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Sensory functioning refers to the process by which our body perceives ("registers"), manages ("modulates"), and organizes ("integrates") incoming information. In addition to the five senses that we all learned about in school, human beings possess two other sensory systems: the vestibular system, which responds to movement; and the proprioceptive system, which tells us where our body and its parts are in space. 

A student must perceive, manage and organize sensory input if he or she is going to participate in everyday life. Many students with autism/PDD have sensory processing differences. In other words, one or more of the processes of sensory perception, management, or organization works inefficiently for one or more of the sensory modalities. 

An example of a "simple" task is that of writing one's name at the top of a paper while sitting in the classroom. Such a "simple" task is actually quite complex from a sensory standpoint, as outlined below. 
· The visual system is involved in seeing the paper, finding where to write the name, perceiving what one is writing, adjusting to the lighting (especially the strobe effect of fluorescent lights,) and recalling visual images of what the letters actually look like.
· The taste (gustatory) system is probably not used unless the child is chewing/sucking on something while writing. 
· The smell (olfactory) system may be involved as a result of the odors of leftover snacks in the trash can, pencil shavings in the sharpener, cosmetics of the adult helping the child, the cafeteria aroma, wet jackets hanging on the hooks nearby, or even the classroom hamster.
· The hearing (auditory) system allows the student to hear relevant information such as the instructions given by the teacher or paraprofessional. The student will need to ignore sounds such as peers talking, chairs scraping on the floor, teachers talking in the next room, or his/her own breathing.
· The touch (tactile) system includes the feel of the pencil and paper in the student's hand. 
It also may register distracting input such as the feel of the student's clothing, the hair or baggy sweater of the teacher as he/she leans over to help, the contours of the chair, or the brushing touch of a child passing by the desk. 
· The movement (vestibular) system allows the child to sit upright in the chair and to maintain an appropriate level of arousal/alertness.
· The proprioceptive (body position) system allows the child to maintain position in the chair, stabilize the paper with one hand while writing with the other, handle the pencil with sufficient muscle tension, move the pencil against. The resistance of the paper, and stabilize the upper body while moving the hand and fingers. It also allows the child to inhibit movements such as tapping feet, wiggling legs, and wagging the tongue. 
Obviously, this simple task is far from simple. Youngsters with autism/PDD find such a task even more challenging that do many of their typically developing peers. As the classroom gets noisier, the "aromas" from the lunchroom become more intense, or the need to scratch that itch grows, the student struggles with managing the sensory overload and completing such a "simple" task. 
 
Over the course of your work, you may hear the people talking about the load of the task. 
"Load" refers to all of the internal (inside the body) and external (in the activity or environment) stimuli that a child has to manage in a given situation. Sensory dysfunction is often a significant aspect of that load. 
