What is a Sensory Processing Disorder Anyway?  

Sensory Processing, also referred to as Sensory Integration, is a term that pops up in the professional and lay literature quite often. What is a Sensory Processing Disorder?

All of us interpret and interact with the world through the information we gather using our sense of vision, hearing, touch, smell, taste, and awareness of our body position in space. If all of our senses are working together, or are “integrated,” we gather information from the environment, relay this to the central nervous system, and make sense of the input. We use this information to know what is happening and how to react to it.  If this process is working well, our responses to stimuli from the outside world will be appropriate. 

People without sensory difficulties react automatically and adjust smoothly to the stimuli around them. For example, we walk into a store balanced on our feet without knocking over the displays. Moving indoors from outside, our eyes adjust to the difference in lighting, we might hear music or advertisements, smell food or perfume, make way for another person exiting through the door, and begin to remove our hats and coats to adjust to the difference in temperature indoors.  If our senses work together to make sense of the outside world, this is the experience we have. 

A person with a Sensory Processing Disorder (SPD) can have difficulty with any or all of these senses or steps. Smells that might be mildly distasteful, neutral or even pleasant can cause an exaggerated response in a person who has a SPD, causing nausea and vomiting. The background music might seem uncomfortably loud and the person coming out the door, who accidentally brushes against this persons arm, will be experienced as distressful. People with SPD may have gross motor delays, clumsiness, and frequent falling. Some children may also have underlying low muscle tone.  Fine motor delays show up in poor handwriting and dropping things frequently. Food sensitivities are often seen in kids who have sensory processing difficulties.  Many have extreme food preferences and rigidities, refusing or gagging on foods with different textures or even vomiting when tasting or smelling certain foods.

Children with SPD can also have extreme under reactions to the environment, stimulation or cold.  These are the kids who might refuse to wear jackets in the freezing cold.   

Other examples are kids who insist on wearing the same clothing over and over because they are comfortable with the feel, color or smell of the fabric. Some children are disturbed by being messy, while others will refuse to allow their hair or teeth get brushed.

What all of these have in common is an extreme overreaction or underreaction to the environment that chronically disrupts the child’s life. 

No one really knows for sure what causes sensory problems; it is probably a combination of genetic predisposition, environmental causes and neurological differences.  It has nothing to do with intelligence; many of these children are extremely bright. Sensory processing disorders are common in multiple medical conditions such as attention disorders, anxiety, fragile X, Down syndrome and autism. The disorder is seen more frequently in premies, children adopted from institutions overseas, and children who have been exposed to prolonged hospitalizations.  However, sensory problems also occur without any other preexisting conditions.  

Through interventions and education by an experienced therapist, families can become more aware of their own particular child’s needs and many of these issues can be overcome. This therapy often takes place with an Occupational Therapist, sometimes in a special “Sensory Gym,” where children can learn to interact with their environment in a successful and non-threatening way.  Once these skills are learned they can be incorporated into the rest of the child’s life. 
