Question: How could I, as a new teacher, create an environment where a pupil like Eleri feels safe enough to attend and learn?

Case Study: Eleri – Year 4 (Age 9)
Background
Eleri is a bright, creative pupil who enjoys reading at home and has a deep interest in nature. She has an identified sensory processing difficulty and is on the school’s Additional Learning Needs (ALN) register for sensory integration and mild anxiety. She lives with her mum and older brother. Mum reports that Eleri has always been a little “sensitive” to noise, textures, and changes in routine.

Recent Changes
Over the past term, Eleri has begun refusing to come to school several days a week.
· On school mornings, she often complains of stomach aches or says she feels sick.
· She becomes tearful, hides under her duvet, or clings to her mum at the door.
· Once at school (if she attends), she is often withdrawn, especially during noisy times like assembly or lunchtime.
· She says she “can’t think” when it’s “too loud” and that her head “feels fuzzy.”

School Context
· The classroom is a busy, open-plan Year 3/4 space shared by two classes (60 pupils total).
· The teacher uses lively group activities and music transitions, which Eleri finds overstimulating.
· There is a quiet corner, but Eleri feels embarrassed using it.
· Eleri’s attendance has dropped to 72% this term.
Family Perspective
Mum says Eleri used to love school but now “works herself up” on Sunday evenings.
She believes the noise and unpredictability of the classroom are major triggers. Mum is supportive but exhausted; she’s received warning letters about attendance and worries the school “doesn’t get” Eleri’s needs.

Teacher’s Perspective
The class teacher says Eleri “has the ability but lacks resilience” and that she “needs to toughen up.” She feels torn between supporting Eleri and maintaining class routines.
She admits she’s unsure how to adjust sensory triggers “without making her stand out.”

Observed Triggers
	Time/Context
	Trigger
	Observable Behaviour

	Morning transition
	Noise in cloakroom, crowded hallway
	Refusal to enter, tears

	Assembly
	Loud singing, echoing hall
	Covers ears, runs out

	Group work
	Multiple voices, movement
	Withdraws, head down

	Lunchtime
	Smell, echo, unpredictability
	Requests to go home

	Physical Education lessons
	Whistle, shouting
	Complains of “painful ears,” panic



Protective Factors
· Strong, trusting relationship with the teaching assistant (TA).
· Enjoys one-to-one reading sessions in the library.
· Responds well to visual timetables and predictable routines.
· Creative and curious – enjoys art, nature walks, and helping with displays.

Reflective questions
1. Understanding the behaviour
· What might Eleri’s behaviour be communicating?
· Which sensory systems seem to be most affected?
· How might anxiety interact with sensory overload?
2. Immediate Actions
· What could the class teacher or TA do tomorrow morning to reduce barriers?



