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60%-90% of autistic individuals experience differences in their sensory reactivity (1). These differences include sensory hyperreactivity (e.g. an 
over sensitivity to sounds) hyporeactivity (e.g. an under sensitivity to touch) and seeking (e.g. fascination for spinning objects).   Some autistic 
children are at risk for academic difficulties and find classrooms a difficult place to maintain their attention and regulate behaviours (2).  
However, there has been little research investigating how sensory reactivity  might be related to autistic children's classroom behaviour.  
Previous research has focused on parent and teacher reports and relied on participants being able to respond to sensory reactivity measures.

The aim of this research was to investigate the relationship between sensory reactivity differences and classroom behaviours in autistic children 

with few to no words, through the use of direct observational measures of sensory reactivity and classroom behaviours. 

Relationship between sensory reactivity 

differences and classroom behaviour of 

autistic children

Discussion 

• More sensory reactivity differences were 
linked to more displays of behaviours 
that impede learning. 

• More sensory reactivity differences were 
related to less displays of behaviours that 
facilitate learning.

• Sensory seeking differences may be 
driving classroom behaviour. 

• Future work will aim to replicate this 
study in a larger sample. As well as 
measuring the impact of the indoor 
environment (e.g. temperature, noise 
level) on classroom behaviours.

• This work will help us understand how we 
might better support autistic children in 
the classroom and improve their learning 
experience.  

Method 

Participants : 25 individuals (20 male, 5 

Female) age range of 9-19 years old. 

Sensory Reactivity : measured using the 

Sensory Assessment for 

Neurodevelopmental Disorders, SAND (3). 

Participants are shown a range of sensory 

stimuli (Figure 1) and their reactions are 

coded. SAND was designed to capture 

differences based on DSM-5 criteria, 

measures visual, auditory and tactile 

differences as well as hyperreactivity, 

hyporeactivity and seeking differences. 

Figure 1. Sensory Stimuli used in SAND

Classroom Behaviour: measured through 

the Student Observation System (SOS) of 

the Behaviour Assessment for Children (4). 

Assesses 13 behaviours that facilitate 

learning, such as listening to the teacher or 

completing  work. As well as 58 behaviours  

that may impede learning, such as getting 

out of the seat or self harm.

Results 

• Sensory reactivity differences are significantly 

correlated with the number of  behaviours that 

impede learning  (r =,.43 p=. 04) (Figure 2).

• Sensory reactivity differences are significantly 

correlated with behaviours  that facilitate learning      

(r =.-45 p= .03) (Figure 3).

• Sensory seeking was significantly  correlated with 

both behaviours that impede learning (r = .41,    

p= .05) and negatively correlated  with behaviours 

that facilitate  (r = -.49., p= .02). 

Figure 3. Correlation between sensory reactivity differences and 
behaviours that facilitate learning

Figure 2. Correlation between sensory reactivity differences and 
behaviours  that impede learning
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