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Today’s session

• What do we mean by sensory differences?

• Impact on learning

• Creating an ‘autism-friendly’ setting

• Supporting sensory differences

• Primary and Secondary Resources



Sensory

Information from our senses travels into our brain, where it is 
processed for meaning; this processing can work differently for 
autistic people.

Senses Brain Response

You can be over- or under-sensitive with 
any of these senses, and this can change 
for different stimuli, or even at different 
times of the day.
It can also change depending on how you 
are feeling – if you are feeling anxious, 
your senses might be heightened.   



Seeing the world with sensory overload

AWWA - The World Through My Eyes (Autism) (youtube.com)

Can you make it to the end? – YouTube

Autism TMI Virtual Reality Experience (youtube.com)

Sensory Overload (Interacting with Autism Project) on Vimeo

Autism: Sensory Overload Simulation (youtube.com)

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=GoD_839YFQU
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=aPknwW8mPAM&t=87s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=DgDR_gYk_a8
https://vimeo.com/52193530
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=IcS2VUoe12M&t=136s


Sensory differences

“The classroom is each teacher’s mini-kingdom and the ‘home’ of your pupils for most of the school 
day. Teachers lavish care and attention on how it is set out and how they decorate it and spend time 

organising furniture and equipment that they and their pupils will need to access throughout the 
year. In primary classrooms, hours are spent printing and laminating and setting out displays, and 

carefully choosing words, pictures and prompts for pupils’ writing, maths and topic work. Coat pegs 
and drawers are labelled, boxes and books are given out and groups of tables are given a name. In 

the Early Years, parts of the room are often sectioned off into creative, ‘small world’ or sensory play 
areas and most classrooms have a common focus area, usually in front of the whiteboard, where 

pupils will gather to listen to the teacher presenting a lesson. At the beginning of the school year, 
the classroom is bright, stimulating, labelled, and ready for a new intake of pupils.”

“Now imagine you are in a busy foreign railway station. You know you have to get somewhere but 
you’re not quite sure how to read the strange symbols that indicate the destination on your 

ticket.  The signs are in a script that you don’t recognise, the trains are loud, noisy and smell strongly 
of diesel. The buzzing crowd is pushing and jostling you in a direction you’re not even sure you want 
to go. Some people come towards you making attempts to grab your bag, and you feel scared and 

threatened. Other people gesticulate with signs and mouth strange words, but you don’t understand 
and they soon go away. You spot what looks like an official and make your way to them, but they are 

just shouting random words in a language you don’t understand through a megaphone. Your head 
hurts, you are sick with anxiety and frustration and you have no idea how to cope.

School can feel like this for pupils with Autism Spectrum Condition (ASC).”

“How to support Children with ASC in Primary School” Lynn McCann (2017) page 21



Sensory differences

• Feelings may be more or less intense

• Response to stimuli can be more or less intense

• Response may look like challenging behaviour (but they are not meant to 

be – they are a response to stimuli)

• The pupil’s ability to focus and learn can be compromised due to their 

sensory differences

• Without understanding sensory differences, we are not enabling our 

autistic students

• With understanding, we can create autism-friendly environments and 

support sensory needs.



Recognising Sensory differences

• Everyone is individual and how they respond to stimuli can look different

• Individuals may sensory seek, avoid or both

• At times individuals may seek stimuli that they normally avoid

• Other times they may sometimes avoid stimuli that they normally seek

• Some individuals may mask their sensitivities 



Visual: What might it look like?

• Limited eye contact

• Focusing on small objects in the room

• Flicking fingers in front of eyes

• Squinting or looking out of the corner of the eyes

• Seems sensitive to changes in light

• Lining up objects

• Turning on and off lights

• Sprinkling or decanting

• Difficulty matching or sorting

• Likes dropping or throwing objects over and over



Auditory: What it might look like?

• Puts hands over ears to block out sounds

• Puts ear close to noise to listen

• Enjoys sounds over and over

• Shows no response to noises or speech

• Hums or sings to screen out noises

• Becomes upset by loud or sudden noises



Tactile: What it might look like?

• Likes firm massage/squeezing/hugs

• Strips of clothing/likes labels cut out

• Finds dressing very stressful

• Avoids bare feet/refuses to wear shoes and socks

• Mouths objects

• Dislikes holding hand or an adult guiding to object

• Over reaction to light touch

• Dislikes getting messy

• Dislikes hair cuts



Taste/Smell: What it might look like?

• May have strong preferences or dislikes of particular 

tastes and smells

• Sniffing objects/food/people

• Hold nose/ gags

• Fussy eater

• It may be difficult to introduce new taste experiences or 

deviate from the ‘tried and tested’

• May be an underlying issue for refusals



Vestibular (balance): 
What it might look like?

• May rock back and forth

• Leaning to side

• Spinning- can be indulged in without getting dizzy

• Seeking out experiences that challenge the centre of gravity 

and balance

• Difficulty changing the direction of movement when running, 

• Difficulty maintaining speed

• Trouble walking and balancing

• Craving ‘risky’ sensations – balancing on thin supports or 

climbing to the top of precarious heights



Proprioception (body awareness): What might 
it look like?

• Need to touch everything

• Leaning on surfaces, other people

• Laying on the floor

• Craving close contact i.e. wanting hugs

• Sensitive to touch

• Take clothes off

• Walk on tip toes

• “Not knowing their own strength”

Proprioception: body awareness (messages about where your body is in time and 

space)



Interoception (internal body messages ): What might 
it look like?  

• Always hungry or never hungry

• Difficulty regulating body temperature

• Feelings of nausea 

• Need for the bathroom or not knowing when to go until 

it is very urgent!

• Differences feeling the physical sensations of emotions

Interoception: internal body messages (how you are feeling, if you are 

hungry, have a tummy ache, need the toilet etc.)



The challenges of the classroom

Sensory processing challenges may result in the inattention and distraction of autistic children. 
Reasons include:

• Children who are hypersensitive to auditory stimuli may be distracted by background noises, affecting their ability to 

listen to important instructions.

• Children may be distracted because they focus on the clothing that they are wearing.

• Children may seek proprioceptive and vestibular input by rocking, spinning, or flapping their hands to calm themselves 

down. 

• Children with high activity levels and who enjoy seeking movement may fidget excessively in their seats or disrupt 

lessons when they are supposed to sit still. 

Often, these children get misunderstood as displaying inappropriate behaviours, but they are seeking sensory input or 

being over-responsive to them. The inattention and distraction caused by sensory processing challenges that autistic 

children face can, thus, potentially affect their learning and their school life.



The challenges of the classroom

Children with sensory processing challenges may feel easily distressed and anxious in school or 

classroom settings. A child may get stressed out and feel anxious for several reasons: 

• A child may get stressed out and feel angry when the class is too loud and noisy. Upon experiencing 

loud noises, they may cover their ears, become very upset and cry.

• When near people such as during situations like group work or along the corridors, children may 

experience distress and discomfort as some children hate being touched by other people. 

Distressing and anxiety-provoking situations that overstimulate children can also reduce their ability to 

pay attention in class, thus disrupting their learning. 

There is limited classroom participation as children with sensory processing challenges get easily 

overwhelmed being in classrooms or schools. They may leave the classroom or avoid school altogether, 

thus affecting their learning adversely. 



The challenges of the classroom - Senses and impact on learning

Effective learning occurs only when the senses of sight, hearing, touch, smell and taste are stimulated. Using 

the five senses simultaneously in processing the information helps us to learn. The theory also suggests that 

there is a greater chance for learning to happen if multi-senses are stimulated. Therefore, it is crucial to 

adapt the sources and methodologies used in teaching according to the sensory system. 

“Sensory Theory” by Laird (1985)

Sensory learning can be particularly important in supporting children with SEND with their learning. 

Understanding the importance of the senses and how they impact individuals differently can also help you 

to improve your pupils' engagement, wellbeing and behaviour.

Sensational Senses, Part 1: Why Sensory Engagement Matters for Everyone. (twinkl.co.uk)

https://www.twinkl.co.uk/blog/sensational-senses-part-1-why-sensory-engagement-matters-for-everyone


How can we help?

Young autistic people who often experience sensory processing challenges may be inattentive and distracted, 

feel distressed and anxious, and have limited classroom participation. This affects learning opportunities. 

Given that sensory processing challenges are noticeable only in certain contexts, it is necessary to identify the 

specific factors in the environment that affect children’s learning and school life, in addition to considering 

interventions, to minimise the effects of it on their learning and school life. 

How Does Sensory Processing Differences Affect Learning and School Life for Pupils with ASDs? (healisautism.com)

https://www.healisautism.com/post/how-sensory-processing-differences-affect-learning-school-life-pupils-asds


Simple Classroom Adaptations

• Clutter-free, organised classrooms and corridors with reduced visual and 

auditory stimulation

• Wood, hessian and pastel colours rather than bright, colours

• Separate zones for learning and relaxation or play

• Quiet spaces within classes and the wider school with reduced noise and 

lighting where an autistic person and their companions could retreat to if 

an environment becomes too much – (soft seating and sensory toys: 

fidgets, stress balls and ear defenders, sunglasses, weighted blanket, 

music.

• Encourage young people to recognise their sensory differences and seek/ 

be supported to seek strategies to help with dysregulation.



Creating ‘Autism Friendly’ settings - Audit your environment!

Microsoft Word - Checklist for Autism-Friendly Environments -

September 2016.docx (positiveaboutautism.co.uk)

NAS_Autism-friendly Checklists 

(dy55nndrxke1w.cloudfront.net)

GAP-report-mainReport_I-S.pdf (autismeducationtrust.org.uk)

AET Schools Competency Framework (autismeducationtrust.org.uk)
AET Schools Standards Framework (autismeducationtrust.org.uk)

Sensory Audit for Schools and Classrooms (education.gov.scot)

https://positiveaboutautism.co.uk/uploads/9/7/4/5/97454370/checklist_for_autism-friendly_environments_-september_2016.pdf
https://positiveaboutautism.co.uk/uploads/9/7/4/5/97454370/checklist_for_autism-friendly_environments_-september_2016.pdf
https://dy55nndrxke1w.cloudfront.net/file/24/xT2FqU_xTpTdEkJxTF-txbQ_2h_/NAS_Autism-friendly%20Checklists.pdf
https://dy55nndrxke1w.cloudfront.net/file/24/xT2FqU_xTpTdEkJxTF-txbQ_2h_/NAS_Autism-friendly%20Checklists.pdf
https://www.autismeducationtrust.org.uk/sites/default/files/2022-01/GAP-report-mainReport_I-S.pdf
https://www.autismeducationtrust.org.uk/sites/default/files/2023-06/aet-schools-competency-framework.pdf
https://www.autismeducationtrust.org.uk/sites/default/files/2023-06/aet-schools-standards-framework.pdf
https://education.gov.scot/media/i3nm5bkt/sensory-audit-tool-for-environments.pdf


Creating ‘Autism Friendly’ settings

Autism_friendly_classrooms_-_primary_school_edition.pdf (westsussex-local-offer.s3.amazonaws.com)

Autism_friendly_classrooms_-_secondary_school_edition.pdf (westsussex-local-offer.s3.amazonaws.com)

Further reading:

How to Be a Sensory-Friendly Teacher - Sensory Friendly Solutions

https://westsussex-local-offer.s3.amazonaws.com/public/system/attachments/522/original/Autism_friendly_classrooms_-_primary_school_edition.pdf
https://westsussex-local-offer.s3.amazonaws.com/public/system/attachments/767/original/Autism_friendly_classrooms_-_secondary_school_edition.pdf
https://www.sensoryfriendly.net/how-to-be-a-sensory-friendly-teacher/


Creating ‘Autism Friendly’ settings

Cognus Autism-Friendly School Audit – see brochure for costs

•Curriculum
•Lesson planning
•Social communication
•Classrooms
•Assessment
•Staff training
•Working with others
•Parental views
•Pupil voice
•Social and emotional well-being
•Unstructured times
•Sensory
•Rewards and sanctions



Accessibility of lessons through resourcing



Normalise and model regulatory activities



General Strategies –seek OT guidance for personalised plans

Tactile Sensitivity
Consider the following:

 Ensure the child or young person is seated near the back and side of the 

class, so he can see others moving towards him.

 Delineate the area the child is to sit on during ‘Circle Time’or floor work by 

using a carpet tile (even better give each child their own tile so as not to 

make the one child different). In secondary, give the young person their 

own space within the class.

 Ensure others are not sitting too close.

 Ensure the child is either at the front or the back of the line for coming in/out

class. 

 Allow the child to be door monitor, so they can hold the door open and all 

others can pass through ahead of them.

 Arrange for the child or young person to be allowed into the dinner hall 

ahead of their peers so that they can get sorted and seated before the rush 

starts.

 Forewarn the child before you touch him, by saying his name first and 

moving through his visual field to reach him.

 Do not force the child to participate in messy play e.g. finger painting etc. 

but allow him alternatives such as using a paintbrush.

 Allow the pupil to wear gloves so their skin does not have direct contact with 

the aversive texture.

 Recognise they may need a towel on chair/carpet because the texture of the 

chair/carpet is too distracting.

 Increase tolerance to textures by small, frequent exposures e.g. glue, finger 

paints, shaving cream etc. initially using a plastic glove finger or plastic 

wallet. If the pupil refuses to touch, then use a spoon, straw or cover one 

finger with a plastic glove. 

 Arrange classroom to minimise accidental jostling and bumping by 

classmates.

 Always approach from the front.

 Remember a hug may be painful rather than comforting.

 Gradually introduce different textures- have a box of materials available.

 Allow pupils to complete activities such as hair brushing themselves, enabling 

them to regulate their sensitivity.

 Play with shaving cream (unscented), hand lotion or damp sand in trays. 

 Use cooked spaghetti to make shapes. 

 Make lazy 8s (Brain Gym) in the sand, play with toy cars, small world figures 

etc. 

 Play dough

 ‘Theraputty’- hide toys inside it, squeeze and manipulate.

 Make hand and footprints in cornflour sprinkled over a dark mat.

 Cutting and sticking activities- collage etc.

 Create an obstacle course of different textures e.g. a towel, carpet square, 

bubble wrap and allow the pupil to walk across them.

 Therabands — use to pull and stretch.

NEW_Sensory_Toolkit.pdf (westsussex-local-

offer.s3.amazonaws.com)

https://westsussex-local-offer.s3.amazonaws.com/public/system/attachments/1116/original/NEW_Sensory_Toolkit.pdf
https://westsussex-local-offer.s3.amazonaws.com/public/system/attachments/1116/original/NEW_Sensory_Toolkit.pdf


Individual sensory profiles

NEW_Sensory_Toolkit.pdf (westsussex-local-

offer.s3.amazonaws.com)

https://westsussex-local-offer.s3.amazonaws.com/public/system/attachments/1116/original/NEW_Sensory_Toolkit.pdf
https://westsussex-local-offer.s3.amazonaws.com/public/system/attachments/1116/original/NEW_Sensory_Toolkit.pdf


Sensory Diets

Sensory Diet

A. The Sensory main meal is a main activity that helps the child regulate their sensory systems so that they feel calm and 

alert enough to engage with the rest of the school day demands. 

Examples:

•a break somewhere quiet

•a walk around the school grounds

•physical activities such as a sensory circuit

•time wearing a weighted jacket

This may mean that a teaching assistant takes the child out of class for anything between 5 minutes and 1/2 hour whilst the 

activity takes place. The aim is for the child to have the sensory input or sensory break their system needs so that they 

have the energy, focus and calmness to continue with the demands of the day. 

B. Sensory snacks can happen through the day and should be available or the child to use at any time. 

Examples:

• headphones to shut out noise overload

•fiddle toys

•knobbly cushions on their chair

•“Chewelry” and oral motor toys

•calming smells

•weighted cushions



Successful implementation 

The aim of all sensory diets is to help the young person learn to “self-regulate”.  They should be taught about their sensory 

systems and how the environment and maybe other people (noise, touch etc) upset their sensory systems, and that it isn’t their 

fault.

When choosing what activities to put in place then look at the list you have been given in the report.  Speak to parents and 

the young person to gather which activities might already be familiar and working well with the young person.   Then choose 

one or two at a time and experiment to see what helps the young person and what doesn’t.  If it doesn’t, cross it off the list 

and use another of the ideas.  Involve the young person and get them to say what they’d like to try (give visual choice 

boards if needed) and have the child comment on whether the activity makes them feel okay, better, and able to join in 

class learning activities.  Try and record what works and what response the child gives so you have evidence for any follow 

up or review.

If you timetable the ‘main meals’ into the young person visual timetable then the child knows it is happening and can build 

that into their expectations of the day.  Some young people can wait more patiently because they know when the activity is 

coming.  They also need to know that it’s okay to have their ‘snack’ activities WHENEVER they need them.  If a young person 

is struggling with noise, then telling them to wait for their headphones isn’t going to help them.  They will need to know it is 

okay to use them whenever they need them.    Don’t be worried that some young person might use these activities to ‘opt 

out’ regularly.   If the sensory diet is doing its job, then they will feel calmer more often and naturally will join in learning 

activities.   At first, it is usual that children use their ‘snack’ activities often.  That is good.



Cognus Therapies

Cognus Therapies – Cognus
Click on the link and you can download the 
Cognus Graduated Response for Education and Therapy Support 
document – suitable for all children not just for pupils with a 
diagnosis of autism.

For additional support – see their traded offer.

https://www.cognus.org.uk/services/cognus-therapies/


Beyond the physical environment…



Establishing trust and an open dialogue

Set aside time to ensure all pupils know that: 

• All feelings are ok!

• Everyone experiences moments of calm, stress, anger, frustration, upset -  normalise this 

through modelling.

• It’s ok to feel these ways, it’s not ok to be unsafe.

• It can be helpful to identify the triggers and try to manage them – journalling is good 

for older pupils.

• During the day make sure you balance your emotions – this could be by doing activities 

that help you to get the sensory input you require to feel alert/relaxed/calm (sensory 

diet).

• Work on safe ways to express emotions.

• Begin to advocate for your needs and wants. 



Primary

Environment
1.Have a visual timetable and use it. Here you can read about why this can help children learn 
independence.
2.Have clear spaces between display boards and keep displays simple.
3.Leave clear space around whiteboards. Less chance of being distracted.
4.Make sure where child is to sit is accessible for them, without having to navigate obstacles or pass lots 
of other children closely.
5.Check light levels, noise from other rooms, smells and cut down on things hanging from the ceiling.
6.It’s always best to start minimalist and let the child tell you what they can cope with on top of 
that. As they settle in you can involve the autistic child in what could go on the walls.
7.Use table top vocabulary/maths reminders rather than word or number walls. Then you just get them 
out as needed and they are not there all the time.
8.Keep clutter on top of cupboards and tables to the minimum.

https://reachoutasc.com/the-right-way-to-use-visual-timetables/


Primary

Welcome
1.Make a booklet reminding the pupil about their new classroom, with a picture of the class staff and an 
outline of what will happen on the first day back. Send it to the child’s home with a welcome note.
2.Read the notes from the last teacher and highlight all the positive things about the child. Have a box 
of toys, magazines etc of their favourite things ready for them on the first day.
3.Know their sensory profile. If they use headphones, have a storage place for them near their seat. If 
they have a wobble cushion, make sure it is ready for them on the first day back.
4.Have whatever visuals they used in the last class, ready for them to use again (or a similar set if they 
need renewing). This is not the time to say they don’t need them anymore.



Primary

Inclusion
1.Make plans to support the child and their peers to be able to interact well with them. This could be 
by setting up a games group, buddy system for playtimes or supporting partner work in class.
2.Support the children to access classroom routines by having visual supports such as a schedule, or 
writing a ‘story’ for them about how things work in your classroom. Pictures and written instructions 
are easier to refer to and remember than verbal instructions. Make them positive and encouraging.
3.Plan how the autistic child might access class lessons. They may need a whiteboard, visuals, a copy of 
the story book for themselves, a fiddle toy or a TA supporting them. Spend time with the TA 
beforehand to plan how this might work.
4.Plan to teach the child yourself. Timetable this in, so that you are their teacher, not the TA. Be a 
team where you both know the child well.



Primary

Parents
1.Find out the first names of the parents.
2.Arrange a date to meet and listen to their story as soon as you are able to in the first couple of 
weeks. Just listen and get to know what their hopes for their child are. They will have some really 
helpful tips and information for you to support their child.
3.Suggest a way to keep in touch regularly with them. A home-school diary works well.



Primary

Yourself
1.Don’t feel overwhelmed by what you might not know. Ask for advice/help earlier rather than later.
2.Plan time to plan regularly with your TA.
3.Get to know the professional working with the child and make friends with them. They might do a lot 
extra for you (we do!)
4.Read about autism by all means but don’t assume the child in your class will be just like the children 
you read about. Get to know them and their strengths as well as understand their frustrations.
5.Be positive and calm in all circumstances. It is a child and behaviour is communication.  That can help 
you ‘read’ what they are trying to tell you.



Regulatory activities - Primary



Primary - Practice together and learn what works



Energy level
Low →high

Primary – Zones is a good way to embed open dialogue and a 

shared language



Primary – create personalised strategies and encourage 

children to take ownership



Secondary 

Preparing an autism friendly secondary classroom - Reachout ASC

The Classroom environment
1.Each subject teacher will want to make their classroom welcoming and most of all, functional for a classes of different year groups coming 

into their room each day. Displays tend to be less of an issue for secondary rooms but clutter can be as much a problem for children who 
are visually distracted and find it hard to focus as in any classroom.

2.Have a clear space around your whiteboard. Enables students to focus solely on the screen / board. You could put key vocabulary words 
for the topic on the wall at the side of the whiteboard for those whose attention may wander slightly. You’d have to change this for each 
year group but if you have them on Velcro they can be easily changed.

3.Display visual pictures with key vocabulary. This helps students remember and understand if they miss or don’t understand verbal 
information.

4.Keep class rules simple. Most rules can be summed up in 2 points: Be safe. Be kind.

5.Have a seating plan and keep to it. It really is worth allowing autistic/SEND pupils have some say in where they sit. For example, having to 
look over the tops of other people’s heads can mean accessing what is on the board more difficult for them.

6.Suggest disorganised students colour code their timetable with the colour of the subject exercise books. It might help them bring the right 
book to your lesson.

7.It is likely an autistic student or SEND will struggle to have the right equipment. If that’s going to be likely in your class, have a spare set for 
them, kept in class and that they can access without making a fuss at the beginning of the lesson.

https://reachoutasc.com/preparing-an-autism-friendly-secondary-classroom/


Secondary

Accessing lessons
1.Copying off the board takes a lot of switching attention which can be so difficult for Autistic/SEND students. Plan to give 

out printed copies of the text and ask students to highlight key words or important points, it is much more effective.

2.For those who find writing difficult; find other ways of recording what they know, so they can vary how they record their 
work. For example, most computers have speech to text (they can try this for homework first), or typing it on a laptop or 
even dictating to a recording device. Diagrams, mind maps, power point, photos and other visual recording can help 
some pupils.

3.Remember your autistic students could be the best student you have, they may know as much as you do about your 
subject and be extremely bright. But that could mean they are easily bored and don’t get the point of when you need to 
go over information for other students.

4.Printing off homework on sticky labels and giving these out means homework is always accurately recorded in their 
planners. If you have an online homework system, make sure the autistic/SEND student (and their parents) know how it 
works and can access it.

5.A pupil passport is a great way to give every subject teacher the key information about each student; read it and plan the 
strategies into your whole class teaching.

6.Use TAs wisely. The hardest thing is finding time to talk to them but if you can make time you will reap the 
benefits. (This is easier when a TA is based in a department, make sure they are part of departmental meetings). Have a 
look at this publication from the Education Endowment Foundation for tips on using TAs better.

7.Group work is a common complaint from my autistic students, they hate it! I suggest subject teachers plan structured 
paired work to help all students work collaboratively, and build up to group work. A structure, with well-defined roles 
works best. See our blog on group work.

https://educationendowmentfoundation.org.uk/education-evidence/guidance-reports/teaching-assistants
https://reachoutasc.com/group-interactions/


Secondary

Parents

1.Set up an email link with parents. Some secondaries have good parent communication systems in place, 
others have yet to get there. But as a subject leader try to communicate directly with parents about their 
child in the first half term. They will want to know how they are settling in. You could send a postcard. Ask 
them if there is anything they can share that will help you teach their child in your subject.  It maybe having a 
spare PE kit in school will be vital for them actually having PE kit. It may be that you need to email the 
ingredients for cooking directly to the parents to ensure that the student will have what they need. English 
teachers might use a book they really like.

2.Pass on any information (especially good things) to the SENCO or pastoral leader whoever is the person who 
might speak to parents the most. Having up to date information to hand will make their job much easier.

3.Talk to other subject teachers and the SENCO before you contact parents about a behaviour or other 
problem. It will be important to know if there is a similar problem in other subjects and if there are any 
particular links. For example, it could be a break time issue that impacts on your lesson just after break and 
other subjects find the same on the other days.



Secondary

Behaviour

1.School is often overwhelming for autistic/SEND students. Be aware of sensory sensitivities and needs. The student may need a break occasionally. A time-out 
card can help them do this without fuss. They can be taught how to use this to calm down and return to the class.

2.Low level disruptions are often attempts to communicate. Students who find it hard to follow or join in conversation often act loudly or silly because that gets 
feedback and acceptance from their peers. Structured paired work and teaching conversation / public speaking skills can help the whole class.

3.Other low level disruption occurs when a student doesn’t understand what they have to do or feel they can’t do it. They might be unable to ask for help, or try to 
distract you from asking them what they have done. Don’t just explain using the same words – a task may need breaking into smaller chunks and explaining more 
clearly.

4.Be aware of those who find being the centre of attention too much to cope with. Give them chance to answer questions through writing answers down on a 
whiteboard, talk to them individually and don’t point out anything they are doing in front of the whole class.

5.Talk to your autistic/ SEND students about what they are interested in. Especially if they have a topic they like to talk about a lot. They will really appreciate you 
taking a few minutes every now and again to chat to them about it. Get to know them and what makes them tick. All children work well for the teachers they 
know like them.

6.Students with autism can be very honest. I was once told I stank because I’d put perfume on that day. Don’t take anything personally. If they are shouting 
obscenities at you they are VERY stressed and you should use your skill to help them not get into verbal combat with them.

7.Know who you can call for help. Prevention is better than reaction but if you are in a position where the student can’t cope with your lesson and has become 
angry or upset, know what the plan is and follow it carefully. It works best when every teacher has a visual card with the plan on it that they can show the student 
and so reduce verbal language which causes more stress.

8.Have high expectations of behaviour, but know that autistic / SEND students often need support to achieve those standards. Writing a clear explanation down of 
what you want, rather than telling off for what they are doing wrong works much better than lots of nagging. Believe me!



Regulatory activities - Secondary



Secondary

• Children with autism: Strategies for accessing the curriculum at Key Stages 3 and 4 An old document that has plenty of still current advice

• Wiltshire County Council (2006). The secondary teacher’s toolkit for including young people with social communication difficulties (including autism spectrum disorders & Asperger syndrome). A good handbook that’s free to 
download

• McCann, Lynn (2017). How to support pupils with autism spectrum condition in secondary school. Learn Develop Achieve My own book covers much more advice and support such as tests, social relationships, emotional 
development, more subject and access to learning advice, Puberty, Sex and Relationships Education, sensory support and transition.

• autism_secondary_toolkit_sg_-_v4_6_june_2019.pdf (southglos.gov.uk)

Encourage the young person to keep a journal of triggers and the calming tools that support them. Itcould look like the one below:

https://webarchive.nationalarchives.gov.uk/20110113113522/http:/www.teachernet.gov.uk/wholeschool/sen/teacherlearningassistant/ASDKS34/
https://www.wiltshire.gov.uk/secondary-scd-toolkit-photocopy-version.pdf
https://www.amazon.co.uk/Support-Children-Spectrum-Condition-Secondary/dp/1855036037
https://sites.southglos.gov.uk/safeguarding/wp-content/uploads/sites/221/2020/07/autism_secondary_toolkit_sg_-_v4_6_june_2019.pdf


Slide 1 (reachoutasc.com)

https://reachoutasc.com/wp-content/uploads/2016/04/10-TopTips-Hand-out.pdf


Empowering Autistic Teenagers to understand the 4 Challenges

Sensory Processing Challenges

Light, noise, touch, taste, smell. 

Sensory overload is the primary reason for rising anxiety and a panic ‘fight or flight’ response. 

You cannot filter out or tone down these stimuli.

Information Processing Challenges

The world moves too fast and this creates too much information for you to process. Neurotypical people can filter out 

and process much of this information subconsciously but you find this difficult. You have to process information received 

simultaneously and consciously, which quickly drains your mental energy.

What you can do about it

Understand your sensitivities and how to avoid sensory overload or modify it. Assess the school environment and know 

how much you can handle before needing a break. Use moulded ear plugs if noise sensitive. Create a colour-coded 

timetable to show where sensitivities may erupt and interfere with learning. 

What you can do about it

Be conscious of how much mental energy you have. Learn what to avoid and when to ask for help. Eat a good diet, sleep 

well and exercise daily. Develop interests and hobbies to help you to relax. Don’t wait until you feel yourself melting 

down – slow it down, tone it down and give yourself breaks. Realise that you will get things done but it just might take 

you a bit longer, Use visual strategies to make sense of information and help organise and learn it. 

Extra time in exams if exam concessions apply.

As an adult you will….

Know what to disclose and ask for, make modifications to your work environment. Your home will need to be a safe 

haven, a sensory-friendly escape to re-charge.

As an adult you will …..

Appraise things in your life to assess how draining they will be. You may need to take a break to re-charge – a brisk walk 

or going to get a drink of water. Be honest with people about how much you can effectively handle. You may not be able 

to multi-task but will need to be given the information sequentially and visually. Tell your colleagues to use clear 

language when explaining tasks to you, or get written instructions.

Executive Functioning Challenges

You will have a hard time organising yourself to get things done: you may forget to do things or where you put things, 

have difficulty judging how much time you will take to do things, have problems doing several jobs at once and struggle 

with transitioning from one job to another. You will struggle to make deadlines, to plan things and then organise what is 

needed. 

Social and Communication Challenges

You have a hard time reading social cues and reading the thoughts, feelings and emotions, perspectives and intentions of 

others. This can make you quite vulnerable as you may not see the real motives behind people’s actions. You are 

pragmatic, intellectual and factual. You may be good at interacting with one person at a time but may struggle in a 

group. You may find it difficult to keep up with non-verbal information, reading between the lines and understanding the 

many different invisible social cues and rules. 

What you can do about it

Use smartphones, ipads and wristwatch alarms etc. to create lists, calendars, written instructions, and 

schedules/routines for everyday activities etc. Colour-code files and information so that you can categorise and retrieve 

information when you need it. Preview and prepare for non-routine events – develop a script, social story or map to 

show how to do it. Have an exit plan if it does become overwhelming for you.

What you can do about it

You love and care for others in your own way and can be a committed friend and partner. You will be there and do things 

for others in a practical way but may struggle at supporting people emotionally. Once you trust someone you can be 

upfront about your strengths and weaknesses. They will have to spell out their thoughts and feelings to you and you will 

both clarify and verify information with each other to stop any misunderstandings or upset. 

As an adult you will …..

Have a few supportive people around you to help out. Tell people at work about your challenges and get help with 

timing and making plans.

As an adult you will …..

Have to be upfront with your boss and co-workers. They need to know that although you may seem rude or overbearing, 

you don’t mean to be. You may not realise that it is hurting their feelings. You may need key figures in your life to tell 

you when you are stepping out of line and what you need to do about it. These people need to be able to tell you to stop 

quickly, saying not only what you are doing wrong, but what you need to do to put it right. They can help you to 

interpret the many different invisible social rules.



Additional reading and resources

Learn more about Sensory Processing: Sensory Processing - an overview | 
ScienceDirect Topics

Free downloadable visuals: Downloadable Resources - Reachout ASC

https://www.sciencedirect.com/topics/social-sciences/sensory-processing
https://www.sciencedirect.com/topics/social-sciences/sensory-processing
https://reachoutasc.com/resources/downloadable-resources/


Additional reading



Additional Research & Reading

Distraction, distress and diversity: Exploring the impact of sensory processing differences on learning and school life for 

pupils with autism spectrum disorders – ScienceDirect

Background
Many individuals with Autism Spectrum Disorders (ASD) experience sensory differences that impact daily functioning. 
This study aimed to capture parent and teacher perspectives on how sensory differences affect learning and life at 
school for pupils with ASD.

Method
Fifty-seven parents and seventy UK teachers completed a bespoke online questionnaire that focused on the type of 
sensory experiences encountered at school and how these experiences impacted learning and school life for autistic 
pupils.

Results
Parents and teachers reported that sensory experiences at school were frequently negative. Data indicate that it was 
largely negative sensory experiences that impacted learning, in turn causing distraction, anxiety and limited 
participation. Although five teachers highlighted positive sensory experiences, the examples offered focused on 
children’s ability to engage in classroom activities, once their sensory needs had been met (e.g. using weighted 
blankets).
Factors including predictability of sensory input, school resources, and staff knowledge minimized sensory disruption.

Conclusions
According to teachers and parents, sensory experiences significantly impact learning and school life for autistic pupils 
and these findings can inform teacher training and intervention development.

https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S1750946720300052?via%3Dihub
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S1750946720300052?via%3Dihub


The National Autistic Society is the UK’s leading autism charity. Since we began over 50 years ago, we 
have been pioneering new ways to support people and understand autism. We continue to learn 
every day from the children and adults we support in our schools and care services. Based on our 
experience, and with support from our members, donors and volunteers, we provide life-changing 
information and advice to millions of autistic people, their families and friends. And we support 
professionals, politicians and the public to understand autism better so that more autistic people of 
all ages can be understood, supported and appreciated for who they are. Until everyone understands. 
www.autism.org.uk 

Ambitious about Autism is the national charity for children and young people with autism. We provide 
services, raise awareness and understanding, and campaign for change. Through TreeHouse School, 
The Rise School and Ambitious College we offer specialist education and support. Our ambition is to 
make the ordinary possible for more children and young people with autism. 
www.ambitiousaboutautism.org.uk 

The Centre for Research in Autism and Education (CRAE) is a partnership between UCL Institute of 
Education, the leading centre for education and social research in the UK, and Ambitious about 
Autism, the national charity for autistic children and young people. CRAE conduct groundbreaking 
scientifc research to enhance knowledge about interventions, education and outcomes for autistic 
children, young people and adults; ensuring this knowledge is effectively translated so that it can 
make a real difference to people’s everyday lives. CRAE also work with the autism community 
(including autistic people, their families, and the professionals who work with them) to promote 
awareness, and acceptance, of autism. The Centre is generously supported by funding from the Pears 
Foundation. crae.ioe.ac.uk

 

Additional reading and resources



Books: 

 Sensory Strategies: Practical ways to help children and young people with autism 
learn and achieve by Corinna Laurie. Published by The National Autistic Society 

Sensory Play (Play in the EYFS) by Sue Gascoyne. Published by Practical Pre-
School Books 

Building Bridges through Sensory Integration by Paula Aquilla, Shirley Sutton & 
Ellen Yack (Future horizons, ISBN: 978-1935567455). 

The Out of Sync Child by carol Stock Kranowitz (Perigree Books ISBN: 978- 
039953-165-1). 

Sensational Kids; Hope and help for children with sensory processing disorder 
(SPD) by Lucy Jane Miller (Perigree Books ISBN: 978-0399167829). 

Too Loud, Too Bright, Too Fast, Too Tight: What to do if you are sensory 
defensive in an overstimulating world by Sharon heller (Harper Collins ISBN: 
978-0- 06-093292-3). 

Additional reading and resources



Feedback



Alex Cozens

theautismservice@cognus.org.uk

Follow us on X/Twitter: 

@cognus_autism

Like us on Facebook 

‘Sutton Autism Service’ 
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