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SENSORY SMARTS

Managing Sound Sensitivity
Many on the spectrum are challenged by the
complexities of processing what they hear…
BY LINDSEY BIEL, OTR / L

I

magine tr y ing
to have a conversation by the
speakers at a rock
and roll concert or
reading when there’s
someone scraping
t hei r f i nger n a i l s
back and forth on
a chalkboard. Both
hearing and speaking would be quite
d i f f ic u lt or even
painful, and focusing on what is said
close to impossible.
Keep in mind that
listening is a complex
skill that includes
both hearing and processing what is heard.
“Sound” includes intensity (loudness,
CAPTION—Caption
measured in decibels);
frequency/ pitch (the
number of sound waves per second); overwhelmed by the intensity, freduration (how long the sounds last); quency, directionality, and duration.
and localization (where the sounds
A person may pass a standard
are coming from). A person with hearing test with flying colors yet still
sensory processing challenges may have difficulties with sound sensitivhave difficulty putting all of these ity. First, while most people become
qualities together. Specific frequen- uncomfortable when sound reaches a
cies—like a high frequency hair certain volume, an oversensitive perdryer or a low frequency air con- son will become unhappy at a much
ditioner—may be upsetting. The quieter volume.
sound of the vacuum cleaner may
Second, while most of us start
trigger flight or fight reactions each hearing somewhere between zero and
and every time the person hears it. 15 decibels of sound, a person with
In noisy situations, a person’s audi- auditory hypersensitivity hearing
tory system may become flooded and hears too well, starting at zero or even
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negative decibels of
sound. A student in
one classroom may
be able to detect
what is going on in
the hallway, outside
the window, as well
as in the room next
door. With so much
s ou nd b omba rdi ng t he aud itor y
system, this pers o n wou ld h a v e
a hard time tuning in by selecting
just the important
sounds and filtering out all of the
ir relevant ones.
Instead, she may
feel overstimulated,
overwhelmed, and
hurt by the auditory
chaos.
A Five-Step Program
Step 1: Investigate. Consider whether
there is an underlying medical issue.
Is there hearing loss that alters the
perception of different frequencies?
Does the person have chronic ear
infections that distort what he hears?
Does she have frequent headaches or
migraines that contribute to the auditory discomfort? In what situations is
he overwhelmed by sound? What are
the particular sounds that are distressing? Is it just a few particular sounds
or is it when there are multiple sources
of sound such as at a party?
If there are any auditory or language issues, be sure to get a thorough
exam from an audiologist familiar
with sensory issues. In addition to
assessing hearing skills and testing
for auditory processing skills such
as sound discrimination and foreground/background discrimination,
she should also be tested for auditory
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thresholds starting at negative 15 decibels of sound—not typically done
since this is well below the threshold
norm. Learning more about auditory
strengths and challenges enables everyone to understand behavioral reactions
in problematic situations and to develop a well-informed plan to help.
Step 2: Protect. If someone says or
indicates that his ears hurt, believe it.
It’s invalidating and infuriating to be
told a sound is not loud when it is, in
fact, painful. Safeguard ultrasensitive
ears by using earplugs, noise-canceling
headphones, or sound-reducing earmuffs. Some great brands include Peltor
and SensGard. You can find ear protection for babies, children, teens, and
adults online at www.sensorysmarts.
com under toys & equipment/sensory
environment or at Amazon, www.peltor.com, www.sensgard.com or check
your local drugstore, music supplier, or
hardware store.
One note of caution: make sure
the person does not wear ear protection all day because the brain and
auditory system will get used to the
dampened sound. Save them for
specific situations that are especially
challenging such as playgrounds,
parties, school assemblies, and so on.
Step 3: Desensitize. Sometimes
unfamiliar sounds are scary, and once
scared, kids may stay scared of that
sound. Repeated exposure can help
when facilitated by a trusted parent,
teacher, or therapist—especially if
the context is changed. For example,
if a child is afraid of the mooing cow
at the children’s zoo, it may help to
record it and listen to it together at
home, allowing the child to control
the volume and turn it on and off.
You can also listen to selections from
Sound-Eaze and School-Eaze CDs
(www.route2greatness.com), which
pair many of the sounds children are
most afraid of such as the vacuum
cleaner, blender, toilet flushing, fire
alarm, and thunder with pleasant,
rhythmic songs to help the child predict and tolerate distressing sounds.
Step 4: Build skills. Work with
an OT, speech language pathologist,

or audiologist who has expertise
in building sensory tolerance and
processing skills. Sound therapy programs such as Therapeutic Listening,
Integrated Listening Systems (iLs),
Solisten, and others are designed to
strengthen and integrate the person’s
auditory system with other sensory
and motor systems.
Meanwhile, the child may benefit
from an FM Unit, a device that lets
the teacher speak into a transmitter
while the student listens through a receiver, usually headphones or a small
speaker. FM units bring the teacher’s
voice to the foreground so the student
won’t miss what is said.
Step 5: Teach advocacy. Help children, teens, and families to speak up
for themselves politely yet assertively.
For example, a student can learn to
ask the teacher to repeat an instruction and a teenager can request that
music be turned down at a restaurant

if unable to hear his friends. The person should be empowered to say “The
sound hurts my ears. I need a break”
or “I need my earplugs.”
Kids who are overwhelmed by movies might enjoy the Sensory Friendly
Films program from the Autism Society
and AMC Theatres. To provide a more
comfortable experience, the theater
turns down the volume, turns up the
house lights, and allows people to bring
their own snacks.
FIND OUT MORE
To find a participating theater near you,
go to www.autism-society.org/getinvolved/events/sensory-friendly-film or
Google “Sensory Friendly Films.”
For more on auditory hypersensitivity
and other sensory issues please see
Raising a Sensory Smart Child and visit
www.sensorysmarts.com.
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LEARN MORE TODAY

AUTISM SPECTRUM TRAINING
Earn your master’s or certificate at Antioch University New England

n

APPLIED BEHAVIOR ANALYSIS
(ABA) CERTIFICATE. ABA is the
primary treatment for autism.
Become a board-certified behavior
analyst (BCBA®) or a board-certified
assistant behavior analyst (BCaBA®)
in five semesters.

n

MEd or MA with a concentration in
ASD or ABA.
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AUTISM SPECTRUM DISORDERS
CERTIFICATE. Improve your skills
and learn strategies to work with
people on the autism spectrum who
have Asperger’s, High Functioning
Autism, or PDD-NOS in nine months.

n

CONTINUING EDUCATION
CLASSES are also available.

AUNE’s programs accommodate working professionals with weekend classes.
Call 800.552.8380 or visit www.antiochne.edu/ap/asd for information.

