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Sensory Issues:  


Everyone has their own sensory profile, sensations you like or find annoying. But it is


only when your sensory awareness affects your everyday functioning that it matters. 


People with autism often misinterpret everyday sensory information, such as sounds,


textures, smells, sights, balance and movement. Sensations maybe intensified 


(over-responsive/hypersensitive) or much reduced (under-responsive/hyposensitive).


Some children find it hard to filter out unimportant sensory experiences (e.g. feeling 


their feet enclosed by shoes). Others can only manage to use one sense at a time (e.g. if they are looking, they cannot listen as well). These difficulties may be referred to as sensory sensitivity. While sensory issues are not always present in autism spectrum disorder, they are common. 
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Sight – Our sight helps us to define objects, people, colours, contrast, and spatial boundaries.


            For an individual on the spectrum, distorted vision may occur, i.e. objects and bright lights can 


M         jump around, they may dislike bright lights, and they may have difficulty looking at something as a      as a whole and focus on particular details (such as sand grains or tiny pieces of fluff on the carpet).  They may find irrelevant visual details very distracting.  They may also see things as darker, hence an attraction to bright lights, the sun, reflections and bright coloured objects, and they may have poor depth perception, creating problems with throwing, catching, clumsiness.


Hearing – Our hearing informs us about sounds in the environment and is the most commonly recognised aspect of sensory impairment. For an individual on the spectrum, volume of noise 


can be magnified, resulting in them being frightened by unpredictable sounds (telephone 


ringing, baby crying), and they may be unable to cut out (or filter) particular sounds resulting in 


difficulties concentrating. They often cover their ears when the noise is painful for them, and sometimes make repetitive noises to block out disturbing sounds. Children with autism may also be under-responsive to sounds, and may not acknowledge sounds or only hear sounds with one ear. 


Smell – Some children with autism cannot tolerate how people or objects smell, as smells can 


be extremely overpowering. This may cause them to dislike distinctive perfumes, shampoos etc. 


Some individuals, however, may have little or no sense of smell and may fail to notice strong 


odours. This may result in them smelling everything they come into contact with, and licking 


and mouthing objects.


Oral – The tongue tells us about different tastes – sweet, sour, bitter, salty, and spicy – and textures. Children will often have restricted diets as a result of their taste buds being extra sensitive. Some 


                 flavours and foods are too strong for children with autism, and certain textures can also


                 cause discomfort.  Some children will only eat smooth foods such as mashed potato or ice 


                 cream. However, some children will prefer very spicy foods, and may eat/chew everything


  they get, including inedible items (soil, material etc.) 


Touch – This sense includes touch, type of pressure, level of pain and helps us distinguish 


temperature (hot and cold). Touch can be perceived as painful and uncomfortable by some


children with autism, and they may withdraw from aspects of touch, such as being cuddled. 


They may dislike having anything or anyone touch their hands or feet, have difficulties when brushing and washing hair, and refuse to wear certain clothes as they cannot tolerate the texture on their skin.


A number of children with autism, however, seem not to feel pain or temperature. They may not notice a wound caused by a sharp object or even seem unaware of a broken bone. They are prone to self-injuries and may bite their hands and/or bang their heads against the wall. Some children find deep pressure calming and like tight hugs, and tight clothes, and enjoy heavy objects on top of them.


Balance – Balance helps us to understand where our body is in space and its speed, direction 


and movement, all in relation to the pull of gravity. Some children with autism have a low 


tolerance for some activities that involve movement (sport) or have difficulties in stopping 


quickly or changing the position of the body during activities (slides, merry-go-round etc). 


Other children with autism enjoy and seek all sort of movement and can spin in circles or swing for a long time without being dizzy or nauseated. They may also rock back and forth if they find linear movement calming.


Body Awareness – Body awareness tells us where our bodies are in space, where our body parts are and how they are moving. Children on the spectrum may appear floppy, and may often lean against people, furniture and walls. They may not be aware of personal body space, and stand very close to others, and may bump into objects and people.  They may grip a pencil very hard when drawing.
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                    Parent Reports and Strategies: 


A number of parents of children in the Daslne database very kindly made contact to tell                            us about their everyday problems with sensory issues.  A number of descriptions are included below along with some suggested strategies which may be useful when trying to understand and deal with these specific sensory issues:


Problem 1: ‘One of the most problematic aspects of my son’s autism is his acute hearing. Certain types of music, eating in restaurants, and noises such as the buzzer on the Metro, can make him very upset’


Underlying Problem: hypersensitivity to noises, especially when not prepared for them.


Strategies:  - In situations or places where the child experiences a lot of loud noises, headphones or earplugs may be helpful to buffer some of the noise.


- Whenever possible, alert or prepare the child before the offending noise occurs.


- Avoid using appliances or equipment at times when you would like the child to maintain his focus.


- Expose the child to a particular noise in small steps, increasing the duration as tolerance improves.


Problem 2: ‘Our son has sensitive skin and will not wear polyester sports tops or track suit bottoms. He is also not keen on long sleeves. This can bring some problems with school and scout uniforms’


Underlying Problem: hypersensitivity to touch, and cannot tolerate certain textures.


Strategies: - Respect the child’s desire for avoiding certain textures when appropriate.


- Massage the child with a vigorous towel rub to increase tolerance to certain types of clothing items and then introduce a new item or texture.


- Remove clothing tags that may cause irritation.


- Use one detergent consistently or consider a fragrance-free detergent.


Problem 3: ‘We have problems with him touching things. When he is eating he likes to get his hands in his food and can be very messy. He also likes to touch food when we are in the supermarket.’


Underlying Problem: child may be hyposensitive to touch and may seek tactile stimulation.


Strategies: - When possible, allow the child to explore; he may learn through touching.


- Before the child enters the environment in which there are many items that are not to be touched, provide deep pressure by rubbing shoulders, back, or palms.


- It may be the case that the child desires more tactile input, so give him things to hold when shopping.


Problem 4: ‘My daughter does not like to be messy, and will avoid messy materials which may make her hands dirty, such as paint and glue. She likes her hands to be clean all of the time’


Underlying Problem: hypersensitivity to the feel of certain kinds of materials.


Strategies: - Encourage tolerance (without forcing) of these kinds of materials through controlled, gradual exposure to various items and textures.


- Prepare the child for a given activity by providing a visual cue.


- Plan activities that are uncomfortable followed by activities that the child likes. As the activity becomes more tolerable, gradually increase the length of time the child is engaged in it.


Problem 5: ‘Our daughter is obsessed with the television and DVD player and will not engage in any other activities. She gets extremely upset if we try and turn them off’


Underlying Problem: one possible explanation may be hypersensitivity to balance.


Strategies: - Limiting actions may be a way to avoid activities that present unpleasant sensations and unpredictable movements, so try and embed physical movement into the child’s routine. For example, encourage them to make the bed, tidy up their toys etc.


- Incorporate movement into these activities. For example, to play a computer game or DVD, the child must first walk up a flight of stairs or get the computer game from the highest shelf.


Useful Reading:


‘Asperger Syndrome and Sensory Issues’ (2000) – B. Smith Myles, K. Tapscott Cook, N.E.Miller


‘The Out-of-Sync Child’ (2005) – Carol Stock Kranowitz

















‘My son eats sand and mud, and will put his ear to music speakers as he likes the vibration of music’


‘My daughter is very bothered by lights, sounds, and people, and will cover her ears to block them out’


‘He seems particularly drawn to visual stimulants (flashing lights, electronic or moving text, neon signs, etc.) and this can be a problem in places like arcades that have fruit machines or gaming consoles’
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Therapy: People who have relevant training in assessment of sensory issues for children with ASD, and who can advise on strategies to minimise problems in everyday life, include Occupational Therapists, physiotherapists and advisory teachers. 


Sensory Rooms:


Sensory rooms can provide a space where children with sensory needs can relax, or stimulate their senses. They have special lighting, fibre optics, interactive bubble tubes, beanbags, mirrors, and 








acoustic pillows.  Children’s Centres usually have sensory rooms, and there are a number of other centres in the North-East with their own sensory rooms which are available to the public to hire. 


For example: 


The Parks Sport and Leisure Centre (North Shields) – 0191 200 6364


Newburn Activity Centre – 0191 264 0014


Alan Shearer Centre (Newcastle upon Tyne) – 0191 267 8118  � HYPERLINK "www.alanshearercentre.org.uk" ��www.alanshearercentre.org.uk�








				








