.  

 
● Ngā hononga: Relationships are developed through communication; the sharing of 

ideas, and cooperative activities associated with the play in creating the sensory 
footpath, such as sharing, turn-taking, problem-solving, helping etc. Relationships are 
strengthened among children, between children and kaiako (teachers), children and their 
whānau, kaiako and whānau, and others as appropriate. 

 
● Whānau tangata: The values of the Centre community can be woven into the footpath, 

whether through symbolism in the choice of materials and/or the design, as well as 
through the physical processes involved in designing and making the footpath. 

 
Strands 

● Mana aotūroa: Both through the development of the sensory footpath and the use of it in 
its completed form: exploration and play, both planned and spontaneous, is valued as 
meaningful learning. Children develop confidence and control of their bodies, the 
children are engaged in learning about active exploration, contemplating purpose and 
processes, with opportunities to develop their understanding of the natural, social, 
physical and material worlds. 
 

● Mana tangata: Opportunities abound for both independent and group work, with flexibility 
of teachers around the evolving design process enabling a natural flow of 
communication in different forms. As with all activities, care needs to be taken to ensure 
that all students are empowered to participate if they choose to do so, and in a way that 
works for them. 

 
● Mana reo: Creativity is the vehicle for learning about own and other’s culture through this 

project, expressing this through verbal and non-verbal means, including, listening, talking 
and questioning, development of vocabulary, awareness and use of body language, and 
the use of visual representation. 

 
● Mana atua: Physical health is promoted through both the construction of the path and 

play on it, while emotional wellbeing is supported through the functional use of the 
sensory footpath as a means to help modulate emotions and enhance sensory 
integration, as well as in the care taken by teachers in supporting learning through the 
process, and the positive benefitsfrom exercise. 
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● Mana whenua: Taking ownership of a cooperatively created space within the Centre, 
making links between whānau and Centre values, learning about the wider world and 
learning about the sensory footpath as a place for self-soothing. 

 
 
The curious differences among the construction materials used in creating sensory footpaths is 
an open invitation to get creative with the kids in your centre. If you want some ideas, search 
online for images of ‘sensory footpaths’, ‘reflexology walks’ and ‘barefoot parks’. 
 
Some things to think about: 
 

1. Will this be an indoor or outdoor installation? 
a. If indoor, how will you ensure there are ways to avoid the space for those who 

choose to? 
b. If outdoor, will you choose ‘stone placement’ like in Asia where they embed 

materials in concrete, leave them loose on the ground as they do in Europe, or 
perhaps use tubs for a temporary and more readily changed sensory path?  

 
2. What will you use for the textures in your footpath? Bark, logs, sand, pebbles, marbles, 

bottle tops, water, slime, oobleck, eucalyptus or lemon verbena leaves, imprints, shakra 
mats, spiky ‘half’ massage balls...the possibilities are endless!  

 
3. How will you use these? Will you create a pattern to represent one or more concepts 

valued by the children and their whānau, have boxed areas along the footpath with each 
material - which will no doubt wander and be mixed over time, an eclectic design with the 
kids going free-form, create a race track or a ‘move to music’ indoor path, or a mix of 
these…? 

 
4. If using a sensory footpath project as the basis of a professional inquiry cycle (e.g., 

Escamilla & Meier, 2017) what might you use as indicators of wellbeing before the 
creation and use of the footpath, and after the creation and use of the footpath? How will 
you draw on the voices of the tamaiti, their whānau, your colleagues to include these in 
your findings? (For a comprehensive consideration of assessing wellbeing in early 
childhood refer to Assessment of Wellbeing in Early Childhood Education and Care: 
Literature Review.) 
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