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SENSORY DIFFERENCES AND DIFFICULTIES 
HAVE ALWAYS BEEN PART OF WHAT AUTISM 
IS, BUT IT WASN’T UNTIL 2014 THAT THEY 
BECAME PART OF HOW AUTISM IS DIAGNOSED. 
SINCE THEN, IT’S BECOME INCREASINGLY 
ACCEPTED THAT AUTISM MIGHT WELL BE 
ALL TO DO WITH HOW THE BRAIN RECEIVES, 
PROCESSES, AND PERCEIVES SENSORY INPUT.

why so sensory?
AUTISM:
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WHAT IS AUTISM?
Children, young people, and adults 
with autism:
• learn differently 
• think differently 
• communicate differently 
• see, hear, and experience the 

world differently
Autism is a developmental 

condition. Yet, there seems to be no 
specific cause although there is a 
complex pattern of inheritance that 
we do not fully understand yet. Most 
recently certain genes have attracted 
interest. It is unlikely that there is one 
‘gene for autism.’ It is far more likely 
that genetic differences, together 
with other factors, increase the risk 
of autism.

The condition affects about one 
in every eighty people. In the UK 
that means there are over 800,000 
people with some degree of autism.

Autism is not one condition but 
more like a ‘family’ of conditions. 
The mums, dads, aunts, uncles, 
cousins, nieces, and nephews are 
all related, and indeed share some 
characteristics, but in other ways are 
quite different from each other!

Before getting into the business of 
intervention it is vital to understand 
the person in terms of their unique 
version of autism. There are no short 
cuts.

Autism is a condition that 
challenges peoples understanding 

of communication, cognition, and 
human difference. Sometimes, for 
people with autism to learn, have 
fun, achieve independence, other 
people have to do things differently.

People with autism have positive 
strengths. People with autism have 
unique and sometimes complex 
needs. Working with strengths and 
meeting needs promotes learning, 
independence, and well-being.

IN SHORT

Learners with Autism: -
• have different sensory 

experiences of things. 
Sometimes their senses 
work too well and sometimes 
not well enough. They might 
struggle to make sense of what 

they are sensing which can be 
confusing or scary

• have a personality style in 
which the individual does not 
‘tune in’ naturally to people 
and are sometimes more 
attracted by objects, systems, 
and how things work

• often have strengths like 
attention to detail, and can be 
associated with talent in areas 
such as mathematics, science, 
fact-collecting or rule-based 
subjects

• mostly have difficulties in 
environments where the 
individual is expected to be 
both sociable and a good 
communicator

• can find unplanned, 
unexpected, or un-rehearsed 
change anxiety provoking 

• have a pattern of Speech, 
Language and Communication 
Needs (SLCN). Some people 
with autism do not speak, 
others have lots of language 
but all people with autism find 
the meaning of words and 
the way that people use them 
especially difficult. The speech 
and language differences are 
accompanied by problems with 
non-verbal communication 
such as understanding facial 
expressions, gesture, and tone 
of voice.

Narinder is a five-year-old smart young lady with autism. She is really 
‘sensitive’ where it comes to certain sensory experiences and these 
sensitivities will make her behaviour unmanageable at times. She 
will cry at the mere mention of certain activities and if we insist...well 
you can probably picture the meltdown! She is really petrified of loud 
sudden noises - especially balloons popping. Just the thought of a 
balloon is too much. She will often listen to a story with her fingers in 
her ears. It doesn’t seem to stop her getting what the story is about 
and she will answer questions about the story very accurately. Narinder 
is not keen on circle time and will not sit on the carpet next to the other 
children. She will usually squeeze herself into a small gap between 
two cupboards and ‘join in’ from there. She can hold a pencil well and 
is good at colouring. Her colouring almost never goes over “the lines” 
but if it does, she will tear the whole drawing up and flap her arms in a 
distressed manner. It can take up to an hour to calm her down.

NARINDER
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SENSORY 
DIFFERENCES  
IN AUTISM

“When I step into a room for the first 
time, I often feel a kind of dizziness 
with all the bits of information 
swimming inside my head. Details 
precede their objects: I see scratches 
on a table surface long before I see 
the table” Daniel Tammet 2009

Daniel Tammet is an author and 
translator who sprang to the world’s 
attention because he can do amazing 
calculations in his head, has an 
encyclopaedic memory, and can learn 
a new language in one week.

There is increasing evidence that 
the sensory differences in autism 
are experienced right across the 
spectrum and can in fact be the 
biggest part of a person’s autism.

Sensory therapies, sensory 
learning and sensory fun are part 
of a growing toolkit that therapists, 
teachers, and parents can use to 
get the best possible outcomes 
for young people on the spectrum. 
Learning how to investigate, profile 
and plan for sensory needs so 
that you can tailor great sensory 
experiences for all the individuals 
you work with is essential. There 
are some great ideas on Richard 
Hirstwood’s YouTube Channel.”

RECOGNIZING 
SENSORY 
DIFFERENCES

To help our young people with 
autism learn we need to understand 
everything about their version, 
brand, or style of autism and that 
includes the way their sensory 
differences work. The variability in 
how a learner’s sensory difference 
operates and how much it affects 
their behaviour and learning is 
included in the idea of an autism 
‘spectrum.’

A quite simple investigation of 
a learner’s sensory profile might 
start with simple ‘sensory likes’ and 
‘sensory dislikes’. Everyone has 

them! You may hate just the thought 
of touching polystyrene, love the 
smell of petrol, loathe the sound of 
cutlery on plates. What sort of things 
does your learner avoid? What do 
they seek out that seems to meet a 
sensory need? It might be that a child 
finds the hum of the projector painful 
and distracting but fiddling with a 
rubber band helps them concentrate. 
For some individuals the noise, 
hustle and bustle of the canteen 
might be too much, or perhaps it is 
the smell. Some learners might be 
really helped by heavy work activities 
or sport.

It is important to make a 
thorough investigation, in different 
environments, across all seven 
sensory systems:

• Taste (gustatory)
• Touch (tactile)
• Smell (olfactory)
• Sight (visual)
• Hearing (auditory)
• Balance (vestibular)
• Body awareness (proprioceptive)

Luckily, there are many tools and 
checklists that can help us profile 
individual sensory differences and 
difficulties.

Here are two but there are many 
others. Find one you like and fits your 
setting/learners.

• Sensory audit tool for 
environments

• Sensory preference checklist

GETTING THE 
ENVIRONMENT RIGHT
So why is environment so important 
for folks on the spectrum? And how 
can we make sure we are meeting 
needs?

The sensory aspects of things can 
drive you nuts if you have the super-
sensory system that some folks with 
autism have. Where most neuro-
typical people were born with an 
attenuator, people on the spectrum 
were born with an inbuilt amplifier! 
Where most people’s brains can tune 
unwanted stimulus out or at least turn 

1943/4 
Leo Kanner and Hans Asperger (the 
two Austrian doctors who first, 
quite separately, identified autism 
as a condition) both noticed that the 
children they studied had unusual 
sensory behaviours. “He continued 
spinning objects and jumped up 
and down in ecstasy as he watched 
them spin.” Leo Kanner 1943.

1949
Paul Bergman and Sibylle Escalona 
noticed that children with “early 
infantile autism” were very sensory 
children. They wrote: “Colours, 
bright lights, noises, unusual 
sounds, qualities of material… 
seemed to have an extraordinarily 
intensive impact.”

1960 
Herbert Eveloff, in his essay The 
Autistic Child described children 
who were sometimes insensitive 
to pain, heat or cold and whose 
eyesight sometimes played tricks 
on them.

1961 
Mildred Creak included unusual 
sensory perceptual experiences in 
her list of nine diagnostic points 
for autism.

1964 
Bernard Rimland, himself a father 
of a boy with autism produced the 
first ‘modern’ interpretation of 
‘infantile autism’. He presented 
autism as a biological condition. 
Autism was a result of brain 
differences. This was very 
different to how people had 
thought about it in the past! 
One of his ideas was that the 
neurological systems of children 
with autism found it hard to 
‘attach’ meaning to what they 
saw, heard, or felt. 

THE HISTORY
HOW WE HAVE MADE 
SENSE OF SENSORY OVER 
THE LAST 75 YEARS...
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it down, people with autism find their 
senses tend to dial things up to max.

People on the spectrum are often 
overwhelmed by detail and can’t 
always see the wood for the trees. 
Seeing what the story is, what needs 
doing, how A leads to Z and the order 
for things can be harder with autism. 
They often need extra support to 
focus attention and get a firm grip 
on what’s going on. Sometimes 
just getting started is impossible 
because they don’t feel guided by 
the imagination bit of the brain that 
usually fills in missing details and 
shows you what the finished goal 
looks like even before you’ve begun.

Take your mind off it. Put it to the 
back of your mind. Don’t sweat the 
small stuff. Just ignore it. It doesn’t 
matter! Don’t make a mountain 
out of a molehill. Well... If you have 
autism then stuff does tend to 
matter and if something’s bugging 
you, getting your mind to let go of it 
can be nigh on impossible. A sensory 
stimulus can grab hold of your “here 
and now memory” so keeping your 
focus and attention where they need 
to be is a big battle.

As before, the low arousal 

approach to these issues is two-fold.
“…if a mobile phone rings, it 

distracts a person for a fraction of a 
second, but it takes much longer for 
the person with autism to shift away 
from the distraction. Distractions 
in the classroom may prevent a 
person with autism from hearing the 
first words of a sentence.” Temple 
Grandin

Temple Grandin is an American 
woman with autism whose insights 
into her own autism have enabled 
her to explain what it is like to live 
with autism to a worldwide audience. 
She was one of the first people with 
autism to write an autobiography.

Firstly, cut down on clutter and 
things that compete for attention. 
Not too many voices at one time, 
watch out for crowd areas. Keep 
zazzy colours and patterns at 
bay. Don’t forget intrusive smells 
too! Create calm, low-stim zones 
where it’s easier to focus and get 
work done. If you are working with 
a youngster on the spectrum, try 
creating a learning cave that protects 
the senses and focusses attention. 
Pop up event tents (with the bottom 
cut out) are great for this.

It’s not a bad idea to think a bit 
more about the ergonomics of 
your environment. We want fuss-
free spaces where it’s easy to get 
work done. Remember what Mom 
said? - “A place for everything 
and everything in its place”. Clear 
labelling with words and symbols or 
words and photos will really cut down 
the arousal factor. Why? Because 
people with autism will spend less 
time and energy processing what 
things ‘are’ and what they ‘mean’.

Secondly let’s hone those 
“ignoring skills” by practicing with 
self-regulation (SR) and resilience. 
Encourage your person to be better 
aware of their SR ability. Promote 
a systematic, problem-solving 
approach:

• Stop
• Deep Breath
• Think
• Analyse the problem

Let’s analyse how other people do 
it and see if any of that would work 
for me. Before you know it… “Hey! 
I didn’t let that thing bug me! I’m 
getting good at this”.
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WHAT ABOUT AUTISM 
AND SENSORY 
SEEKING BEHAVIOUR?

There are certain sensory activities 
that are really important to a person 
on the spectrum.

Certain sensory activities become 
hugely important or attractive to 
a person with autism spectrum 
condition. It might involve flapping, 
spinning, twisting, tasting, whirling, 
rubbing, chewing, or just staring.

As with most behaviours there are 
a few likely factors that will operate 
singly, in pairs or sometimes all 
together to ‘cause’ it: - 

1. Being on the spectrum 
sometimes can mean the 
buzz you get from something 
doesn’t always fade with time. 
The person doesn’t experience 
‘satiation’. Sometimes, they 
don’t get the feeling of ‘that’s 
about enough of that’ as 
readily as other people do. 

2. “If I’m experiencing this then 
I’m not experiencing that!” 
Blocking out an unwanted 
stimulus with some other kind 
of stimulus. What might they 
be trying to block out? It could 
be anything but noisy domestic 
equipment, harsh lighting, 
smells like perfume, the feel of 
clothing can be problematic. 
We also need to also consider 
our own sensory impact on the 
person i.e., proximity, speech, 
body-language etc. 

3. “It’s gotta be big!” Individuals 
whose hyposensitivity to the 
sensory world means that 
not a lot of external stimuli 
‘reaches’ the brain often seek 
out quite intense stimuli in 
order to ‘re-connect’ to the 
world around them. 

So, what might our approach be? 
Firstly, we must acknowledge that for 
the person the stimulus is functional. 
It means a lot and achieves a lot for 
the individual. Is it possible to reduce 

reliance on the target sensory activity 
by finding other activities that are 
just as functional but are less risky, 
harmful, antisocial or all consuming?

What kind of thing might fit the 
bill? Well, there are three rules. The 
replacer must be: 

• Safe 
• Structured 
• Same, similar, or better stimulus

‘Safe’ is simple. E.g., if it’s 
something to chew that we are 
using as a replacer then it must be 
nontoxic, bits mustn’t break off it and 
there’s no way on earth a child could 
swallow it (this child or any other 
child in the vicinity).

‘Structured’ means things like 
time limited and part of an overall 

Sam, who has Asperger 
syndrome (a variation of 
autism) is thirteen and attends 
mainstream school. He 
struggles with academic work 
sometimes, although when you 
ask him to talk about the topic 
one-to-one, he is fine. He rarely 
remembers homework that has 
been set and if he does turn 
work in it is often disjointed, 
messy or completely off-topic! 
Sam has few friends at school 
outside the chess club. He is the 
butt of jokes and other students 
often mimic his ‘goofy’ walk. 
PE is a nightmare for Sam. He 
is always last to be picked for 
teams and gets shouted at by 
teachers and students when 
his attention wanders or his 
lack of physical coordination 
‘let the side down.’ Sam will 
often pretend to forget his kit to 
dodge PE.

In food technology, his 
teacher got very concerned 
recently when she observed 
Sam chopping carrots with one 
hand, the other clasped firmly to 
his side, “He just seemed to be 
wildly hacking at the veg”!

SAM

1969 
Lorna Wing (who later coined the 
phrase ‘the autistic spectrum’) 
showed that autistic children 
have significantly more sensory 
problems than both ordinary 
children and children with 
Down’s syndrome and included 
sensory difficulties in the “basic 
impairments in autism.”

1969 
Like Bernard Rimland, Edward 
Ornitz was convinced that autism 
was not caused by environment 
or poor parenting, but it was the 
result of a different brain make-up. 
He suggested that children with 
autism had problems ‘regulating’ 
their sensory experience of the 
world around them.

1974 
Carl Delacato described hypo- 
and hyper - sensitivity in children 
with autism and believed that 
sensory difficulties were behind 
most, if not all the characteristic 
behaviours these children seemed 
to show.

1979 
Dr Jean Ayres (an Occupational 
Therapist) described ‘Sensory 
Integration’ (SI) problems in 
autism. She described SI as how 
the brain organises sensory 
information so that the brain can 
use it. In autism it is suggested 
that the different senses are 
out of sync with each other and 
cannot talk to each other easily. 

1996  
In her book, Autism: An inside 
out approach, Donna Williams 
described the ‘mechanics’ of  her 
autism including living with, and 
adapting to sensory problems in 
everyday life.

2006 
Temple Grandin with her book 
‘Thinking in Pictures’ gave the 
world a first-hand account of 
sensory based thinking - that’s 
thinking in sound, pictures, 
movement but not language.
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structured scheme of interesting, 
stimulating, and useful learning/
leisure activity.

‘Sensory same’ means it must have 
as much if not more of the same 
kind of buzz to it as the ‘real’ thing. 
Anything less won’t work for the 
person! It must relate at a sensory 
level to the thing that is being 
replaced. Like for like will work.

As with all advice, safety is 
paramount. Don’t go it alone. 
Occupational Therapists can be 
great at this kind of thing. Insist that 
you get help and advice from one 
and start tackling the difficult stuff 
together.

• New positive sensory plan

MAKE A POSITIVE 
SENSORY PLAN

What is it?
The Positive Sensory Plan (PSP) is a 
tool you can use to provide an ‘at a 
glance’ reference document which 
gives staff some information they’ll 
need to work successfully with a 
person with autism.  

How to get started?
It starts by profiling the person’s 
sensory preferences (the activities 
which have a positive sensory 
pay off) and listing the sensory 

aversives (the things the person 
can’t tolerate or are triggers for 
difficult behaviours). We might use 
a template to guide us like the ones 
available from the Autism Education 
Trust.

The next bit is about what we do 
with that information. There are two 
parts to this: 

SENSORY SUPPORT

Getting control of the physical and 
sensory environment and removing 
or reducing the sensory aversives. 

Working with the person to 
help them take control. We can 

remove some sensory triggers but 
sometimes, in fact quite a lot of the 
time, we just can’t stop bad stuff 
happening. 

POSITIVE SENSORY 
PROGRAMMES
This consists of our ideas on how 
we’ll use what we know about a 
person’s sensory preferences or 
interests to:

• motivate and reward 
• help them learn
• have fun or relax
• build a relationship 
• communicate

First things first, we can’t do any of 
this without building a picture of the 
person’s relationship to the sensory 
world. If we have spent some time 
with the person then, as a team, we 
probably already know quite a lot 
about the person’s sensory likes and 
dislikes. To ensure we have got all the 
fine detail however we might need to:

• Profile the person’s sensory needs
• Audit the sensory environment
• Meet as a team and compare ideas

Chris Barson - Founder, 
Positiveaboutautism.co.uk
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Sensory Aversives 

This is an unusual one - although he loves wrestling 

and deep pressure, light touch sends him “up the 

wall”. He is really scared of feathers. Buzzing in-

sects also cause him a problem but we are not sure 

what’s behind it. Too long inside is not good. Fluores-

cent light might be a problem - not sure.

Sensory Preferences 

Chris loves rough and tumble play! He is quite a star 

when it comes to the Rugby field. If it involves banging 
and crashing he loves it! He can get very excited in 

music lessons. He likes to crawl under the heavy gym 

mats and hide there. He’ll also do this when we have 

circle/story time on the carpet. He’s an outdoor person. 

Positive Sensory Programme 

It really helps if Chris does ‘heavy work’ activities. 

They increase his concentration and enable him to 

maximise on task time. Examples: 

•Chris places chairs on desks at the end of the day 

and takes them down at the beginning.  

•Helps the Janitor empty bins and mopping floors 

•Carries the Book Library (crates of books) around 

the classrooms 

Chris should have access to 2x 20 minute periods of 

sport/exercise per day.

Sensory Support
Other 

Chris has had one 

possible‘epileptic’ oc-

currence. Doctors are 

waiting to see if it 

happens again.


Short activities are 

best! i.e. 10-15 minutes 

max. (He can keep 

sports up for much 

longer however!)

Positive Sensory Plan
Name Chris

DOB 15 - 10 - 2000

Environmental control... 

Chris needs access to ‘safe’ spaces like underneath 

the gym mat. Make sure the electric bug zapper is 

switched on in the classroom. Use natural light 

wherever possible. Avoid using light touch to prompt 

Chris. Chris has a specially weighted chair. 

Individual support... 

Chris is working with the school psychologist to help 

him deal with his fear of feathers. 


