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Some children with Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) have difficulty processing sensory experiences and managing new environments. Children may seek out specific sensations or avoid or react negatively to others. For example, you may observe that your child will only eat foods of a certain texture or colour, particularly enjoy spinning, or may be overly distressed by loud noises or bright lights. Some children with ASD, with these responses, block out other experiences and this can limit your child’s ability to focus on learning and interact with others. 

We process information about the environment through our senses. These senses include: sight, sound, touch, smell, taste, proprioception and vestibular awareness. Proprioception refers to the information and feedback we receive from our body parts that allows us to know where our body is in the space. You can experience what this is if you close your eyes and stand on one foot. The joints and muscles in the legs and feet tell you the position of each limb. Vestibular awareness is related to movement and balance. The body receives this information from inner ear feedback, which is what stops you from falling over when you are balancing on one leg with your eyes closed. 

Classrooms are busy settings and, without adjustments, can become overwhelming or highly stimulating for children with difficulties in sensory processing. For example, classroom walls that are covered in posters, artwork, work samples, and craft can be overwhelming. The sound from fans or school bells can be distressing, playgrounds without clear visual boundaries can be confusing, and cleaning materials used in classrooms can smell unpleasant. 

Examples of sensory seeking and avoiding behaviour are provided in Table 1 below along with some sample strategies that may be used to assist your child to focus on learning. The table provides introductory information to demonstrate how some children may display needs related to difficulty processing sensory experiences at school. Please note that the table is very general and does not take into account the individual needs, preferences or experiences of children. It is also important to remember factors other than sensory processing may be influencing your child’s behaviour at school. 
For information specific to your child, you should consult with an occupational therapist. Your child’s teacher may request support from a school-based occupational therapist. Alternatively, an occupational therapist working for a specialist agency and who knows your child may be able to provide advice to the teacher. Ensure the teacher is aware of any services you have received in the past/are currently receiving. Occupational therapists can work with your child/family to develop strategies to assist you and your child to manage the sensory experiences encountered at school, home and in the community.
The strategies suggested for children who either seek sensations or avoid sensations are designed to prepare them for learning. They may need changes to the environment to help them concentrate on their schoolwork. It is always best to work with the teacher to use the most inclusive strategies that meet your child’s needs and support them to fit in with their classmates. 

All strategies used should be:
· individualised
· proactive 

· creative

· consistent

· fun and engaging
· monitored.
It is important to discuss with the class teacher any strategies to manage the sensory environment. The teacher will probably wish to trial any suggestions to ensure they are suitable for use at school and support learning.
Table 1
	Sense
	Observable seeking behaviour (examples only)
	Potential strategies (examples only)
	Observable avoidance behaviour (examples only)
	Potential strategies (examples only)

	Vision
	· uses peripheral  vision
· stares at objects
	· reduce visual clutter in the classroom

· use colour to highlight important items
	· covers eyes

· avoids eye contact

· avoids certain lights
	· minimise visual distractions
· adjust lighting in the classroom

	Hearing
	· makes noise 
· turns the volume up 
	· provide activities during which noise is acceptable
· start to develop awareness that noise is not appropriate in certain settings
	· is distressed by loud unexpected noises

· does not respond to noises (e.g. name being called)
	· provide warnings before loud noises

· provide a quiet space  in the classroom

	Touch
	· frequently touches specific textures

· touches others often

	· provide toys that are enjoyable to touch
· provide opportunities to play and engage in activities that include textured materials 
	· avoids touch e.g. grooming activities, messy activities
	· start with safe and predictable experiences and gradually increase exposure and tolerance

	Smell
	· habitually smells objects, people or self
	· provide a social story about smelling that is age appropriate
	· sensitive to scents e.g. perfume, cleaning products or washing powders 
	· reduce strong smells in the environment
· choose odour neutral products if possible

	Taste
	· mouths and chews objects
	· allow chewy toys if safe to do so
· provide crunchy foods

· encourage sucking or blowing e.g. blowing bubbles
	· eats a limited range of food 
· avoids textured food
	· gradually introduce different food varieties and textures



	Sense
	Observable seeking behaviour (examples only)
	Potential strategies (examples only)
	Observable avoidance behaviour (examples only)
	Potential strategies (examples only)

	Vestibular awareness
	· spins around for long periods
· seeks movement frequently

	· provide movement breaks with access to equipment like trampolines or swings


	· doesn’t like feet leaving ground
	· start with predictable and safe experiences and gradually build exposure and tolerance 

	Proprioception
	· runs around

· fidgets
· is unable to keep still

· flaps hands
	· provide heavy work e.g. pushing a trolley
· trial different seating e.g. an inflated ball 

	· appears floppy or to have low muscle tone

	· provide supported seating

· encourage sport that involves pushing and pulling or age appropriate weights



An introduction to sensory processing for parents











