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Sensory Strategies 

Editors: Professor Geraldene Codina, Dr Lauran Doak (University of Derby) 

This Action Research case study was completed as part of the Department for Education (DfE, UK) nasen 
Universal SEND programme. 

Abstract 
Context: This action research project was carried out in a mainstream primary school to explore how 
sensory strategies can be embedded throughout the day to support engagement and inclusion. The focus 
was on Key Stage 1, ensuring that sensory provision was accessible, flexible, and part of everyday 
classroom practice. 

Aims: The primary aim of the research is to explore how a universal sensory offer, alongside personalised 
sensory strategies, can improve the self-awareness and ownership of sensory needs among children. It 
seeks to refine the research question through an action research approach, ensuring that the strategies 
are both relevant and effective in meeting individual children's needs.  

Methods: Two cycles of action research were completed. Initial observations and interviews evaluated 
the impact of daily Sensory Circuits. Findings informed the introduction of classroom-based strategies, 
including sensory boxes, scheduled sensory breaks, and activities integrated into lessons. Data was 
gathered through observations, provision maps, teacher questionnaires, and behaviour logs. 

Findings: Teachers reported that sensory boxes and regular breaks improved engagement and reduced 
behaviour incidents. Strategies such as structured Lego play, sensory circuits for individuals, and alerting, 
organising, and calming activities became part of daily routines. Staff confidence in using sensory 
approaches increased, and children accessed resources independently. These changes were practical, 
low-cost, and had a noticeable positive impact on classroom climate. 

Implications: The study suggests that other educators may find value in implementing flexible sensory 
strategies tailored to individual needs within their classrooms. Insights gained from this research practice 
may enhance understanding of sensory regulation and independent coping mechanisms among young 
learners with SEND, thereby fostering an inclusive and supportive educational atmosphere. The findings 
may provoke further exploration of sensory strategies in different educational contexts and their impact 
on children’s learning and development.  

Keywords 
Inclusion, special educational needs and disabilities; sensory regulation; sensory strategies; universal and 
individualised provision 
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Action Research for Inclusion and Special Educational Needs and Disability 
(ISEND): Case Study 

Sensory Strategies 
Sensory strategies should be available throughout the day and offered flexibly at times when they 
are most relevant to the children. This can be achieved through a universal sensory offer—such as 

sensory boxes and regular sensory breaks for children in Key Stage 1 (ages 5–7)—as well as a 
personalised offer. Children can be encouraged to reflect on the effectiveness of their personalised 
strategies, fostering self-awareness and ownership of their sensory needs (Mainstream, Primary). 
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BACKGROUND INFORMATION 

 
ACTION RESEARCH CYCLES 
See Appendix 1 for the Action Research Cycles 

 
Ethical consent has been sought to publish this data anonymously.  

SUMMARY 
Research focus Sensory provision, sensory circuits, neurodiversity, inclusion 

 
Research question How can we meet sensory needs in the classroom? 

 
Overview/Key information The aim was to consider the effectiveness of sensory provision in 

school. 
 
Existing school provision 
- At the start of this project, the school provided daily Sensory 

Circuits for 15 children; these were at the beginning of the 
school day and scheduled for 15 minutes per day. The purpose 
of the existing provision was to support those who attend to 
start the day well and feel sensorially regulated (transitioning 
effectively into the school environment, ready for the day’s 
learning). 

Type of setting A mainstream primary school with children aged 3-11 years. 
Age range of pupils Children from 5 – 11 years were involved in the research. 

Roles of the Research 
Team 

School Inclusion Manager, School Behaviour Lead/THRIVE 
Practitioner. 



  

Page 3 of 8 
 

- This project showed that our existing sensory circuit provision 
was effective to some extent, but the morning scheduling didn’t 
necessarily meet the needs of the children; for example, some 
children may benefit from sensory regulation after lunch, or 
during a busy lesson, but this scheduling meant that the next 
sensory circuit wasn’t offered until the following morning.  

- The offer was only available as a targeted intervention for some 
children, whereas a greater number of children in the school 
may benefit from a focus on sensory regulation. 
 

Enhancing our sensory school provision 
- Teachers were asked to implement sensory strategies that were 

accessible to all children in the school throughout the day as a 
universal provision. 

- Additional sensory provision was put in place for some children 
who benefited from a broader and deeper sensory offer.  

- Teachers found this had a range of benefits for all children with 
minimal resources needed. 
 

Evidence-informed practice Sensory strategies should be available throughout the day and 
offered flexibly at times when they are most relevant to the 
children. This can be achieved through a universal sensory offer—
such as sensory boxes and regular sensory breaks for children in Key 
Stage 1 (ages 5–7)—as well as a personalised offer. Children can be 
encouraged to reflect on the effectiveness of their personalised 
strategies, fostering self-awareness and ownership of their sensory 
needs. 

 
RESEARCH TIMELINE 

October November December January February March 
Action 

Research 
Cycle 1 

 
Step 1: 

Establish 
the 

research 
focus 

Action Research Cycle 
1 

Step 2: Study 
Steps 3-5: Plan 1 

 

Step 6: Do 1 
Steps 7-8: Review 1 

 
Action Research Cycle 2 

Step 9: Study 2 
Steps 10-12: Plan 2 

Step 13: Do 2 
Step 14-15: Review 2 

 
 

 
Share and disseminate 

the research 
(anonymised) with 

other interested 
parties. 

 
 

ACTION RESEARCH CYCLE 1 
RESEARCH FOCUS: Step 1 

 
KEY LITERATURE SHAPING THE RESEARCH (STUDY 1): Step 2 

Reference Connect & Humber Teaching NHS Foundation Trust. (2024). What is 
Sensory Processing? 
https://connect.humber.nhs.uk/service/humber-sensory-
processing-hub/what-is-sensory-processing/  

Initial research interest, 
aim/question (Step 1) 

Are Sensory Circuits effective? 

https://connect.humber.nhs.uk/service/humber-sensory-processing-hub/what-is-sensory-processing/
https://connect.humber.nhs.uk/service/humber-sensory-processing-hub/what-is-sensory-processing/
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Key Points of Note 1. Sensory processing is the way our brain receives, interprets, 
and responds to information from our senses, helping us 
navigate and interact with the world around us. 

2. While everyone has unique sensory preferences (i.e., some 
people like to work in silence, others with music, 
etc.), difficulties can arise for children when their sensory 
processing challenges interfere with their daily lives, learning, 
socialising, getting ready for school, etc. 

3. When we are worried, anxious or upset, our tolerance to 
certain sensory stimuli such as noise or movement may be 
reduced. 

 
This website has useful information about sensory processing: 
- at home 
- in the Early Years 
- in learning 
- for teenagers 

 
 
PLAN 1: Step 3 
As part of the process of planning Action Research Cycle 1 and having completed the ‘study’ phase, 
the research question can evolve and become further refined.  

 
PLAN 1 and DO 1: Steps 4 and 6 

Methods of data collection 
- Observation of Sensory Circuit session 
- Interviews with children attending Sensory Circuit 
- Interview of adults leading the Daily Sensory Circuit 
 

  
PLAN 2: Step 5 
Ethical consent was sought from each participant to publish this data anonymously. 
 
REVIEW 1: Step 7-8 

Data Analysis: process 
Having conducted the observations and collected feedback from children, the two members of 
the research team (Inclusion Manager and Behaviour Lead/THRIVE Practitioner) discussed the 
main points. This conversation was drawn upon as the basis for planning Action Research Cycle 2. 
 
Summary of Findings  
Research Question  
Are Sensory Circuits Effective? 
 
Findings 
Observation of Sensory Circuit session 
- Sensory Circuits take place at 8.45 am – 9.00 am, five days a week.   
- 15 children attend in total, from across the school.  
- Children engage in a range of sensory circuit activities that are designed to help them 

transition into the school environment and be more ready for learning. 
 

Revised research question What is the impact of a daily Sensory Circuit? 
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Interviews with children attending Sensory Circuits 
- Children said they enjoyed the activities, and some benefit from a ‘soft start’ to the school 

day. 
- It encouraged some children to come to school on time in the morning. 
- One child said they enjoyed it but didn’t feel it helped them in class. 

 
Interview of adults leading the Daily Sensory Circuits 
- Adults use alerting, organising and calming activities so that children start the day calm and 

ready to learn. 
- Teachers had concerns about children missing vital learning in the morning, and this was 

always a careful consideration.  
- Sensory circuits do not always address individual sensory needs, as the timing is not flexible, 

and it is not available at other times of the day when some children may benefit more.  
- Although most teachers tend to think of the calming impact of sensory activities, we found 

that many children benefit from ‘alerting’ activities to engage them in the morning.  
 
Analysis and next steps leading into Action Research Cycle 2 
There is a recognition of sensory needs, and daily provision is in place across the whole school. 
Staff and children agree that attending Sensory Circuit is a positive experience. However, sensory 
provision may not be available when individuals need it.  
 
The lack of access to sensory provision during the school day in some cases may impact engagement 
and learning outcomes. 
 
Next Step(s): Action Research Cycle 2 
It became apparent through this process that there were lots of children, more than the 15 who 
attended the daily Sensory Circuit sessions, who would benefit from a more flexible approach to 
sensory provision throughout the school day, as and when they need it.  
 
The first step was to present at a staff meeting. This was to ensure staff understood sensory 
needs, why they were important and simple strategies they could implement within the school 
day. This should impact engagement and outcomes in the longer term.  
 
Staff were given a range of strategies to consider and asked to create activities based on the 
needs of their children. 
 

 
ACTION RESEARCH CYCLE 2 

 
KEY LITERATURE SHAPING THE RESEARCH (STUDY 2): Step 9 

Reference  Beck, G. J., O’Connor-Bones, U., Gracey, J., Kelly, G., & Walsh, G. 
(2021). In need of review: developing sensory provision in Northern 
Ireland’s mainstream primary classrooms. Journal of Research in 
Special Educational Needs, 21(3), 268-279. 
https://nasenjournals.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/pdf/10.1111/147
1-3802.12519  
  

Key point(s) of note - Children need to be included in discussions about sensory needs 
and strategies to support them. 

- Teachers need to consider the impact of COVID-19 and 
children’s life experiences. 

 

https://nasenjournals.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/pdf/10.1111/1471-3802.12519
https://nasenjournals.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/pdf/10.1111/1471-3802.12519
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Reference Alcorn, A.M., Zdorovtsova, N., & Astle, D.E. (2023). Belonging in 
School. Part 1: An Introduction to School-level Approaches for 
Developing Inclusive Policy. Swindon, and Cambridge: Medical 
Research Council Cognition and Brain Sciences Unit, University of 
Cambridge. https://www.mrc-cbu.cam.ac.uk/wp-
content/uploads/inclusion/sites/8/2023/09/Belonging-in-School-
Part-1-v1.0.pdf  
 

Key Points of Note This school resource focuses on the steps to becoming an inclusive 
school, where every child feels they belong and teachers are 
equipped to teach them. 
 
Sensory issues and environment  
1. Sensory processing differences can significantly affect pupils’ 

ability to feel safe, comfortable, and able to participate in 
school, yet these needs are often misunderstood or overlooked. 

2. Schools are encouraged to raise staff awareness of sensory 
issues and teach pupils the language to express their sensory 
needs, fostering a more inclusive and responsive environment. 

3. Reviewing the sensory aspects of the school environment—such 
as lighting, noise, and visual clutter—and seeking feedback from 
pupils can help identify and address barriers, even through 
small, practical changes. 

 
 
PLAN 2: Step 10 

 
PLAN 2 and DO 2: Steps 11 and 13 

Methods of data collection 
- Observations and review of class provision maps1 
- Teacher questionnaire, reporting on Behaviour logs 
 
Description of research sample, timing and location 
All classes were asked to consider sensory provision and trial strategies for half a term. The type 
of provision varied due to the needs within each classroom. 
 

  
PLAN 2: Step 12 
Ethical consent was sought from each participant to publish this data anonymously. 
 
REVIEW 2: Steps 14-15 

Data Analysis: process 
I identified key themes from staff questionnaires and the observations, the type of provision that 
had been tried, and changes in the number/type of incidents recorded on behaviour logs. 
 

 
1 A class provision map details all the provisions in the classroom, which are designed to make the 
environment more inclusive and remove barriers to children’s learning. Often these are recorded by each 
teacher on an Excel spreadsheet, and information is provided about who they are for: universal (all the 
children), targeted (some of the children), individual (specific children to address specific needs). 

Revised research question How can sensory needs be met in the classroom? 
 

https://www.mrc-cbu.cam.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/inclusion/sites/8/2023/09/Belonging-in-School-Part-1-v1.0.pdf
https://www.mrc-cbu.cam.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/inclusion/sites/8/2023/09/Belonging-in-School-Part-1-v1.0.pdf
https://www.mrc-cbu.cam.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/inclusion/sites/8/2023/09/Belonging-in-School-Part-1-v1.0.pdf
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Summary of Findings  
Action Research Cycle 2 Research Question  
How can sensory needs be met in the classroom? 
 
Analysis and next steps leading to the research conclusion 
Observations and review of class provision maps 
- All teachers had provided a sensory box of activities for children to access and offered more 

sensory breaks. 
- In addition, Key Stage 1 classes have provided a timetable of sensory breaks for all children 

during the day, structured Lego play, and sensory circuits for individuals who need more 
access. This has been considered carefully to break up the longer sessions that some children 
find difficult. In addition, staff have begun using sensory activities alongside formal learning. 

- Staff have improved sensory awareness and how to use strategies more appropriately 
(alerting, organising, calming).  

 
Teacher questionnaire, reporting on Behaviour logs 
- Teachers have reported a reduction in incidents recorded on Behaviour Logs. 
- Improved focus and engagement in lessons. 
- Not time-consuming to implement, practical strategies that have a real impact in the 

classroom. 
- Have become part of the daily routine. 
 
NB  
It is recognised that a range of school factors can alter children’s behaviour, and it is always difficult to 
definitively establish cause and effect. 

 
CONCLUSION 

Research aim/question 
How can sensory needs be met in the classroom? 
 
Conclusion(s) 
- Teachers need to consider the sensory environment for all children. 
- Sensory processing has a huge impact on learning, as outlined by the National Health Service 

(NHS, England). 
- A box of sensory activities in each classroom, along with regular sensory breaks, can have a 

huge impact on focus and engagement for all children. This leads to classrooms being more 
inclusive and children having a greater sense of belonging. 

 
Next Steps 
- Embed and develop practice throughout school, including more sensory experiences in 

lessons. 
- Work towards children having a greater awareness of their needs and being able to use 

resources independently. i.e., 1) discuss with children their sensory needs, 2) discuss possible 
strategies that might meet that sensory need; 3) teach children to reflect on the efficacy of 
the strategy:  

- How has it helped? 
- Is it effective?  
- Does it need adjusting?  

- Improve the school sensory environment. 
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Appendix 1 – Action Research Cycles 

Action 
Research 
Cycle 1 

Establish the 
research focus 

Step 1: Identify the ISEND area for development which 
requires research. 

Study 1 Step 2: Review the research literature. 
 

Plan 1 

First Plan 
Step 3: Start the process of refining the research. 

Step 4: Decide what kind of direction you are going to take 
(direct or enquiry). 
Step 5: Consider research ethics (engage with the ethics 
checklist). 

 

Do 1 Step 6: Implement the first plan (either direct action or 
enquiry as action). 

 

Review 1 
Step 7: Review and Reflect. 

Step 8: Analyse the meaning of the data gathered.  

 

Action 
Research 
Cycle 2 

Study 2 Step 9: Review further literature if required. 

Plan 2 

Second Plan 
Step 10: Based on the ‘reflect’ phase, refine the research (this 
may involve revising or developing the research questions) 
and plan the next actions. 
Step 11: Decide what kind of action you are going to take 
(direct or enquiry). 

Step 12: Seek any further ethical permissions if needed 
(engage with ethics checklist). 

 

Do 2 Step 13: Implement the second plan – (either direct action or 
enquiry as action). 

 

Review 2 
Step 14:  Review and reflect. 
Step 15: Analyse the meaning of the data gathered. 

 

 

 


