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Important note
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design. It provides general guidance and does not constitute legal, medical, or clinical advice.

Organisations should apply the principles in line with their own policies, regulatory obligations, and
professional judgement.



A clear orientation (for education settings)

This is not a behaviour-management tool.
It is not a diagnostic checklist.
It is not a way to assess student tolerance or “resilience.”

This audit exists because classrooms are sensory systems... and many learning
difficulties attributed to attention, motivation, or behaviour are actually responses to
cumulative sensory load.

Used well, this audit helps schools, colleges, and universities:
e notice where environments are unintentionally overwhelming
« identify low-cost, high-impact changes
e reduce distress, shutdown, and disruption
e support neurodivergent (ND) students without requiring disclosure

This audit should be used to change environments, not to ask students to adapt to
harmful conditions.

1. Core reframe: sensory load is an access issue

Sensory overload is often misread as:

e inattention

« disengagement

e oppositional behaviour
e lack of effort

In reality, sensory load is a physiological demand placed on the nervous system.
When classrooms involve:

e constant noise or movement

« harsh lighting

e visual clutter

« unpredictable transitions

e dense verbal instruction

...the nervous system expends energy just to stay present.

For ND students... including autistic, ADHD, AuDHD, dyslexic, and trauma-exposed
learners... this cost is significantly higher.

If multiple students struggle in the same space, the issue is environmental, not
individual.
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2. How to use this audit safely

Who completes it

Teaching staff

SEN/ALN leads

Learning support teams

Facilities or estates staff (where relevant)

How to use it

Walk through the classroom during real teaching conditions
Observe patterns across lessons, not one-off moments
Invite anonymous student input where possible

Reuvisit periodically (sensory load changes over time)

What not to do

e Do not single out students
« Do not link findings to discipline
e Do not require disclosure to act

The aim is load reduction, not individual accommodation policing.

3. Understanding cumulative sensory load

Sensory stress rarely comes from one source.
It builds across:

sound

light

visual input

movement and proximity
pace and transitions
instructional style

A classroom may feel “fine” in one category...
but still be overwhelming in combination.

This audit focuses on patterns, not perfection.
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4. Audit area 1... Sound & noise

Noise is one of the most common overwhelm triggers in learning environments.
Observe and ask:

e Is background noise constant or unpredictable?

« Are there multiple sound sources at once (talking, scraping chairs,
equipment)?

e Do echoes or acoustics amplify sound?

« Are instructions given while noise continues?

e Are quiet moments intentionally protected?

Common impacts:

« difficulty processing instructions
 irritability or distress

e shutdown or withdrawal

e increased mistakes

Low-impact adjustments:
e pausing before giving instructions
« closing doors or windows where possible
e using soft furnishings or sound-absorbing materials
e agreeing class norms around noise transitions

Predictability matters as much as volume.

5. Audit area 2... Lighting

Lighting is often underestimated as a sensory stressor.
Observe and ask:

o Are lights overly bright, flickering, or buzzing?

« Is fluorescent lighting used without alternatives?

e Isthere glare on boards or screens?

« Are there sharp contrasts between light and dark areas?

o Do students have any choice over lighting in their immediate space?

Common impacts:
« headaches or eye strain
« fatigue
e agitation
« reduced concentration
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Low-impact adjustments:

e using natural light where possible

« turning off unnecessary overhead lights

« offering desk lamps or softer lighting zones
« avoiding sudden lighting changes

Control reduces stress, even if lighting cannot be fully changed.

6. Audit area 3... Visual environment

Visual load affects cognitive capacity more than many settings realise.
Observe and ask:

Is the classroom visually cluttered?

Are walls covered with dense text or bright displays?
Are screens, posters, or movement always in view?
Is key information easy to locate visually?

Common impacts:

cognitive fatigue
difficulty focusing
slower processing
increased anxiety

Low-impact adjustments:
reducing unnecessary displays
using clear visual hierarchy

designating “visual rest” areas
keeping instructional visuals simple and consistent

Not everything needs to be minimal...
but visual rest matters.

7. Audit area 4... Movement, proximity & spatial
safety

Spatial layout strongly affects nervous system safety.

Observe and ask:
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o Are desks tightly packed?

e Is there frequent movement behind students?

o Are pathways predictable and uncluttered?

e Do students feel watched or interrupted easily?
o Is there space to step away briefly if needed?

Common impacts:

e hypervigilance

o startle response

« difficulty settling

e increased self-monitoring

Low-impact adjustments:
« flexible seating options
o buffer space where possible
« predictable movement routes
e permission to reposition without attention

Spatial safety supports regulation.

8. Audit area 5... Instructional delivery & pacing

How information is delivered is a major sensory—cognitive factor.
Observe and ask:

e Are instructions primarily verbal, fast, or layered?

« Are multiple instructions given at once?

« Is there time to process before action is required?

e Are instructions repeated or summarised in writing?

Common impacts:

e missed steps

o freeze or overwhelm

e increased reliance on peers
e apparent “non-compliance”

Low-impact adjustments:
e breaking instructions into steps
e pausing between instructions

e providing written or visual summaries
e Separating explanation from action
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Processing time is not delay... it is access.

9. Audit area 6... Transitions & unpredictability

Transitions are high-risk moments for overload.
Observe and ask:

Are transitions rushed or abrupt?

Are changes announced in advance?

Do routines change without explanation?

Are students expected to switch tasks quickly?

Common impacts:

anxiety
shutdown
resistance
loss of focus

Low-impact adjustments:

e clear transition cues

e countdowns or warnings

e consistent routines

e naming what is changing... and what is not

Predictability reduces threat.

10. Audit area 7... Social & evaluative load

Learning environments often involve constant social monitoring.
Observe and ask:

Are students frequently called on publicly?

Is participation measured by speaking speed or volume?
Are mistakes corrected publicly?

Is comparison implicit or explicit?

Common impacts:
e masking
« fear of participation
e withdrawal
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o distress
Low-impact adjustments:
offering opt-in participation
allowing written responses

correcting privately where possible
separating learning from evaluation

Safety precedes learning.

11. Gathering student insight (without spotlighting)

Sensory feedback should be:
e oOptional
e anonymous where possible
« framed as environment-focused
Helpful prompts:
“‘Where does the classroom feel most tiring?”
“‘Where is it hardest to concentrate?”
“‘What helps you feel calmer here?”

If the same themes appear across students, they are systemic signals.

12. Interpreting audit findings
When reviewing findings:

look for cumulative load, not single triggers
prioritise changes that benefit everyone

start with the easiest adjustments
communicate changes clearly

Avoid framing changes as:
e special treatment
e exceptions
« temporary favours

Lowering sensory load is good learning design.
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13. Common mistakes to avoid

Avoid:
e addressing one sensory factor in isolation
e adding “solutions” that increase complexity
« making adjustments conditional on diagnosis
e assuming students will tell you when they’re overwhelmed

Many students only show distress after capacity is exceeded.

14. A simple classroom sensory snapshot (copy—
adapt—use)

Highest sensory load areas:

Most common overwhelm triggers:

Times of day or activities with highest strain:
Quick changes we can make now:
Longer-term changes to explore:

This keeps the focus on action, not blame.

15. What safer sensory classrooms enable

When sensory load is reduced, education settings often see:

improved attention and engagement
fewer behavioural incidents

reduced shutdown and distress
better learning outcomes
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e increased inclusion without labelling

These outcomes come from environmental change, not increased control.

16. Guardrails (non-negotiable)
This audit must not be used to:

e assess individual tolerance
deny reasonable adjustments
label students as “sensitive”
justify discipline

require disclosure

Sensory safety is a shared responsibility.

A closing note for education providers
Classrooms teach more than content.
They teach students:

e Wwhether it is safe to be present

« whether their bodies are tolerated

« whether difference is a problem or a signal

When sensory load is ignored, students survive learning environments.
When it is addressed thoughtfully, they can actually learn.

This audit is not about perfection.

It is about noticing where the environment is asking too much...
and choosing to reduce harm at the source.

Use what fits.

Adapt freely.
Design for nervous system safety first.
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