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Sensory Confusion

by David Brown, Educational Specialist 

“Next to Jonathan’s cardiac status, his sensory losses and resulting processing 
dysfunction - with all its ripple effects - is our deepest concern. Sensory 
Processing Dysfunction factors into so many challenges for Jonathan - his 
communication skills, social skills, availability for learning, eating and drinking skills, 
being rested and stress-free, ability to comfortably handle information coming to 
him from the world around him, how he feels inside at any given moment.... It’s 
hard to put into words how HUGE I think this is for him. And it is the one area 
where I feel I don’t have a thorough handle on everything yet because it is so all-
encompassing and so variable. And that’s very frustrating because I want to know 
it all right now so I can say the right things and do the right things to help him at 
all times. Not unreasonable, right?

He is a loving, funny, curious, persistent, brave little boy and when he ‘acts out’ 
in some way, it is always because he is trying to tell us something, even if it’s not 

people understand what he is saying when they want to look at it another way.

I have mentioned Jonathan’s sensory diet in other threads, and that is one thing 

‘balanced’ (that’s not the right word but the best I can think of right now) to 
begin with, and helps him manage the different situations and experiences that 
come his way that would otherwise overwhelm him. Because of that, we see less 
‘undesirable behaviors’ that he would have resorted to before out of frustration, 
fear, pain, stress, excitement, etc.

understandings, and has been crucial in helping to create the best possible school 
environment for him.

One year Jonathan had a teacher who did not understand him at all. She kept 
telling us about all these behaviors that she was seeing at school that were 
not typical for him and that we didn’t see at home. We began asking lots of 
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needs were not being met and both the materials being used and the manner 
in which they were being presented were not appropriate for him. We called a 
team meeting and together the team developed a plan to help him with moving 

responded. Not only that, but we began to see other positive changes as well- 

was more stressed than even we knew because he was working so hard to deal 
with everything. At this year’s IEP (in a week and a half) we will be asking for 
some additional things to be added to the IEP. Again, this is where having a strong 

brief article will try to clarify some of these misconceptions.

to school. Quite early in this process there developed a widespread assumption that providing 

optics, spotlights, ultra-violet) and recorded music, and sometimes tactile stimulation was applied 

only rarely able to interact with these stimuli in any way, and little regard was paid to whether 

writer can recall many occasions in many schools when lights and music were turned on, and 
then the staff chatted with each other about their personal lives while the students were left 
to make what they could of what was happening around them. Somehow this was felt to be 

many of whom have continued to develop and promote the philosophy to the present day. 
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impairments must learn to develop their senses, individually and in combination 
- a process the non-handicapped student goes through unconsciously and 

to create a multisensory experience, and this newly developed awareness can be 

In part this development was a reaction to the then-prevalent idea that it was a good thing 
to impose sensory stimulation on students with multiple disabilities regardless of their needs 

not really educable in spite of the recent changes in the law, and so these pioneers set about 
demonstrating ways in which the curriculum could be made available to all students, and all 
students could be helped to become more receptive and available to access the curriculum.

curriculum rather than an approach which aims to help students access the school curriculum. 
Partly as a result of this there now seems to be a tendency to offer a ‘sensory curriculum’ to 
students who are considered not yet ready to access the regular curriculum, in the clear belief 
that this is an either/or situation, and that these two curricula are mutually exclusive. Experience 

a very limited and stereotyped understanding of what a regular curriculum could look like, 
what it would and should contain, and they also appear to have very little understanding of how 

any student should be considered not ready for, and so completely excluded from, the school 

A reliance on the old-fashioned and discredited idea of a mix of various types of sensory 
stimulation being administered to the student with little expectation that they will 
actually learn anything.

Often most activities are a passive exercise for the student, with no expectation that 
they will be actively involved in the session, and with little or no attention paid to 
individual needs and preferences.

how different sensory systems interact with, and support or override, each other.
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perceived and would be totally ineffectual, and a sensory curriculum devoid of any academic 

account of their sensory needs and strengths and preferences, but for students with deaf-

positive impact on the student’s general health and functioning. But the sensory component 
is there to assist the student in accessing as much of the school curriculum as is possible and 
appropriate, not to give them and their teachers something to do through the day while their 

consider this topic in the context of assessment, and motivators, and a sensory perspective on 

Strategies to help develop a student’s sensory perception skills (for example, visual,  »
auditory, tactile, vestibular, or proprioceptive perception) can be devised by the 
relevant specialist after proper evaluation of each student. Experience shows that these 
strategies are most effective if they are understood by all involved staff and are applied 

Sensory inputs that are meaningful and motivating for a student can be used to teach  »

individualize the approach being used, any part of the curriculum can be made accessible 

 »
of arousal, so that each student can be helped to be more alert, or to calm down, as 

probably the most important single aspect of the sensory perspective in that it deals 
with attention, and with availability for learning and for social interaction (Brown, 2005, 

 »
students who cannot attend in one  physical position (like sitting on a chair or standing 
unsupported) for an entire lesson, or who tire very easily or become very anxious or 

sensory inputs so that they can return to the lesson with their sensory systems better 

things like getting into the horizontal position, or standing up and walking, something 
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 »
as a purely recreational activity, provided that it is understood that this is recreation 
not instruction. Even then, the types and range of sensory inputs made available to each 
student may need to be chosen with care in order to respect individual preferences and 
needs, and to minimize the risks of boredom or over-stimulation.

All staff need to be aware that every interaction they have with a student is sensory, all material 
things in the school setting are sensory, and every person in the school is sensory, and so 

far more helpful way of considering a student. Sensory issues are in operation throughout the 
school day, not only when we think we are working on the students’ sensory perceptions, and 

the pitfalls they pose and the opportunities they offer are minimized and ignored.
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