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Sensory Processing in Children with Autism
-A Pilot Study

Mei-Hui Tseng, Chin-Kai Lin*, Shun-Yu Hsiao

Abstract:  The disturbances of sensory modulation characterized by under- and overreactivity to sensory
stimuli are often reported in persons with autism and related developmental disabilities. From the sensory
processing perspective, the bizarre response to sensory events may possibly be due to the child’s inability to
generate responses that are appropriately graded in relation to incoming sensory stimuli. If the therapists
are knowledgeable about the child’s sensory processing functioning and identify the child’s sensory needs ,
they could plan intervention effectively and promote the child’s new developmental skills. The purposes of
this study are to investigate the differences of sensory processing function between children with autism
and children with typical development and the symptom dimensions of sensory processing disorders.

Parents of 41 children with autism aged 2.8 to 11.8 years (mean = 6.22 years, SD = 2.53 years) and
of 726 children without autism aged 2.3 to 13.0 (mean = 5.0 years, SD = 1.46 years) completed the Chinese
version Sensory Profile. Parents used a five-point Likert scale to report the percentage of time their
children engaged in each behavior. A descriptive analysis of the data set identified the distribution of
responses on each item. MANOVA on the frequency of each item identified possible differences between
children with autism and without autism. Factor analysis on the 100 items of the Chinese version Sensory
Profile identified relationships among these items.

Results showed that no items on the Chinese version Sensory Profile met the criterion we established for a
behavior to be considered common in children with autism (i.e., if 80% or more of the parents reported that their
child displayed the behavior always or frequently, the criterion was met). The highest frequency of occurrence
was 71.4% , and this only occurred with one item: ‘Visual —13: Avoids eye contact.” On the basis of the t-test
results, children with autism performed differently than the children without autism (p < 0.01) on 68 out of 100
items. Results of factor analysis revealed 7 factors: Factor I. emotional reaction, Factor II: attention deficit,
Factor III: low tone/gravitational insecurity, Factor IV: tactile defensiveness, Factor V: poor tactile registration,
Factor VI: fine motor/visual perception, Factor VIL: poor sensory registration. These factors explained 45.4% of
variance. The prevalence of sensory processing dysfunction of children with autism was much higher than that
of children without autism. The symptom dimensions of sensory processing dysfunction in children with autism
were similar to that of children with sensory modulation disorders.

Key Words: sensory integration, developmental disorders

(Full text in Chinese: Formosan J Med 2000; 4:609-621)

Department of Occupational Therapy, College of Medicine, National Taiwan University

Department of Rehabilitation Sciences, Division of Occupational Therapy Chung Shan Medical & Dental College*
Address Correspondence to: Mei-Hui Tseng, School of Occupational Therapy, College of Medicine, National
Taiwan University, No. 7, Chung-Shan S. Rd, Taipei, Taiwan.

HHEEE 2000 £ 445 6 H 621





