
The sensory and physical 
environment for neurodivergent 

children

PINS



Aims

• Increase understanding of sensory and physical needs in all 
neurodivergent children, and to consider how sensory input 
influences behaviour and affects engagement in education.   

• Audit of the current school environment supported by resources to 
ensure that schools can continue to re-assess the environment 
themselves.  

• Supporting staff to make changes to the classroom environment in 
order to enhance children’s learning experience and regulation.   



Making Sense of Neurodivergence in Schools • Partnerships for Inclusion of Neurodiversity in Schools​

What is Neurodiversity?

What is Meant by 'Neurodiversity'?

The term ‘neurodiversity’ describes the natural 
variation in the way all human brains are 
structured and work, a biological fact.

'Neurodiversity is the diversity of human minds, 
the infinite variation in neurocognitive 
functioning within our species.'

Walker (accessed April 2024).
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Introduction to Making sense of autism in Schools

Co-occurring Conditions and Intersectionality

This is not an exhaustive list, but shows the 
potential overlap between co-occurring 
conditions, and the number of people thought to 
have these diagnoses.

•Acquired neurodiversity.3

•ADHD – 1 in 20 children, up to 1 in 25 adults.1

•Autism – 180,000 autistic pupils in England.4

•Dyscalculia – 1 in 20 people.9

•Dyslexia – 6.3 million people.8

• Developmental Coordination Disorder (DCD)/ 
Dyspraxia - 3-5% of adults in the UK.2

• Mental Health - 18% of children aged 7 to 16; 
22.0% of young people aged 17 to 24 years 
(2022).6

•Tourette's - 300,000 people in the UK.7



Introduction

“Learning how each individual 
person’s senses function, is one 
crucial key to understanding that 
person” (O’Neill)



Sensory Processing

‘How the brain 
receives and processes 
sensory information so 

that we can do the 
things we need to do in 

our everyday life.’

• Input enters the body

• Sensory neurons transmit to the 
brain

• Brain processes output

• Motor neurons transmit to the 
body for action

• Almost instantaneous and based 
on previous experiences

Aim to assure safety and 
wellbeing



Sensory Integration

Sorting, logging and 
assigning priority order 
to sensory information 
so that an ‘efficient’ 
response to solve the 

problem can be 
delivered.



The Sensory Processing & Integration Cycle

We receive sensory information
(reception/detection)

This information is sent to the brain 

The brain filters the information, adjusts, balances the flow of 
sensory information and focuses on what matters

 We perceive the qualities, similarities and differences 
before acting/responding

                                       

Sensation – Interpretation - Comprehension



Making Sense of Sensory
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=hWP5YNXRCTY&t=1s 





Integration & Modulation differences

•Fluctuation

•Overload
•Gestalt Perception
•Fragmentation

•Delayed Processing
•Distortion
•Shutdown

•Compensation

Any, or many, of these may 
affect any of the senses at 

any time!



“When sensations 
flow in a well 
organised or 
integrated manner, 
the brain can use 
those sensations to 
form perception, 
behaviours and 
learning. When the 
flow of sensation is 
disorganised, life 
can be like a rush 
hour traffic jam”
   
Jean Ayres                       
(Sensory Integration and the 
Child)





Potential Areas of Impact

You are looking for behaviours 
that occur with a frequency, 

intensity and duration that are 
not in line with a child’s 

chronological age of 
development level.

• Motor skills e.g. handwriting, cutting 
participation in PE

• Self-regulating e.g. toileting, sleep

• Emotional stability

• Attention and sustained focus

• Social communication skills

• Organisational skills – Executive Functioning 
Skills





Autism Education Trust 

Sensory overload can be physically painful and 
very frightening. It can lead to high levels of 
stress and anxiety, and sometimes to ‘meltdowns’ 
and a strong need to remove themselves from the 
situation to help themselves feel safe.

The learning environment needs to be adapted to 
better meet the needs of autistic pupils. We 
need to carefully observe the pupil in a range of 
activities and environments to understand the 
best way to achieve this.

Not enough sensory 
input can lead to 
seeking behaviours and 
impact on ability to 
learn. 



Our sensory processing 
and integration forms 

the foundations for our 
learning and 

development and how we 
understand and respond 

to the world.

It is estimated that up to 
95% of autistic pupils 
experience sensory 
processing differences. The 
theory of sensory 
processing proposes that it 
is an automatic process of 
the brain that organises 
input from our senses and 
attributes meaning to what 
is experienced (Ayres, 
1972).





The Pyramid of Learning 
– Taylor and Trott

The development and 
regulation of the sensory 

systems are the 
foundations necessary for 

attention, engagement, 
focus and learning



Calm/Alert Balance (regulation)

ACTIVITY : Where do you feel on this scale right now? 
What would/could lower that scale number? What might increase your arousal levels?



yourkidstable.com – sensory self regulation













8 Sensory Systems

External Senses                             Internal Senses

Interoception

Vestibular

Proprioception



Sensory Profile of Behaviour

Help build a picture of sensory 
differences and adjust/adapt 
the environment and our 
behaviour to address these 
differences



Creating a Positive Sensory Profile

A pre-recorded 
presentation offering a 
step-by-step guide to 

creating a Positive 
Sensory Profile is 

available on our website 

https://www.wtt.org.uk/
page/?title=Sensory+Pr
ocessing+%26amp%3B+I

ntegration&pid=26 

https://www.wtt.org.uk/page/?title=Sensory+Processing+%26amp%3B+Integration&pid=26
https://www.wtt.org.uk/page/?title=Sensory+Processing+%26amp%3B+Integration&pid=26
https://www.wtt.org.uk/page/?title=Sensory+Processing+%26amp%3B+Integration&pid=26
https://www.wtt.org.uk/page/?title=Sensory+Processing+%26amp%3B+Integration&pid=26


A sensory ‘diet’

Sensory based activities 
that are available 

throughout the day with 
the aim of the child 

regulating him/herself 
and being calm and alert 

so they can engage in 
the activities of the 

day. We all use sensory 
strategies to help us 
cope with stressful 

situations

Consider:

➢ How could you engage each sense to make your 
pupil feel more alert?

➢ How would you engage each sense to help your pupil 
feel calm?

➢ What other senses do you need to calm/to 
heighten (additional input) your pupil’s sense of 
alertness or calmness?

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=frP_eEU6-4I – sensory diets 1 min, Loren Snow)

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=DfM6T8bSO7Q
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=B_cgf0mRvqk
Worcestershire NHS

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=frP_eEU6-4I
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=B_cgf0mRvqk


Sensory Circuits

• Developed in the Peterborough area by specialist OT Jane Harwood

• Short and snappy sensory motor skills programme to helps set children up for a school day – 
to energise and settle-be ready to learn.

• Enables children to reach the level of alertness needed to focus more effectively during 
lessons  

• Children participate in a 10-15 minute session of activities designed to improve brain 
processing efficiency, and they generally find that the circuit is a fun way to start the day



Alerting



Organising



Calming





A Sensory Circuit Approach

• Build in Alerting, Organising and Calming into the timetable/classroom. 

• Some children will need more frequent sensory input than others. 

• Explore the pupils day and look at when they start to show dysregulation. Plan 
input to address this proactively.

The focus is on the movement and the order rather than equipment

Further training for the implementation of sensory circuits and on using a 
sensory circuit approach in the classroom are available from WTT



Case study: Lyla

Activity

Good Autism Practice in Schools • AET Schools Professional Development Programme

This is Lyla. She is 11 years old.

I am a fantastic cook. I can make stir fry and curry 

and I love baking cakes!

I prefer the summer to winter as I don’t like being 

cold. The only thing with summer is I have to take 

my sunglasses everywhere I go as it hurts my eyes 

when I go outside if it is very sunny.

I have a toilet pass so that I don’t have to 

ask to leave the classroom. Sometimes I 

forget to go at break and then I really 

need to go during a lesson! 

I can hear what people say even 

when they are across the room and 

whispering. It’s like my superpower!

At home I like to hang upside down 

on the tree in the garden or lie with 

my head hanging off the sofa! My 

sister says I am like a monkey. 

Bright lights give me a headache, 

and I don’t like the fire alarm. I 

cover my ears when it goes off. I 

found it hard to sit still and I don’t 

like wearing tight clothing. 

I like break time and lunch time 

because I can go to the SEND base 

to eat my lunch. This is better than 

the dining hall where it smells of 

whatever has been cooked that day. 

The SEND base is quieter and calmer 

too so I can relax with a couple of 

friends. I bring my own lunch so I 

know I will like the food. I often 

bring spicy crisps like Chilli 

Sensations which are my favourite!

I can smell things that other 

people don’t seem to notice and if 

it’s not a nice smell I find it difficult 

to stay in the same room. The PE 

changing rooms smell vile.

I hate the lesson change over. The 

corridors are too loud and busy. There 

are so many people, and they bump 

into me and it hurts! Also the bell 

rings and is so noisy.



Environmental Considerations



Related image

Image result for over stimulating classroom

http://www.google.co.uk/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0ahUKEwjh4IDxuL7XAhWGHsAKHav9CsoQjRwIBw&url=http://schoolofdoubt.com/2013/12/13/pop-quiz-separation-anxiety/&psig=AOvVaw0mX1hqUFnI7zOT0X3NbjxB&ust=1510761873828805
http://www.google.co.uk/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0ahUKEwj4-vOnub7XAhUBKcAKHQtBC8MQjRwIBw&url=http://www.grass-stains.com/2014/08/meet-teacher-and-first-day-of-school.html&psig=AOvVaw2lu9z73F3xr-9EN2_vytFG&ust=1510762009232207




Sensory Aware Classrooms 

• Name of classroom & staff displayed on door          
• For early communicators, add an object that’s related to 

the function of the room e.g. for food technology display 
a tea spoon

• Reduce the amount of overly vibrant displays

Visuals to reduce need for verbal instructions: e.g.
• lesson structure displayed
• list of equipment needed
• group work cards to clearly define the role 
    of individuals
• graphic organisers/writing frames

Provision of a clutter 
free workstation / 
desk optional learning 
space

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3_gKR9MjlM0 – 11 mins,  (Anna Willis –Active Play Therapies )

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3_gKR9MjlM0


Additional Tips

• Reduce noise distractions e.g. fan of projector, bell, buzzing light
• No scent, perfume, aftershave, smelly breath e.g. coffee breath
• Anxiety reducing strategies are displayed
• Dress yourself plainly
• Calm tone of voice
• Slower body movements
• Clear facial expressions
• Allow additional processing time





More auditing & profiling tools and resources available on www.wtt.org.uk 

This sensory audit is based on an audit designed by Val Jones and Ian Attfield to help staff in assessing and creating 
an environment that encourages the participation of pupils on the autism spectrum. 

http://www.wtt.org.uk/














































Classroom Sensory Adaptations



Calming Objects



Key take aways

• Audit the environment when children are in school

• Profile the individuals sensory differences

• Make adjustments to the environment for all neurodivergent 
children

• Adapt the individuals sensory diet to regulate and 

maintain “balance”
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