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Hello everyone. I’d like to begin by introducing the focus of my poster — autism and sensory processing within the context of Additional Learning Needs, or ALN.
To begin, it is important to define what we mean by ALN and autism 
Additional Learning Needs (ALN) refers to support required by children with learning, physical, or sensory difficulties (Welsh Government, 2021). Autism is a neurodevelopmental condition affecting communication, behaviour, and sensory processing (National Autistic Society, 2022). As a spectrum condition, autism presents uniquely in each individual. Early identification is vital but can be delayed due to inconsistent pathways (NICE, 2012).
Inclusive education should consider the whole child and their environment (Dewis Cymru, 2020), aligning with children’s rights to personalised support (UNCRC, 1989).
The ALN Code for Wales (2021) advocates a child-centred, holistic approach that recognises and responds to the unique profile of each learner.
A key but often misunderstood aspect of autism is sensory processing. Many autistic individuals experience either heightened (hypersensitive) or diminished (hyposensitive) responses to sensory input. These sensory differences can have a major impact on a child’s capacity to learn, participate in routines, and navigate social environments (Williams et al., 2022).
Identification and diagnosis: Processes and challenges

Recognising the early signs of autism is critical for timely diagnosis and intervention. Common indicators in young children include delayed speech or language development, limited eye contact, difficulties with social interaction, repetitive behaviours, intense or unusual interests, and atypical responses to sensory stimuli (CDC, 2022; NHS, 2023). Some children may also struggle with imaginative play, show minimal use of gestures, or become distressed by changes in routine NICE NG93 (updated 2021). Early recognition of these traits is essential as it allows children and families to access tailored support, improve developmental outcomes, and reduce the long-term impact of unmet needs (Zwaigenbaum et al., 2015).

Autism is typically diagnosed through a multidisciplinary assessment involving developmental history, behavioural observation, and input from parents and practitioners. According to NICE guidelines (2012), early identification is crucial for providing timely support. However, many families experience long waiting times, divided services, and inconsistent referral pathways, especially in under-resourced areas (Crane et al., 2016).
A significant challenge in diagnosis is the under recognition of autism in females. Traditional diagnostic criteria are often based on male presentations of autism, leading to underdiagnosis or misdiagnosis in girls and women (Hull, Mandy and Petrides, 2020).  Recent studies highlight that females may exhibit different behavioural patterns, such as fewer restricted and repetitive behaviours, and may engage in social camouflaging, masking their symptoms to fit in socially (Strang et al., 2020). This can result in delayed diagnoses and a lack of appropriate support.
Cultural, linguistic, and socio-economic barriers further complicate access to diagnosis. Research indicates that families from minority backgrounds often face delayed referrals, stigma around developmental disorders, and reduced access to specialist care (Beauchamp et al., 2022; Sharpe et al., 2021). Language barriers, lack of culturally sensitive materials, and unconscious bias can all contribute to underdiagnosis.
ALN Tribunal 
When disagreements arise between families and local authorities about the identification of needs or provision of support, the ALN Tribunal for Wales offers a legal route to challenge these decisions. It allows parents, carers, or young people to appeal issues related to Individual Development Plans (IDPs), ensuring that children’s rights to appropriate education and support are upheld (Welsh Government, 2021).
Barriers: Sensory Processing Issues in ASD

Sensory processing differences are prevalent in autistic individuals and can significantly impact daily functioning. As mentioned previously, Children may exhibit hypersensitivity or hyposensitivity to stimuli such as noise, touch, light, and movement, leading to distress, withdrawal, or challenging behaviours (Camino-Alarcón et al., 2024). These responses are often misunderstood as behavioural problems, delaying appropriate support. Research shows that up to 90% of autistic individuals experience sensory processing differences (Williams et al., 2022). These challenges hinder learning, social interaction, and participation in classroom environments (Mallory & Keehn, 2021). Addressing sensory needs is crucial in creating inclusive and supportive educational settings.

Sensory Processing in Autism – Understanding the Core of Experience
When we talk about sensory processing, we're referring to how the brain receives and responds to input from the senses. For neurotypical individuals, this process is generally automatic and goes unnoticed. However, for autistic children, sensory experiences can feel drastically different. Sensory input may be either overwhelming or underwhelming, affecting how they interact with the world
Hypersensitivity: Overwhelmed by the Senses
Let’s begin with hypersensitivity—when a child’s response to sensory input is heightened. Autistic children with hypersensitivity might experience loud noises as physically painful. The sound of a fire alarm, a ringing phone, or even background noise can feel intolerable. This can lead to behaviours like covering their ears, attempting to leave the room, or becoming agitated. Research by Green et al. (2016).
Textures are another common area of sensitivity. Some children may refuse to wear certain fabrics because the sensation of the material against their skin feels unbearable. Certain foods, with their unfamiliar or unpleasant textures, may also be rejected. Hwang et al. (2019) found that hypersensitivity to certain textures is a frequent issue for many children with autism, particularly regarding tactile sensitivities to clothing or food textures. Sensory sensitivities like these aren’t simply about preference—they can be so intense that they cause physical pain or anxiety.
Hyposensitivity: Seeking Intensity
On the other end of the spectrum, we have hyposensitivity, where children do not experience sensory input as intensely as others. For these children, sensations that would typically trigger a reaction, such as the feeling of hunger, pain, or temperature, may go unnoticed. For example, a hyposensitive child might not feel a scraped knee or might continue playing despite being cold or hungry. These diminished responses can sometimes lead to seemingly “unusual” behaviours, such as seeking out strong smells, loud sounds, or tactile sensations (Cardiff University 2023).
In these cases, the child might seek out intense sensory stimulation. They might enjoy rocking, spinning, or engaging in repetitive behaviours to provide their brain with the input it craves. Bourgeron (2015) found that children with autism often engage in sensory-seeking behaviours, such as spinning or jumping, as a way to self-regulate and fulfil their sensory needs. The theory suggests that these children are actively seeking stimulation to compensate for their diminished sensory responses.


Support Strategies for Children with Autism and Sensory Processing Difficulties

Support strategies are essential in creating environments where children, with autism can thrive. These approaches help regulate sensory input, promote self-regulation, and enhance focus and emotional well-being (Feldman et al., 2020).

Sensory Circuits
Sensory circuits are structured sets of physical activities, such as jumping, balancing, and deep pressure exercises, designed to help children regulate sensory input. These activities stimulate the sensory systems, improving concentration, reducing anxiety, and supporting emotional and behavioural regulation (Feldman et al., 2020).

A sensory circuit typically includes three stages: alerting, organising, and calming. Alerting activities such as jumping or spinning stimulate the proprioceptive and vestibular systems, increasing attention. Organising activities, which require coordination and problem-solving, help the brain process sensory information more effectively (Long, 2014; Occupational Therapy for Children, 2023).

Calming activities, like deep pressure through rolling or squeezing, provide proprioceptive input that soothes the nervous system and helps children return to a calm and focused state. For example, being used as a roller or applying firm pressure with the hands can offer deep proprioceptive input, which is particularly grounding for children who are easily overstimulated (Cardiff University 2020).
[bookmark: _Hlk197618217]
Sensory Rooms
Sensory rooms provide safe, controlled environments where children can access sensory input in a calming or stimulating way. Features like dim lighting, soft textures, or interactive equipment can help children manage both sensory overload and under-stimulation. Studies have found that the use of sensory rooms can significantly reduce anxiety and help improve self-regulation and emotional well-being in autistic children (Unwin et al., 2024).


Simple Tools That Make a Big Difference
Simple environmental adjustments can also have a big impact. Quiet spaces offer a haven from overwhelming stimuli like noise or movement, while sensory tools such as weighted blankets or noise-cancelling headphones can provide calming input for children who seek pressure or need to block out sensory distractions. These types of sensory supports have been shown to improve focus and reduce distress for children with sensory processing challenges (Feldman et al., 2020).

Inclusive Practice is the key principle that ensures these strategies are embedded, not optional. It means recognising sensory differences as recognised needs, not behavioural issues, and providing consistent, equitable access to appropriate supports (Sharma, 2019).

Impact on the child and family

Sensory and behavioural challenges can have wide-reaching effects. The emotional and behavioural responses that follow often interfere with learning, social engagement, and self-esteem (Strang et al., 2020). This, in turn, impacts the family, who must continuously manage unpredictable situations and adjust their routines. Parents frequently report high levels of stress, anxiety, and fatigue, and siblings may feel neglected or confused about their sibling’s needs (Rodger and Umaibalan, 2011).
To improve outcomes, what’s needed is more than just earlier screening. We need systems that are culturally competent, responsive, and flexible enough to reflect the diversity of children’s experiences.
Research highlights the benefits of timely, tailored sensory support. Williams, Rea and Griffiths (2022) report improvements in emotional regulation and school participation when sensory spaces are available. Similarly, Mallory and Keehn (2021) link early sensory interventions with reduced behavioural exclusions and increased engagement. However, no single strategy works for every child. True inclusion requires flexibility, family involvement, and a true understanding of each child’s unique sensory profile. As Tonge et al. (2020) emphasise, behaviours often interpreted as difficult may instead be expressions of distress — a child’s attempt to escape overstimulation, not resist learning.

Children have a right to access appropriate support, and this is recognised in Article 23 of the UNCRC, which supports the rights of children with disabilities to enjoy a full and decent life, with dignity and support to ensure active participation in the community (UNCRC, 1989). The Children Act 1989 further values the welfare of the child as paramount, requiring professionals and systems to work together to meet their needs.
According to the National Autistic Society (2022), families often face long waiting times for diagnosis and support, compounding stress and reducing access to early intervention. The NHS acknowledges these issues and offers resources such as the Sensory-Friendly Resource Pack to help families and professionals create supportive environments (NHS England, 2023).

In Conclusion

To truly support autistic children, we need systems that listen, adapt, and respond. Sensory processing isn’t a side note — it’s central to how many autistic children engage with the world. If we commit to early identification, inclusive environments, and practical access to personalised support, we can move from awareness to action — and ensure every child is given the opportunity to thrive.

Thank you for listening. 

Questions

Laura Question 1
What types of sensory activities are most beneficial for children who seek tactile input?
Children who seek tactile input benefit most from activities that provide rich, structured touch experiences. Sensory play using materials like playdough, kinetic sand, water beads, and textured fabrics can meet their need for touch in a safe and calming way. These activities not only satisfy sensory cravings but also promote emotional regulation and engagement (Moradi et al., 2023). Research shows that tactile-based interventions help improve focus and reduce anxiety in children with autism spectrum disorder (Baranek et al., 2022).
Carys Question 2
Could you tell me a little more about the benefits of sensory experiences?
Absolutely. Many behaviours considered ‘challenging’ in children with autism often stem from unmet sensory needs—such as seeking movement or avoiding overwhelming sounds. Tailored sensory experiences can help regulate these responses, particularly for children who are overstimulated. Structured sensory input has been shown to improve attention, reduce anxiety, and support exploration of the environment (Moradi et al., 2023). Additionally, sensory activities can foster emotional expression and communication skills while decreasing behaviours linked to sensory overload (Cardiff University, 2023).

Thankyou 

Question Number 2 for Carys…

Do you think Portage is accessible and sustainable for all families?

Question 1 for Laura…

You mentioned ‘dyslexia friendly schools’ can you tell me a bit more about what they are?
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