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Shhhooo. Wee-uuu. Chick, chick, chick. That’ s the sound of three different cicada
species. For some people, those sounds are the song of the summer. Others wish the
insects would turn it down. The cacophony can be especially irritating for people on the
autism spectrum who have hearing sensitivity.

Warren Rickly, 14, lives in suburban south St. Louis County, Mo. Warren, who has
autism, was at the bus stop recently waiting for his younger brother when the sound of
cicadas became too much to bear.

“ He said it sounds like there’ s always a train running next to him,” his mother, Jamie
Reed, said.

Warren told her the noise hurt.

Starting this spring, trillions of the red-eyed insects crawled their way out of the ground
across the Midwest and Southeast. It’ s part of a rare simultaneous emergence of two
broods — one that appears every 13 years, the other every 17.

The noisy insects can be stressful. People with autism can have a sensitivity to texture,
brightness, and sound.

“ | think the difference for individuals with autism is the level of intensity or how
upsetting some of these sensory differences are,” said Dr. Rachel Follmer, a
developmental and behavioral pediatrician at Lurie Children’ s Hospital in Chicago.

“ It can get to the extreme where it can cause physical discomfort,” she said.

When a large group of cicadas starts to sing, the chorus can be as loud as a motorcycle.
Researchers at the University of Missouri-St. Louis this year crowdsourced cicada noise
levels as high as 86 decibels, about as loud as a food blender.
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