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Sensory Processing 
and Education

Making sense of our senses to 
streamline education for all.  
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What is sensory processing?

§ Sensation: How we receive information from our environment.

§ Processing: How we interpret data to make sense of it.

§ Another term to consider – perception: Our subjective 
interpretation of what we are sensing, based on our thoughts, 
preferences, and attention. 

§ EG: What color is the dress? The shoe? Our differences from 
from our perception of the same sensory input.
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Our Senses - common 
names - organs 

§ Audition – sound – stereocilia inside 
our cochlea of our inner ear

§ Visual – sight – photoreceptors (rods 
and cones) in our eyes

§ Kinesthetic – body movement - motor 
neurons throughout the body

§ Vestibular – balance – vestibular sacs 
in our inner ears

§ Somatosensory – touch – sensory 
neurons throughout the body

§ Olfactory – smell – olfactory receptors 
in our nasal cavity

§ Gustatory – taste – taste receptor 
cells (buds)

Where our senses are mostly processed in our 
brains. (McBride, 2015)
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Sensory 
Preferences

§ People all develop preferences for high or low input, differing by sense.

§ For example: I require high levels of input for my gustatory sense and I seek 
out extremely spicy food and strong flavors, as shown in my participation in 
the Beijinger’s Spicy Food Festival’s Hot Pepper Eating Contest. On the 
other hand, I am very sensitive to loud volume and often become irritated at 
loud music. 

This isn’t 
too spicy!

IT IS TOO 
LOUD!
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Sensory Processing
NT and ASD

• Our sensory preferences fall under four categories based 
on our self-control and our sensitivity to stimuli.

• For example my hot sauce addiction would be 
considered as SEEKING, as I actively seek input for 
my gustatory sense, my sensitivity to loud noises 
would likely be considered AVOIDING as I anger my 
friends by lowering the volume at their houses.

• Unlike our preferences, individuals with ASD have more 
intense experiences on these patterns – so it is more 
important for us to know these in order to help them 
focus in class.

• AVOIDING students could run out of the classroom 
at the sound of a fire engine down the street.

• SEEKING students could get up and jump around 
during a lecture.

• LOW REGISTRATION students could seem ignore 
everything around them.

• SENSITIVE students could become irritable at the 
smell of sweat after P.E.

Dunn’s Sensory Processing Framework
(1997)



z Sensory preferences DO NOT justify the widely 
discredited VAK Learning Styles notion

While it is true that we might enjoy learning more a particularly way, and that senses that 
are working offer opportunities for all students to learn, learning styles is a particularly 
widespread falsehood. (Kirschner, 2017) 

The Yale Poorvu Center for Teaching and Learning suggests that:

§ How you like to learn the most and how you learn best are not always the same.

§ Everyone benefits from multiple learning methods and sensory inputs. Lecture, visuals, 
group work, individual work, etc. 

§ Subjects and topics are often learnt best by different methods by the same individual. 
EG: History by reading and discussion, physics through practice and lab experiments. 

The Onion (America’s Finest News Source) also suggests another criticism of VAK 
Learning Styles… Where is the concern for our olfactory learners? <this is a joke!>

https://www.theonion.com/parents-of-nasal-learners-demand-odor-based-curriculum-1819565536
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My advice on “learning styles” as an 

teacher to second language speakers

§ We shouldn’t design visual, auditory, or kinesthetic LESSONS -
but we should mix our methods, and try to appeal to multiple 
senses in both instruction and assessment when possible.

§ This follows also helps us build multiple pathways to knowledge 
and to ensure that education has as many chances as possible 
for success.

§ With ASD students we need to be careful not to overload 
students with avoidant or sensitive behaviors – so it is essential 
to know what their sensory needs are before planning!



z The Intense World Hypothesis
§ Hopf and Lowland (2016) suggest that sensory processing deficiencies 

are at the heart of the social deficiencies – that ASD children suffer 
from intense sensory experiences that distract from social learning.

§ They mention that one cause of this is an enlarged amygdala – our flight or 
fight center. A larger amygdala would create a more fearful, easier to angry 
individual.

§ They note that sensory pathways to the amygdala are hyperactive, 
suggesting sensitivity to visual, sound, and somatosensory input. 

§ If the ”intense world hypothesis”  is true, we need to work on ways to make 
their world less intense in order to promote social learning, as early as 
possible by identifying stressors, sensitivities and preferences.
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For example: “A Walk Down a Street” 

A YouTube video by Craig Thomson, an adult with ASD.
Compares the experience NT vs. ASD using video editing.

§Please Click Here 
to Watch the 

Video.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=plPNhooUUuc
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Eye contact in an Intense World

Stuart (2000) suggest that our insistence on ASD individuals using eye 
contact as naïve and unproductive, they go on mention a few key 
findings that:

§ For people with ASD, our insistence on eye contact is likely making 
that experience more intense and even distracting.

- I would add that this insistence is also a cultural feature of American / 
Western society in general.

§ Even for NT people – eye contact is very intimate and social. It is 
often the first cue we have in knowing someone enjoys or hates our 
company… and often our earliest memory of falling in love. 

§ For someone experience much more active visual input, it could be 
too much and forcing someone with ASD to focus visually is likely 
less important than ensuring that they are receiving input another 
fashion.

This follows on my advice on ”learning styles”, if multiple inputs are 
presented, and multiple outputs are allowed, students with unique 
needs will find greater opportunities to succeed in education.



z Tips to Creating a Sensory Diet
§ When increasing input methods is not enough or not effective for 

avoidant or sensitive sensory patterns, we must create a sensory diet.

§ A sensory diet either increases or decreases the amount of sensory input 
so as to maximize the functioning of the ASD individual. This is 
necessary to considering the needs of our ASD students in the 
classroom and should be varied by an individualized education plan 
(IEP).

§ We do sensory diets too! ”Turn that music down I’m working on this 
assignment!”

§ The following slides cover advice given in Kim Davis and Melissa 
Dubie’s “Sensory Integration: Tips to Consider”  
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Identifying Sensory Needs and Tips for Integration: 

Davis & Dubie, (2004)
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Identifying Sensory Needs and Tips for Integration: 

Davis & Dubie, (2004)

Other input identifiers and ideas for 
vestibular, gustatory / olfactory, kinesthetic, 
and tactile input issues are available at: 
https://www.iidc.indiana.edu/pages/Sensor
y-Integration-Tips-to-Consider

https://www.iidc.indiana.edu/pages/Sensory-Integration-Tips-to-Consider
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Concluding thoughts

§ We must consider all of our students sensory processing 
patterns if we are to best differentiate our instruction. Students 
benefit from multiple inputs and multiple outputs, but most of all 
they need our understanding and patience. If you see an 
outburst in class that seems out of proportion to a sound, sight, 
or smell – consider that the students’ sensory needs are not 
being met before thinking poorly of the student. Especially with 
ASD students we must consider how to maximize their 
productivity through sensory diets by implementing detailed IEPs 
and ensuring our classrooms are the right level of intense.
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