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SENSORY SENSITIVITY

Children with an autistic spectrum disorder often show unusual responses to sensory stimuli.  The sensations of sound, touch, taste, smell or vision may be affected.   The child may experience sensations more or less intensely than we do.  He may lack sensitivity to low levels of pain eg not realise that he has badly grazed himself when bumping into something, yet at the same time be unable to stand a light touch on his skin or scalp.

Many children with ASD find some sensations which to us are just part of everyday life so intense that they are painful eg taste and texture of food; the darkness of a bedroom; the sound of a hand dryer in a washroom; the smell of soap or certain perfumes.

Some things which may trigger sound sensitivity

Sudden or unexpected noises such as a dog barking, foot tapping, clicking a biro pen, other people coughing, certain musical instruments, the pitch of certain voices.  Multiple sounds such as a busy supermarket, a room full of people all talking, cafes.  Sounds from machinery eg hairdryers, electric toothbrushes, electric drills and other power tools, spin dryer.

Some things which may trigger visual sensitivity

Certain objects, certain colours, certain patterns can all trigger unusual responses.  The child’s visual perception may be distorted by the way the sunlight hits objects, by shadows, by an object being seen as different parts and not as a whole, because it is painted in different colours.

Some things which may trigger tactile sensitivity

Texture of certain fabrics, labels.  Sand, play dough, plasticine.  Certain foods can cause tactile sensitivity in the mouth – some children with autism are far more sensitive to the texture of a food that it’s taste.

Some things which may trigger taste sensitivity

Texture sometimes plays a big part in a child’s reluctance to eat certain foods.  Mixed flavours and/or textures often cause problems eg a child may be happy to eat mince and mashed potatoes separately but refuses to eat shepherd’s pie.  There is usually a preference for bland, uncomplicated food.  Often there is a need to touch all food with fingers before daring to put it in the mouth.

Some things which may trigger smell sensitivity

Synthetic smells form certain perfumes, soaps, soap powders, disinfectants and room fresheners can all cause problems.  Natural smells such as grass, woodland and seashore are less likely to cause sensitivity.

