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Script for ALN work

(Start recording)

Today we are focusing on Additional Learning Needs. The Additional Learning
Needs and Education Tribunal (Wales) Act 2018 states that a child
has additional learning needs if they have difficulty or disability, which

requires additional learning provision.

My focus today is on sensory processing differences (SPD) and the impact they can
have on children in early years settings. Through both research and my own
experience supporting children with SPD, I'll be exploring what sensory processing
differences are, how they are identified, the impact of barriers children may

experience, and one support strategy.

We also have other experienced speakers with us this evening who will be covering

different areas of ALN. I'll let them introduce themselves and talk through their focus

areas.

Helen..

Mary...

Racheal

Just a quick note before we start -screen sharing should be enabled

Issues /technical difficulties

questions and answers at the end of the session.

So, I'll start with sensory processing, I'll just share my screen... can everyone see
it...
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Introduction

Sensory processing describes how the brain receives, organises and responds to
information from the environment, including sound, movement, touch, taste and
visual input. When this process functions differently, it can result in sensory
processing differences (Dean et al., 2022; Lane et al., 2019). Some children may be
over-responsive to sensory input, where certain sounds, textures or environments
become overwhelming and they try to avoid them. Others may be under-responsive
and actively seek sensory experiences to help them regulate (Ben-Sasson et al.,
2019).

Sensory processing differences can be considered an additional learning need,
when they impact a child’s ability to access learning or engage in everyday activities,
which may require additional learning provision (Additional Learning Needs and
Education Tribunal (Wales) Act, 2018). What'’s important to recognise is that these
differences are neurological rather than simply behavioural (Lane et al., 2019). This
is significant because behaviours may often be misunderstood within settings. (Mills
et al., 2025) found that teachers rate sensory processing through observed
behaviours in the classroom, showing that instead of recognising signs of sensory
overload or dysregulation, behaviour may be viewed as disruptive or challenging. As
a result, children may sometimes be disciplined for behaviours that may be linked to

unmet sensory needs.

However, how a child copes often depends on how their sensory needs fit the
environment, so the same child may cope in one setting and struggle in another
(Bailliard et al., 2022). This suggests that the way a child responds to the
environment is linked to how they process sensory information. Research also
shows that sensory processing differences are very common within
neurodevelopmental conditions, particularly autism. Approximately 80% of autistic
children experience sensory processing differences (Patil and Kaple, 2023; Ben-
Sasson et al., 2019). However, it is important to remember that sensory differences
are not exclusive to autism and may be linked to other condition such as ADHD and
OCD (Cleveland Clinic, 2025)



ECEY6006 2418871 1690

Identifying and Diagnosis

Sensory processing differences are usually identified through observation,
discussions with parents and professionals, and sensory assessment tools
(Jorquera-Cabrera et al., 2017). One commonly used assessment is the Sensory
Profile 2 as shown in figure 3, developed by Winnie Dunn. This is often completed by
carers and interpreted alongside professional observations, by occupational
therapists (Dean et al., 2022; Passarello et al., 2022; Pearson, 2026). The Sensory
Profile 2 helps identify patterns in how children respond to sensory input across
different environments, including home, school and the community (Pearson, 2026).
This may be valuable because children may respond differently depending on the
environment they are in and it supports a multiagency approach to gain a fuller
understanding of the child (Antalek et al., 2025).

However, these assessments rely heavily on adult interpretation, meaning results
may vary depending on the experiences and perceptions of the person completing
them (Gunderson et al., 2023). This raise concerns around consistency and
reliability. This is why (Jorquera-Cabrera et al., 2017) argues it is best done

alongside other assessments such as OT observations.

Another challenge is that sensory processing differences are not recognised as a
standalone diagnosis (Van Den Boogert et al., 2022). Instead, they are often
discussed alongside wider conditions such as autism or (Passarello et al., 2022).
However, there are ongoing debates around whether SPD should be recognised as
a separate diagnosis (Raevsky, Nabalta and Atiles, 2025). In practice, this can mean
that children with significant sensory difficulties may struggle to access support
unless they meet the criteria for another diagnosis. This raise concerns around
equality and inclusion, as support may become dependent on labels rather than
actual need.

This is where the Additional Learning Needs and Education Tribunal (Wales) Act

2018 becomes especially important. The legislation focuses on identifying barriers to
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learning and providing support based on need, rather than requiring a diagnosis

before intervention can take place.

This reflects a more inclusive approach because it recognises that children may
require additional support even without a medical label. However, although
legislation promotes inclusive practice, implementation may still differ between
settings depending on factors such as practitioner training and understanding
(Freeman-Green, Williamson and Cornelius, 2023) So, while policy supports

inclusion in theory, practice may not always reflect this consistently.

Impact of Barriers

Research by Persson-Waye et al. (2019) found that excessive sensory stimuli such
as noise within settings can negatively impact behaviour and emotional wellbeing .
Some children may become overwhelmed, distressed or withdrawn when exposed to
high levels of sensory input. Children with sensory processing differences may also
find it difficult to filter out irrelevant sensory information (Patil and Kaple, 2023),
meaning background sounds, movement or visual clutter can become distracting or
overwhelming. This can be linked to Maslow hierarchy of needs, where children
need to feel safe and secure before they are fully able to engage in learning
(Yurdakul and Arar, 2023). If a child feels overwhelmed by sensory input, it may

affect their ability to focus, communicate and participate.

However, children do not all experience sensory input in the same way. (Brandes-
Aitken et al. 2024) explain that responses vary depending on the child’s sensory
profile. For example, while one child may become distressed by excessive sensory
input another may actively seek intense sensory experiences. This shows that
behaviour cannot be viewed separately from the environment. Behaviour reflects the
interaction between the child’s sensory needs and the environment around them
(Rajuan, Liberman and Bart, 2024)
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The medical model views sensory processing difficulties as located within the child
and linked to neurological functioning (Miller et al., 2017). From this perspective,
interventions often focus on improving or changing how the child responds to
sensory input. For example, Ayres Sensory Integration therapy provides structured
sensory experiences intended to improve sensory processing over time and reduce
sensitivity (Lane et al., 2019;Fodstad et al., 2020).

However, although these approaches may support some children, they may also be
criticised for focusing too heavily on changing the child instead of adapting the
environment. Green et al. (2015) argue that supporting coping strategies and self-
regulation may be more beneficial than attempting to normalise sensory processing
differences. This links closely to the social model of disability, which suggests that
children are disabled more by barriers within environments and attitudes than by
their differences themselves (Lawson and Beckett, 2020). Similarly, neurodiversity
approaches, which recognise neurological differences exists on a spectrum rather
than correcting deficits (Leinfuss and O’Hara, 2024) and therefore promoting

neurodiversity approaches instead of normalising (Zaks, 2025).

Support Strategies

Providing calm or regulation spaces can help children manage sensory overload and
maintain emotional regulation (Bray et al., 2025). Sensory-friendly environments aim
to reduce overwhelming sensory input by adapting factors such as lighting,
acoustics, visual clutter and classroom organisation (Finnigan, 2024). Research by
Barrett et al. (2015) found that classroom environments directly influence learning
outcomes. Similarly, Ashburner et al. (2014) found that when sensory needs are
considered within settings, children show improved participation and reduced
distress. This reflects the neurodiversity (pair-ur-dime) paradigm- moving away from
trying to fix the child and instead focuses on adapting environments to reduce
barriers (Zaks, 2025),
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However, environmental adaptation alone may not always fully support children as
there is limited evidence on its effectiveness (Piller et al., 2025), - this raises
question between the neurodiversity- affirming approaches and medical approaches,
which focus heavily on interventions. For example, Bodison and Parham (2018)
found that therapy lead intervention such as Qigong sensory treatment improved
sensory response and behavioural outcomes. This shows that balancing
environmental adaptation with individual support may be more effective, than relying
on one approach alone. Additionally, Manning, Williams and MacLennan (2023)
highlight that interventions should reflect the child’s individual sensory profile rather

than relying on generic strategies.

However, there are also practical challenges within settings. Al Jaffal (2022)
highlights that limited staffing, resources and time can affect practitioners’ ability to
consistently adapt environments. This creates a gap between theory and practice.
Although inclusive approaches are recognised as valuable, they are not always easy
to implement consistently within busy settings. Although, Mitchel (2023) states that
manageable strategies and a whole school approach through universal design for

learning can support more inclusive practice.

Conclusion

Sensory processing differences affect how children experience, access and
participate in learning environments. ldentification tools can provide valuable insight
into children’s sensory needs, limitations around diagnosis may affect access to
support and intervention. The impact of environmental barriers highlights the
importance of considering both medical and social models of disability. While some
approaches focus on increasing sensory tolerance, more inclusive approaches focus
on adapting environments and supporting regulation. Research supports
environmental adaptations such as regulation spaces and sensory-friendly
environment; however, Implementation is often limited by time and resource
constraints, although whole-school approaches such as Universal Design for

Learning, when broken down into manageable steps, can support inclusion.
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Hand over to Helen

Then Mary,

Then Racheal

Questions to ask

Q1 Helen, what barriers do dyslexic learners face in everyday tasks?

Q2 Mary, what role do childcare settings play in identifying children affected by

trauma and ACEs?

Q3 Racheal, in your experience, what is the biggest barrier for autistics learners in

early years settings?

Answer references

Coussens et al. (2020)
inclusiveteach.com (2023)

NHS Wales (2024)

Thank everyone and end session
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