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My name is Rachel O’Neill and this guide is inform on why sensory gardens are an important part of children and young peoples learning. I have worked in childcare for over twenty years, with a range of children from 0 to 19 years in both mainstream and those with additional learning needs. I am also a keen gardener with a very creative imagination and love to get stuck into a project. 
The motivation behind this concept was to upgrade the outdoor environment of the school to create a more suitable setting for the children’s activities. Thanks to the support of school volunteers, as well as our initiatives to gather donations from local businesses and organize fundraising events, we were able to create a sensory garden for the school while working with a limited budget. This project placed a strong emphasis on ensuring that children were actively involved in the planning and design phases to the fullest extent achievable. Additionally, the children took part in fundraising initiatives and helped set up planting stations and equipment, incorporating these tasks into their life skills program.
As a result, the information shared among local educational institutions led to questions about the possibility of hiring the team to create sensory gardens on their grounds. The initiative for this business concept springs from the necessity to form a non-profit organization aimed at building sensory gardens in educational facilities. By offering experiential learning opportunities that correspond to multiple educational objectives, these gardens would augment the curriculum.










Sensory Garden
Sensory gardens were originally designed as environments specifically adapted to meet the needs of individuals with disabilities. Over time, these gardens have transformed into complex environments that offer both tranquillity and sensory stimulation to a diverse range of individuals. The adoption of sensory gardens is significantly rising across different childcare facilities, where the incorporation of teaching is being encouraged as well as use for regulation time. Nature UK (2023) Gardening brings a whole host of learning opportunities around the core curriculum subjects of science, maths and literacy…. Gardening activities can also have a significant positive impact on your students physical, mental and emotional wellbeing. Incorporating a wide range of plant species, sound elements, and tactile features into the design of a sensory garden can significantly enhance its overall impact, promoting a tranquil atmosphere. Examine each designated area by delineating its intended audience, identifying the potential users, and elucidating the manner in which it will be utilized. Studies have been carried out to explore how children, especially those with special educational requirements, use sensory garden areas. Hussein, H. (2012) highlights that  The findings discovered continuous pathways that link the sensory garden to the site context, with easy access to the features, have the highest number of users. Another finding found that users spent a longer time in zones where sensory, rather than aesthetic value, were emphasised.










What are the Benefits
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Source: Celebrate the Children (2025)
Evidence indicates that sensory gardens possess the capacity to significantly reduce anxiety levels in children, thereby fostering a tranquil environment. The incorporation of natural elements within sensory gardens has been shown to have beneficial effects on emotional regulation in children.
The Royal Horticultural Society (2026) states that Nature creates a calming environment for them, which enhances their learning experiences, sparks joy and arouses curiosity. This approach has shown considerable benefits for children who have extra learning requirements.
Through creating a sensory garden this can promote an inclusive space that caters to different children’s learning styles and meets various sensory needs. Studies have been carried out and they suggest that these environments can enhance children's focus and attention during learning, while also creating a calming atmosphere which supports emotional regulation. A study carried out by  Lopes, I.N.F. et al. (2022) identifies that The participants recognized the project's relevance to improving their abilities of collaborative work, reducing anxiety with an improvement of life quality, and learning topics even above their school level due to how they are getting in contact with them. Some reported being very excited about publicly presenting what they knew rather than being anxious or afraid. Participating in social interactions with both adults and peers has been shown to improve communication abilities and enhance relationships.
By providing a space that welcomes different learning approaches, sensory gardens enhance inclusivity for all learners. Research shows that the engaging features of sensory gardens improve children's focus and attention, supporting their learning experiences. A research project was undertaken to analyse the effects of a sensory garden on the educational experiences of children who have been diagnosed with autism spectrum disorder. Yusop, S.Z. and Mohd Hanafi Mohd Yasin (2019) identified that the   results show that the sensory garden approach to autism students can improve language and communication skills, change behaviors and enhance learning focus. Engaging with sensory gardens has been shown to boost communication and social abilities within children and young adults, leading to better interactions between people.
A well-designed sensory garden captivates all five senses by integrating a variety of elements, such as different types of plants, sound features, water installations, edible plants, and fragrant herbs. This multisensory approach significantly enhances the visitor experience and encourages more profound engagement. Including a wide selection of lively plants and blossoms helps to create an eye-catching atmosphere that captivates guests and elevates their experience. Wind chimes and water features, as part of sound installations, significantly add to the sound textures that improve the garden's overall mood. Engaging with a variety of textures made from plant materials stimulates visitor participation through hands-on interaction with the environment. The garden environment is made more immersive for visitors through the significant enhancement of taste and smell experiences offered by edible plants and aromatic herbs. Paths to Literacy (2026)  highlights to use it as a living classroom for lessons in science, math, language arts, and social studies, and make learning a hands-on and immersive experience. There are so many ways that a garden can be incorporated into classroom curriculum and goals for students.

















Partnerships Local Organizations
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Source : Expert Citizens CIC (2025)
Including community members in a charity's operations can play a key role in minimizing total costs. Local businesses, such as gardening stores and woodworking shops, may give discounts or occasionally provide resources, including timber and plants, as contributions. One of the main motivations behind this initiative was to encourage children's participation, giving them the opportunity to voice their choices about how the inclusion process should be shaped.
Collaborative efforts with educational institutions and community organizations have the potential to significantly increase participation in sensory garden initiatives. Collaborations like these can enhance parental involvement and backing, especially regarding fundraising efforts and the contribution of recyclable materials for the creation and upkeep of the sensory garden.












7 Grants and funding
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A non profit organisation means that we contribute our knowledge and designs free of charge. Most schools do not have a large budget to complete jobs like this so they contribute what they can to cover the cost of raw materials needed, within their budget as a start up payment. In order to support the project, other sources of funding are needed. This is obtained usually in the form of local grants to the charity, school fund raising and  local donations of money or items towards the garden. Cost can be kept low by using recyclable items that have been donated, such as wellies and pop bottles to be used for planting instead of purchasing plant pots, old pots, pans and cutlery donated for digging tools or musician instruments and so on.
Budgeting wisely is essential for creating a sensory garden without overspending on resources
There are grants to help aid and support project such as these, The National Lottery Community Fund (2026) identify that they provide funding for projects that bring people together and improve communities across Wales. You can apply for a grant of between £300 and £20,000 for projects lasting up to 2 years.  These are for non profit companies to help aid and support them to build within the community.
There is a community action fund provided by The Greggs Foundation of a grant of £20000 over 3 years to support communities living in poverty or isolation.
Greggs Foundation (   ) highlights an  understand different locations face real challenges and give priority to organisations supporting people to access a range of effective community services to widen networks, reduce isolation and build knowledge, confidence and opportunities.
Sense and Escape is in the process of registering as a non profit charity in order to apply for grants where needed in order to support schools or nurseries with the cost of materials. This will help educational settings to implement areas that link to the curriculum in a natural way of learning as well as create areas for children to regulate and learn through play.
The project for this school took 3 months to complete, 
First month – school paid £1.500 towards the cost from their budget. 
      Outflow - £200 was used for design and administration costs(liability insurance)
Net cashflow - +£1.300
Running balance - £1.300

Second month – fundraising £2000
       Outflow - £3000 (raw materials, plants/timber etc)
  Net cashflow - - £1000
Running balance - £300
Third month - £1.500 grant given to the school
      Outflow -  -£800 Labour
Net cashflow - +£700
Running balance - £1000

This running balance  is surplus money and can be used as seed money to start the next project while waiting for school payments, fundraising donations and grants to be given to the charity in order to support future projects that we have booked in. 
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Sensory Gardens: Curriculum Links and Developmental Change

Creating a sensory garden signifies a major investment in the resources that support students' development. Involvement in such settings leads to significant enhancements in children's emotional and social resilience, along with their cognitive processing skills. However, the purpose of these gardens extends beyond simply enhancing well-being. This presentation outlines the connections between garden activities and the Early Years Curriculum, with the goal of discovering ways to enhance the effectiveness of outdoor education. 
Sensory gardens promote all area of the curricular; it can be utilised as an outdoor classroom with natural learning which links in with The foundation Phase and a child lead education. Play Wales (2025) highlights that unstructured opportunities to play give children a chance to support their immediate wellbeing whilst naturally building life skills which contribute to long term development outcomes. Qualities such as problem-solving, teamwork and emotional regulation are being refined when children play. Children will naturally learn about the environment, be hands on with planting seeds, seeing the stages of how flowers, fruit or vegetables grow and interact with natures insects and animals which can then inspire communication and literacy of how things grow and what these insects eat. This can lead onto learning activities being led in a life cycle of a plant or bee, which links in with science within the curriculum and so on. Mathematics can be incorporated by measuring how much it rained throughout the day or counting the scoops of soil/ seeds needed when planting too. 
 Also within Wales there is a link of learning the Welsh language and this can be incorporated with learning the names of items in the outdoor environment bilingually.  Natural Resources Wales (2023) identifies that the natural environment is the perfect location to promote learning, understanding and communication through Welsh. It provides relaxed, fun and exciting surroundings to explore, offering a different learning environment to the classroom which gives children new experiences to support language and literacy achievement.
The practicality of sensory gardens relates to the ideas of nature therapy and biophilia, which suggest that people have a natural tendency to engage with the outdoors. Sensory gardens align with Jean Piaget's Constructivism theory, which suggests that children build knowledge by actively engaging with and physically interacting with their environment.  In agreement with this is the University of Northern Iowa (2001) Early childhood educators should analyze Piaget's work when designing a stimulating environment containing sensory-rich materials to enhance cognitive development consistent with developmental stages. In a sensory garden, the process of learning is integrally connected to the environment. By touching the texture of a lamb's wool or watching the consistent growth of grass, a child is involved in sensorimotor play. This form of play plays a crucial role in enhancing cognitive skills. In addition, Frobel agreed with Piaget’s theory regarding a stimulating environment. Maddiston Primary School (no date) highlights that Froebel recognised the importance of incorporating outdoor play so that children have opportunities to be curious, creative and explore nature.
Children with additional learning needs can benefit from the sensory gardens, through experiencing and enhancing their senses or can be a controlled environment to support them to regulate when they are upset or overwhelmed. This in turn could help reduce behaviours or meltdowns that can add to their stress. Grinde, B. and Patil, G.G. (2009) Therapeutic horticultural activities have apparently had some success, primarily for people with mental health problems or learning difficulties.In agreement Children Nurture (no date) state sensory gardens are also used to “provide children with important productive and holistic opportunities to be outside and exercise, socialize, learn, nurture their sensory systems, and improve their health. However, while the advantages are significant, their effectiveness relies heavily on the quality of their educational execution. Limited access to the garden, especially if it's only used during break times without the help of adults, undermines its educational benefits. Furthermore, the upkeep of facilities and the ability to adapt to seasonal changes demand a sustained dedication from the educational institution to uphold a safe and effective learning atmosphere. The NCTSN (no date) identifies that stress in an environment can impair the development of the brain and nervous system. An absence of mental stimulation in neglectful environments may limit the brain from developing to its full potential. In addition if a garden that is not properly cared for or is too rigidly designed might not provide the essential "loose parts" needed for promoting deep cognitive involvement. 
In addition to this a sensory garden can only be as effective as practitioners enable it be so. If a teacher or support assistant does not understand how to utilise the outdoor learning area then the children will not access it to the full learning potential. Staff training on outdoor play is something that has been lacking due to funding for the courses as well as educational settings not having the staff cover in order to allow staff to attend. Studies were carried out asking teachers their views on outdoor play and learning, Dietze, B. and Kashin, D. (2019) highlighted that  the findings suggest the need to increase access to professional learning that contributes to early learning teachers enhancing their confidence, awareness, and intentional programming, which results in shifting attitudes to fully embrace outdoor play and pedagogy.

To sum up, creating a sensory garden involves multiple aspects that greatly improve and support children's learning and well-being. Successfully reaching this aim hinges on the agreement and collaboration of every contributing factor. A charitable organization has the potential to collaborate with educational institutions and community entities in the design and implementation of exceptional garden spaces. To avoid rendering the investment in these gardens useless, it is essential that they are used often, act as outdoor classrooms, and are well-maintained. Childcare practitioners must possess a comprehensive understanding of how to effectively utilize various learning areas and integrate them into the curriculum. Additionally, it is crucial for professionals to systematically record this evidence. This emphasizes the need for schools to receive training that enhances their ability to fully utilize outdoor learning and play spaces, as well as to integrate these areas into the larger educational curriculum. In the future, the charity will engage in discussions with both managers and the head teacher to explore strategies for facilitating this initiative. A further notable consideration involves the upkeep of these regions. A significant future development that has emerged is the exploration of means to support this maintenance effectively. In the future, Sense and Escape will initiate a plan to establish regular visits aimed at supporting both staff and children in developing skills for the maintenance of their designated area. To support this initiative, it will be essential to explore potential funding options such as grants and donations to help reduce related costs.The initiative is mainly targeting the local sector at this time, but considering the achieved success and enthusiasm, there might be possibilities for Sense and Escape to expand its sensory garden design offerings to other regions.
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