Overview of Prenatal Sensory Development
A sequential order of development and maturation is present in typically developing infants.  The following lists each sensory system in the order in which it matures to functionality and provides a brief description of the system’s purpose and function.   

1. Tactile system



· Sense of touch and reflex

· Purpose is to establish identity and security within the environment

· Functions as a protection and discriminatory system

· Holds increased importance for children with dual sensory loss

2.  Vestibular System

· System of balance and motion 

· Function is to maintain equilibrium and provide input from inner ear to vestibular center in brainstem  

· Important for children with dual sensory loss in development of orientation and mobility skills   

3.  Gustatory System
· System of taste 

· Function is to transmit impulses to taste center in cerebral cortex 

· Impacts infant ability in areas such as coordination of suck/swallow/breath patterns and later feeding 

· Has postnatal implications for facilitation of developmental skills such as hand-to-mouth, oral exploration, midline play  


4.  Olfactory System 

· One of most well-developed sense in newborn 

· Purpose is recognition and discovery

· Assists in gastro-intestinal functions

· Function is to transmit input from peripheral fibers in nasal cavity to olfactory bulb in anterior of brain just above nasal cavity


5.  Auditory System 

· System of hearing 

· System is structurally complete and functional by     24 weeks gestation


6.  Visual System 

· System of sight
· Provides input for processing information to the brain
· Complements the vestibular system by correlating visual references with equilibrium
· Development continues from 40 weeks gestation to      3-4 months postnatally to increase differentiation skills 
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