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	Introduction

Many people have difficulty processing everyday sensory information. Any of the senses may be over or under sensitive or both and at different times. These sensory differences can affect behaviour and have a deep effect on a person’s life. This information leaflet is designed to help you to understand differences in the auditory sense or sense of sound and how to help. 

Sometimes a child may behave in a way that you wouldn't immediately link to sensitivity to sound. A person who struggles to deal with everyday sounds can experience “sensory” or “information” overload. Too much information can cause stress, anxiety, and possibly physical pain. This can result in withdrawal, challenging behaviour or meltdown.
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“Do you hear noise in your head? It pounds and screeches.  Like a train rumbling through your ears.” 
(Powell, J. (1995), cited in Gillingham, G. (1995), page 41).

Over Sensitive
Noise that the child cannot block out can be irritating and reduce their attention. If your child is over sensitive to sound, you may notice some the following behaviours:
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They may become disorganized and have difficulty staying calm and focused in situations where there is a lot of noise and activity going on around them; 
· They may cover their ears or scream and cry at loud sounds or noises; 
· They may be able to hear conversations in the distance or noises that no one else notices; 

· They may have difficulty concentrating as they are unable to cut out sounds, notably background noise e.g. fan from a computer, pipes clunking.
As a parent or caregiver, it is important to be aware of what is going on in the environment and the impact it may have on behavior, attention, and emotions.  To help manage their behaviour in a positive way and reduce the impact of noise on their learning you could help change the environment by:

· Shutting doors and windows to reduce external sounds;

· Preparing the person before going to noisy or crowded places and ensuring they have a strategy to help calm them when there (see activities below); 
· Creating a screened workstation in the classroom or office and position the person away from doors and windows; 
· Keeping noise levels consistent when they really [image: image11.jpg]


need to concentrate; 

· Using quiet, calm and well placed voices; 
· Trying to use consistent rhythms when singing. 


Planning ahead and bringing along a “Sensory Tool Kit” can help you and the child have some readily available strategies wherever they may be.  If a child has positive strategies to help them manage their sensory differences they will feel calmer and be more able to cope in challenging sensory environments.  Listed below are several sensory-based strategies to help them begin to self-regulate in noisy situations/environments:

· Before going to a loud place e.g. sporting events in gyms, car races, places with poor acoustics, musical or theatrical events, movies etc., engage the child in some type of “heavy work” activity such as pushing and pulling heavy objects, working muscles and joints against resistance.  Do some more when you get to your location if possible.
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If your child can manage it, allow them to chew sugar free gum; 
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Encourage the child to chew on straws, a “Chewy Tube” or a bandana rolled up and tied around the neck.  “Necklaces” that can be chewed or Chewellry, are also available from many online companies;


· Increase the amount of chewy and crunchy foods in your child’s diet and eat a chewy or crunchy food at the event or just prior to going into a challenging environment;

· Encourage the child to drink through a straw;
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Wear headphones with favorite calming music or no music at all;


· Soft wax ear plugs are available for children in most chemists.  If your child will tolerate these, they can help to muffle the sounds; 
· Encourage them to wear a snug fitting cap or hoodie;
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In a loud, busy environment, provide your child with a calm, quiet place he can retreat to when he becomes overstimulated or has trouble calming down.  Often an enclosed tent or “fort” is helpful for this at home.  Many of these types of structures can be purchased at toy stores;

· When you see your child begin to get disorganized in this type of environment, try to engage him in some type of “heavy work” activity (animal walks, pushing/pulling on mats or other furniture/heavy objects, wall or floor push ups, etc.) and see if this helps him to stay calm and organized.

Case study: 
A primary school child with a diagnosis of autism was regularly exhibited hitting behaviors on school trips.  His behaviours indicated that he was over sensitive to sound, with the noise level on the bus as a possible trigger.

Strategies for making school trips less overwhelming for this child included several tactics. His school arranged for the child to sit at the front of the bus.  In addition to placing him where the noise level was slightly lower, this approach enabled him to get on last and get off first, minimizing total time on the bus.  During the bus ride, the child used ear buds from his iPod as earplugs — a buffer against the [image: image18.jpg]


noise which looked socially-appropriate.  He placed his backpack in his lap to function as a weighted blanket, promoting a calming effect on his nervous system.  With these adaptations in place, the youngster was able to participate in school field trips with much less distress and no hitting.
Under Sensitive
If the child is under sensitive to sound, you may notice some the following behaviours: 
· They may only hear sounds in one ear, the other ear having only partial hearing or none at all.

· They may not acknowledge or appear to notice particular sounds.

· They might enjoy crowded, noisy places or bang doors and objects.

You could help by using visual supports e.g. showing their shoes, to back up verbal information e.g. “shoes on”.  Make sure that other people involved in the care of the child are aware of the under-sensitivity so that they can communicate effectively. You could ensure that the experiences they enjoy are included in their daily timetable, to ensure that this sensory need is met.
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Managing Sensory Differences:
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