
The Five Senses  

Letting your brain know what’s out there 

Supply list:  

- 3 bowls 

- Hot water, warm water, cold water 

- Sandwich bag filled with ice 

- Jacket with a zipper 

- 2-3 straight pins 

 
We input information to our nervous system through our five senses: touch, taste, 

smell, sight, and hearing. Most people use all five senses together in various 
degrees throughout the day. We get the most information through our sense of 
sight. But if one sense is not working properly, the other senses can help 

compensate.  

 

 
A blind person has heightened hearing and touch to help make up for not seeing. The use of 
touch can help a blind person read using the Braille alphabet of raised dots. Similarly, a deaf 
person has a heightened sense of sight and touch. A deaf person can often feel something 
that a hearing person could not. 
 
In addition to collecting information about the world around us, our senses tell us things 
about our own bodies. Our senses tell us where the parts of our body are in relation to 
things around us. Receptors in muscles and joints send messages to the brain so it knows 
where our body parts are. Our senses also help us keep our balance. Receptors in the inner 
ear help tell us when we are off balance.   
 
We often associate the sense of touch with our fingers or hands. But actually, this sense 
occurs throughout your entire body. As we discussed in the previous lesson, more nerves are 
located in the hands and feet, but there are nerves that touch the world around you 
everywhere you have skin. These nerves can sometimes cause curious results. Have you ever 
wondered what causes goose bumps? Nerves attached to the hairs on your skin detect 
breezes or cold temperatures and your brain causes small muscles attached to the hair 



follicles to contract. This movement causes goose bumps and helps to warm you up. It also 
alerts your brain to have you take more action if necessary to warm you up. 
 
A few parts of your body do not have nerves. Your hair, fingernails, and toenails do not 
have nerves. This is why you can cut your hair and your nails without feeling pain. 
 

 
Feeling Hot, Feeling Cold: 

Nerves in your skin can distinguish many different sensations including, temperature, 
pressure, pain, and vibration.    
 
Activity 1: Set up three bowls of water: one hot (not hot enough to burn the skin), one warm  
(about room temperature), and one cold. Have your child place one hand in the bowl of hot 
water and the other hand in the bowl of cold water for 1-2 minutes. At the end of that time, 
have him immediately place both his hands in the bowl of warm water. How does the warm 
water feel to each hand? Have your child keep his hands in the warm water for 1-2 minutes, 
then ask how the water feels to each hand at the end of that time. 
 
The brain makes assumptions about temperature in a relative way. If something is much 
colder or hotter than what you have been experiencing, the brain notices it more strongly. 
Over time, if the same message is sent to the brain over and over, and it is not an emergency 
type of signal, the brain will often start ignoring it. That is why the hand from the hot water 
feels cold and the hand from the cold water feels hot when both hands are placed together 
in the warm water. 
 
Activity 2:  Have your child put on a jacket with a zipper but leave it unzipped. Place 2-3 
straight pins on a table. Have him hold a bag of ice in his hands for 2-3 minutes then have 
him try to zip up the jacket. Then have him try to pick up the pins, one at a time. This may 
seem difficult to do with very cold hands. 
 
Extended cold signals are eventually ignored by the brain, making it slower to respond to 
other inputs from that hand. This makes the hand feel numb and unable to do many of the 
normal tasks. If an area of skin is exposed to extreme cold for long periods of time the skin 
can be damaged. But if it is cold for only a short period of time, like in this experiment, the 
signals quickly begin flowing again and normal activity resumes. 
 

 
What did we learn? 
What are your five senses? (Sight, hearing, taste, smell, and touch) 
 



How does your brain compensate for the loss of one of your senses? (Your brain uses the 
other senses more to gather missing information.) 

Taking it further 
You have nerves all over your skin, so why don’t you feel your clothes all day long? (Since 
the nerves detect the same feelings all day, your brain learns to ignore those messages so you 
don’t notice your clothes. But if you really concentrate on it, you can feel your shirt rubbing 
against your arm.) 
 
If you are in the hot sun for a while then you go inside, the room feels cold. Why? (Your 
brain is comparing the new temperature to the old temperature and decides it is cold. But 
after a few minutes your brain becomes used to the new temperature and you don’t feel cold 
anymore.) 
 

FUN FACT 
 
The nerves throughout your body can send pain messages to the brain. Medicines can help 
relieve pain, but the brain can also produce its own pain relievers called endorphins. 
Soothing music can also help your brain block pain messages so you don’t feel so 
uncomfortable. 
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