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How to communicate with children  


who have unclear speech. 


We want to build positive experiences of communication for all children and there are many 


simple things anybody can do to successfully talk to a child with unclear speech. 


At the mild end, this may be a child using a “t” instead of a “c, k”.   So they would call a ‘cat’ 


a ‘tat’ and a ‘sock’ a ‘sot’.  If you are talking to a child making these sorts of errors, hopefully 


you can still understand them or, if not, have a good idea what they mean, even if you miss a 


word or two.  However some children may only use a few sounds and be very hard to           


understand. 


According to the National Institute of Deafness and Other Communication Disorders (NIDCD),   


8-9% of younger children have a speech sound disorder and by the age of 6, roughly 5% of    


children still have a noticeable speech disorder.  Speech difficulties can persist into teenage 


years and occasionally adulthood. So even waiting at the school gates means you are quite 


likely to meet and talk to children with speech difficulties. 


Show them that you’re listening 


We all know how hard it is to talk to someone 


who isn’t really listening, or who is doing 


something else at the same time.  If you can, 


give your full attention.  If appropriate, get 


down to your child’s eye level, look at them 


when they speak, and listen.  Don’t worry if 


you don’t understand every word, it’s more 


important to show them you want to talk and 


that you are listening.  


Repeat back 


If you are finding it hard to understand the 


whole sentence, repeat back the words you 


have understood.  This shows that you are    


trying to understand and gives your child a 


chance to repeat their message.   Some  


children are very good at explaining in a    


different way or using a different word to 


help you.  


Show me 


This works well with younger children who are 


more likely to be talking about something in 


the room! If you are struggling to understand 


the critical word, ask them to show you or 


take you to it.  
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Offer Choices 


This is another good tip with younger      


children.  Try offering your child two           


options.  In this way they can just say one 


word which you are much more likely to 


understand, but still communicate what 


they want.  This can also help stop your 


child getting frustrated.   


Don’t presume 


Just because a child has a speech sound 


difficulty doesn’t necessarily mean they 


have a hearing difficulty or that they don’t 


understand you.  Don’t shout, it’s not going 


to help.  Also don’t talk for them or try and 


fill in.  Give them time to talk.  


Encourage gestures 


We all naturally move our 


hands and arms when     


talking to emphasise    


certain words; admittedly 


some of us more than  


others.  If you are a parent 


or someone who works 


with a child regularly,    


encouraging them to 


make gestures or natural 


signs can help. For          


example, you can point 


at your body if you are      


talking about yourself or 


you can mime actions like      


swimming or writing.   


How to communicate with children  


who have unclear speech. 


Don’t correct 


Few things will stop a child 


wanting to talk to you more 


than being constantly    


corrected.   Rather than 


getting them to repeat 


words, just say it back to 


them the errors correct.   


For example, 


Child: “Ta, ta me tee 


ta!”  (cat, cat, me see cat) 


Adult: “Oh yes, I see the  


cat too” 


Admit you don’t  


understand 


If you are finding it hard 


to understand, your child 


has repeated the word 


and they can’t show you, 


don’t be afraid to say 


“Sorry, I can’t get that 


word right now.”  This way 


you have still         


acknowledged your child 


but not implied that they 


have done anything 


wrong.  You need to be 


very careful of agreeing 


or saying OK when you 


don’t understand as this 


may be an inappropriate 


response and your child 


will  probably know.  Or 


you might have just 


agreed to take them to 


Disneyland!  


Try your best!  Showing your child you are interested in 


what they have to say and that you are trying to             


understand is the most important part of any interaction! 






image5.emf
making-play-inclusi ve-a-toolkit-for-parents.pdf


making-play-inclusive-a-toolkit-for-parents.pdf


Making play 
inclusive
A toolkit for parents







2


In 2015, Sense undertook a Public Inquiry into the 
provision of play opportunities for children aged 
0-5 with multiple needs in England and Wales. The 


Inquiry found that disabled children have significantly 
fewer opportunities to access play settings and activities 
than their non-disabled peers. 


All children should have equal access to play, which 
is fundamental to childhood. Sense is campaigning 
for national and local policy changes to address this 
inequality. We have also provided recommendations for 
play settings. While achieving these policy changes will 
improve access to play in the long term, we have produced 
these play toolkits to have a more immediate impact. 


Parents told us that they need more support to learn the 
best ways to engage their child in play. This toolkit has 
been designed as a guide for parents of children with 
multiple needs. It contains useful information on play,  
as well as simple ideas, suggestions and practical tips on 
play activities.


You can read more about the Play Inquiry on our website: 
www.sense.org.uk/play
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The Case for Play
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•	�Promote play for the sake of play!
•	�Children are unique – they all do things differently.
•	�Manage risk effectively – don’t let it get in the way of play.
•	�Give your child time to respond, explore and play.
•	�Never say never.
•	�Live in the moment. 
•	�Encourage adventure.
•	�Expect the unexpected.
•	�Use your imagination.


•	�Have fun yourself! 


•	�For children who are sensitive to touch, it may be helpful to 
start by introducing activities with their feet.


•	�Remember: less is more – avoid sensory overload.
•	�Always consider the positioning of your child and adapt 


each activity to their needs and preferences.
•	�Remember that activities must always be supervised.  


With each activity be aware of allergies, sensitivities and 
choking hazards. 


Key principles  
for inclusive play


Top tips for playing 
with your child
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Let your child lead 


As adults we may find it difficult to play. 
However, it is important to remember 


that you have one of the best teachers: your 
child! Forget the normal rules of play as an 
adult – if your child wants to dress a car up 
with a hat instead of pushing it then that’s 
fine. Learn from them and follow their lead.


This approach is useful for observing and 
learning what your child likes and dislikes. 
It can also help you to think about how to 
approach activities and the areas you feel 
they may benefit from more exposure to. 


Allowing your child to lead provides them 
with the opportunity to consolidate, develop 
and extend their learning at their own pace. 
They will be motivated to explore a project or 
express an idea in their own individual way. 
Providing choice in terms of play activities 
develops communication skills, confidence, 
independence and a sense of self. This can 
be as simple as asking if they want the red 
or blue crayon, or by offering more complex 
choices, such as the order to take turns in a 
game. When your child communicates their 
preference always praise them for it.  
 


“Providing choice in terms 
of play activities develops 
communication skills,  
confidence, independence  
and a sense of self.”


Use a ‘hand under hand’ approach.  
This is where your hand performs the 
activity and your child’s hand rests on top 
of yours.  With this approach, if your child 
decides they want the activity to end, 
they can simply take their hand away at 
any time. This offers choice, control and a 
sense of freedom.


This approach is great for trying new play 
activities. Your child may be hesitant to 
put their hand on an unknown object. 
However, they can still join you and have a 
safe space to experience the activity. This 
gives them time to feel the movement of 
your hand, understand it is safe, and feel 
comfortable trying it themselves.


Make it sensory


Senses are important for everyone as they 
enrich life and are vital to our cognitive 


development. Through taste, smell, touch, 
vision and hearing we learn about the world 
around us and become more engaged with 
the activities that we try. 


Children with physical and sensory 
disabilities may struggle to access 
information. Those who experience 
difficulties processing sensory information 
may choose to avoid certain experiences. 
Play helps to introduce new sensory stimuli 
in an accessible and entertaining way. Let 
your child explore – and avoid instructing 
children on how to engage with activities.


Sensory stories are a great way to 
provide sensory stimulation and develop 
communication in a fun way. Most 
importantly, however, they make stories  
fully accessible.


Any book can be broken down into 
workable parts. Each section should be a 
sentence or two long, and accompanied 
by a sensory experience. The sensory 
experience should include an item that 
matches each part of the story. Try to use 
the real thing if possible and make sure 
you find an item to match the story, not 
the other way around. 


It is important to tell the story a number  
of times with consistency. This repetition 
promotes cognitive development 
and helps your child to develop an 
understanding of communication. It 
will also encourage anticipation and the 
expression of preferences. 


It is worth considering whether published 
stories are relevant for your child – or 
whether creating a personalised story is 
more meaningful.


Watch the video at  
www.sense.org.uk/playtoolkits


Watch the video at  
www.sense.org.uk/playtoolkits
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Develop self-awareness


For children with multiple needs, 
developing an awareness of others, 


accurate self-perception, and understanding 
the impact of actions on others can be a 
challenge. For this reason, activities that  
help children to develop self-awareness  
are important.


Resonance boards are made from a thin 
piece of plywood that is raised slightly 
from the floor by a wooden frame. They 
can be expensive to buy but easy to make 
if you have the time. They are an excellent 
resource that will help to develop your 
child’s self-awareness.  


The special quality of the board is that 
any movement on its surface will produce 
amplified sound and matching vibrations. 
It encourages communication, large 
motor skills and mobility, fine motor 
manipulation, the use of vision and 
hearing, tactile and visual search, turn-
taking, anticipation, vocalisation and 
speech, problem solving, sequencing, 
cause and effect, rhythm – the list is 
endless!


Remember to start slowly and assess 
activities by putting your own ear on 
the board. You may want to spend time 
introducing your child to the board before 
including any toys. Your child may not 
be used to a hard surface and therefore 
may notice parts of themselves they had 
not been aware of before. Make sure that 
they are always in their preferred position, 
comfortable and safe. 


Your child can be placed alone on the 
board or use it with another child or adult 
if it is strong enough. It is a very adaptable 
activity; standing and walking on the 
board barefoot can be fun, as well as 
sitting and lying down.  


The use of toys and equipment on the 
board depends entirely upon safety 
considerations, personal preferences and 
availability. When selecting toys to use, 
it is good to think about those that will 
provide an instant response. Items such as 
portable speakers, wind-up music boxes, 
vibrating toys, spinning tops, stringed 
beads and bells are effective. 


There are various different ways that toys 
can be used on the board. Lengthy items 
such as stringed beads can be laid over 
your child’s limbs. Every time they move 
an arm or leg it makes a noise that will 
be amplified by the board. With portable 
speakers you can play music that will be 
amplified and accompanied by vibrations. 
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Watch the video at  
www.sense.org.uk/playtoolkits
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Focus on the process of play


It’s crucial to remember that the process is 
important – and to not get too attached to 
the outcome. Go with your child even if it 
differs from your objective. 


Changing textures: you can demonstrate 
how textures change by starting with 
dried custard powder or dried shredded 
tissues and then adding water.


Hand movement


When undertaking this activity, be mindful 
of the different movements you might 
want to encourage. These can include:


•	� A palmer grasp (squeezing toys  
and play dough)


•	� Using thumb and fingers (building 
towers of bricks)


•	� Pincer grip (popping bubble wrap)
•	� Release (placing objects in containers)
•	� Rotary action (pouring from one 


container to another)
•	� Finger isolation (making fingerprints in 


play dough)
•	� Bilateral hand use (tearing paper)
•	� Hand and finger strength 


(manipulating play dough)
•	� Tracking (following lines of wool).


Messy play is an activity where you can 
really focus on the process. It’s a great 
way for your child to learn more about 
things by experiencing them. Messy play 
can be presented in a number of ways, 
such as on sensory trays, each with a 
different theme. Remember to use edible, 
clean materials, and be mindful of choking 
hazards and allergies.


Adaptation


Not all children will be able to make these 
movements and some don’t like to get 
messy. As an alternative, try paints in a 
clear plastic bag or on paper with cling 
film over the top. Your child can play 
by pushing the paint around with their 
fingers and hands over the plastic or cling 
film. You might find that some children will 
slowly choose to get messy by picking off 
the cling film and trying to put their hand 
directly into the paint. The hand under 
hand approach is a great way to help 
introduce children to new textures in a 
safe and supportive way. 


Textures


Being mindful of different textures can 
help you make an activity more suitable 
for your child and their preferences. It can 
also help you build in exposure to a variety 
of different objects.


Easy textures: with these your child has 
more control over contact.


1.	� Dry textures that fall away from your 
hand: dried rice, dry sand, dry lentils, or 
cotton wool.  


2.	� Dry textures that mostly fall away but 
some particles or bits may stick to the 
hand: play dough, sterile compost, 
clean mud, or chalk.  


Difficult textures: with these your child 
has less control over contact. 


1.	� Wet textures that stick to the hand  
but that your child can easily break 
contact with (e.g. by lightly wiping): 
jelly, baked beans, wet sand, or 
sensitive shaving foam.


2.	� Wet textures that stick to the hand 
and that your child has least control 
of breaking contact with (e.g. by 
repeatedly wiping): yoghurt, finger-
paint, mud, Angel Delight or ice cream. 
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Watch the video at  
www.sense.org.uk/playtoolkits
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Children learn through exploration and 
experience. Much of this takes place 


through play, where children can be creative, 
take risks and make discoveries.


Mainstream toys are not always 
accessible to disabled children and 


buying sensory toys can be expensive. 
Simple adaptions can be made to toys to 
make them more suitable for your child. 
You can also make toys out of everyday 
household items. 


Remember that anything that has been 
adapted should always be used under 
supervision. Never leave a child alone with 
an adapted or homemade toy. Be aware of 
anything that could come off and become a 
choking hazard. 


Encourage exploration Adapt and make toys 


A treasure basket is a shallow sturdy 
basket containing a collection of everyday 
items. The idea is that children explore the 
basket and discover a variety of treasures. 
It brings exploration within reach of your 
child and gives them the opportunity to 
handle a range of items that they may 
not be able to experience unless they are 
brought to them. 


Items in the treasure basket should vary in 
weight, size, texture, colour, taste, sound 
and temperature – for instance: 


•	� Natural objects: pumice stone, lemon, 
natural loofah, feathers, shells


•	� Metal objects: spoons, keys, bells,  
small whisk


•	� Brushes: paintbrush, nail brush, pastry 
brush, toothbrush


•	� Textiles: velvet scrunches, silk, wool.


Remember to avoid plastic and typical soft 
toys as they do not offer much sensory 
feedback. 


Think about how the child might interact 
with the objects. It’s good to include 
things that rattle, fit inside each other, or 
that can be used to build and demolish. 


A treasure basket can be adapted to suit 
each child’s needs. For children who are 
not yet sitting, for instance, items can be 
suspended from a baby gym. 


Memory baskets: the same concept 
can be used to encourage memory. By 
including items attached to a specific 
experience, your child can revisit  
and recollect. 


Tips on adapting toys


•	� Keep it simple.
•	� Tailor it to your child’s needs. 
•	� Try adding a tactile element.
•	� You may want to enlarge features to 


make it easier to interact with.
•	� Think about whether there are any 


unnecessary features or distractions 
that can be removed.


•	� You might find it useful to stabilise the 
toy with Velcro strips or suction cups. 


Using everyday household items


•	� Pots, pans with lids, and a selection of 
wooden spoons can either be used to 
make noise or add clean mud (tissue 
paper and brown paint) for messy play. 


•	� Items like sieves can be fun to  
look through.


•	� Fill rubber washing up gloves with 
beans or liquid cornflour.


•	� Put some bells in a secure bag and 
squeeze into a kitchen whisk to create 
a shaker (remember that children may 
pull the bag out).


Watch the video at  
www.sense.org.uk/playtoolkits


Watch the video at  
www.sense.org.uk/playtoolkits
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Play is a great way for children to connect 
and there are lots of ways of encouraging 


this. You can adapt activities to include turn-
taking. For example, children can take turns 
to tap rhythms on a resonance board, use  
a Big Mack Switch, or roll tactile balls to  
each other. 


Tailoring play to include the way your child 
communicates is important. Learning to 
communicate as a family is a great bonding 
experience, especially for siblings. Play 
activities can include both informal and 
formal communication methods. 


Try to make inclusion work both ways so 
that children are able to get involved in each 
other’s favourite activities – as well as to 
create new things together.


“Tailoring play to include the  
way your child communicates  
is important.”


Include siblings 


Den making is a great inclusive activity. 
By making a safe den that is exciting 
and inviting, other siblings can and will 
want to join in. Children who might find 
it easier can help to create the den for 
their siblings. Dens are also extremely 
adaptable. For example, you can make 
a den by attaching an umbrella to 
supported seating or a wheelchair. 


Making a cardboard box den


You can build a den using a large 
cardboard box that is either lined with 
black paper or painted black. Punch holes 
in the top of the box and press some 
battery-operated fibre optic lights against 
the holes to create a starry sky effect. Use 
different tactile elements to create panels 
that slip into the sides and the back – 
these can be attached and moved around 
as required. You can add other elements, 
such as lights and torches, but remember 
not to overload the space with too  
much stimulus.  


Signing songs bring children together 
to sit and sing a song. The songs include 
basic vocabulary from British Sign 
Language or signing systems, such as 
Makaton, and can easily be adapted to 
include other forms of communication, 
such as on-body signing or deafblind 
manual. Remember to consider the pace 
of the song, the wording, and recognise 
that it may only be key signs that you are 
trying to get across.


Watch the video at  
www.sense.org.uk/playtoolkits
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We know that parents often find it difficult  
to find time for play. For parents with 
children who have complex health issues, 
time can be even more limited. Ideas for 
incorporating play into different settings can 
be very useful. 


Outdoor play is essential to the healthy 
physical, social and emotional development 
of all children. Having an awareness 
and connection with nature enhances 
appreciation and wellbeing, and the 
opportunity to play freely develops 
confidence and self-esteem. Children with 
more complex needs benefit greatly from 
exploring sights, smells, textures and sounds 
in natural environments. 


Consider undertaking the play activities 
described in this toolkit in an outdoor setting 
as well. For example, messy play using 
sensory trays can be great outside –  
as well as good for parents when it comes to 
cleaning up after!


Incorporate play into  
other settings


Go outdoors!


Play in hospital


•	� The play worker or therapist will be 
able to provide toys that are suitable 
for your child, or the child’s favourite 
toys can be brought from home if ward 
protocol allows this. 


•	� Remember that anything brought into 
the hospital needs to be reviewed for 
suitability in a sterile environment. It is 
also best to avoid toys that need to be 
plugged into an electrical socket.


•	� It may not be possible to bring lots of 
toys to the ward but there are practical 
nursing items that can be adapted to 
make excellent sterile play-things:


	 –	�Blow up a rubber glove and draw a 
face on it or fill it with water 


	 –	�Try tapping rhythms on a disposable 
paper bowl


	 –	�Survival blankets are shiny, have an 
interesting texture and make a nice 
sound. You can take turns scrunching 
a corner 


	 –	�‘I’ve been GOOD!’ (or similar) stickers 
can make you very popular!


	 –	�‘Beads of Courage’ recognise your 
child’s journey and can support them 
to talk about it. 


•	� If your child requires a quiet space 
it is always worth asking if a room is 
available.


Read more about Sense’s Children’s 
Specialist Services’ work in hospitals at  
www.sense.org.uk/content/multi-
sensory-impaired-children-hospital


It is important to spend time relaxing. 
On a warm day, lay your child down on 
a blanket, under a tree. They can look at 
the leaves, hear them rustle, and feel the 
breeze in the shade. Try hanging different 
coloured scarves, textured materials or 
wind chimes on the branches. 


Set up a selection of sensory trays, each 
with a different theme, for your child to 
choose from, explore, and leave and come 
back to. This creates open-ended play. 


For children who are less mobile or 
reluctant to explore, sensory trays can be a 
good way to introduce natural items. This 
can include sterile compost or clean mud 
(made from toilet paper and brown paint), 
sticks, leaves, clean feathers and clean 
large stones. 


Sensory trays always require supervision. 
Be mindful of hygiene, sensitivities and 
choking hazards. 


Watch the video at  
www.sense.org.uk/playtoolkits


Watch the video at  
www.sense.org.uk/playtoolkits
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We want to make sure that you, as parents, 
know your rights and understand what you 
and your child are legally entitled to. This 
section provides key information on the 
legal requirements around play for disabled 
children. 


•	� The Equality Act 2010 provides legal 
protection to disabled children and 
families seeking to access play services. 
Through the Act, providers of  
play facilities:


	 –	�Must avoid treating a disabled child 
less favourably than they treat others 
because of their disability (direct 
discrimination).	


	 –	�Must avoid provisions, criteria or 
practices that, when applied to all 
children, put disabled children at a 
particular disadvantage and which 
cannot be justified as a proportionate 
means of achieving a legitimate aim 
(indirect discrimination). 


	


Your rights


	 –	�Must make reasonable adjustments1  
to allow disabled children to enjoy 
similar opportunities to those of 
children without disabilities. Providers 
should consider barriers that obstruct 
disabled children accessing play 
facilities, and take action to reduce 
or remove those barriers, prior to a 
disabled child using the facility. 


•	� Public bodies that provide play facilities 
must also comply with the public sector 
equality duty set out in the Equality 
Act 2010. The duty requires that a 
public authority must have due regard 
to eliminate unlawful discrimination, 
advance equality of opportunity and 
foster good relations between people 
who share a protected characteristic and 
those who do not when exercising their 
functions, such as making decisions or 
setting policies about how they provide 
play opportunities.2


•	� The Children and Families Act 2014 
outlines how support should be offered to 
children with special educational needs 
and disabilities (SEND). Local authorities 
have a responsibility to identify children 
and young people with SEND, and where 
necessary to provide support to meet 
their special educational needs.  For some 
children this provision will be specified 
within an Education, Health and Care 
plan, and could include support with play 
at nursery or the development of certain 
skills through play.


•	� All parents of three and four-year-olds 
are entitled to register for 15 hours of 
free childcare for 38 weeks of the year 
in England. Two-year-olds are entitled 
to free early education if they have an 
Education, Health and Care plan or 
receive Disability Living Allowance at  
any rate. 


“The Equality Act 2010 provides 
legal protection to disabled 
children and families seeking to 
access play services.” 


•	� Through the Childcare Act 2016, working 
parents of three and four-year-old 
children will have a legal entitlement to 
receive 30 hours a week of free childcare 
from September 2017. This will be a right 
for all children with working parents, 
including those with special educational 
needs and disabilities.  


•	� The Early Years Foundation Stage 
(EYFS) curriculum is currently used to 
set standards for learning, development 
and care for all children attending 
schools and Ofsted registered early 
years providers. In order to deliver the 
curriculum successfully, early years 
educators and teachers are required 
to have an understanding of different 
approaches to education, including the 
role of play in supporting early learning 
and development.


1   �Reasonable adjustments relate to adjustments to provisions, criteria and practices,  providing auxiliary 
aids, or to adaptations to premises: www.equalityhumanrights.com/en/advice-and-guidance/what-are-
reasonable-adjustments


2   �The Equality and Human Rights Commission provides a range of guidance on its website about legal 
requirements in relation to discrimination, reasonable adjustments and the public sector equality duty:  
www.equalityhumanrights.com/en
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A key theme of submissions to our Play 
Inquiry was a concern that play providers’ 
attitude towards risk, health and safety can 
limit disabled children’s opportunities to 
play. In many cases these fears were felt 
to be caused by a misguided perception 
of legislation and regulation. As a result 
there can be a reluctance to engage in more 
challenging play and an exclusion of children 
with more complex needs. 


While health and safety is important and 
must always be taken into account, it should 
be used reasonably and proportionally. 
Creating the right balance between 
protecting children from serious risk and 
allowing them to reap the benefits of play is 
not always easy. Risk needs to be managed 
but not removed altogether. 


�As the Health and Safety Executive argue: 


‘Play brings the world to life for children. 
It provides for an exploration and 
understanding of their abilities; helps them 
to learn and develop; and exposes them 
to the realities of the world in which they 
will live, which is a world not free from risk 
but rather one where risk is ever present. 
The opportunity for play develops a child’s 
risk awareness and prepares them for their 
future lives.’3


The Health and Safety Executive (HSE) has 
set up the Myth Busters Challenge Panel to 
ensure that health, safety and risk are not 
misused to prevent children from playing 
in environments where they develop and 
learn. As a parent, if you think a decision 
or advice that you have been given in the 
name of health and safety is wrong, or 
disproportionate for the activity you are 
doing, you can contact the panel via  
www.hse.gov.uk/contact/contact-myth-
busting.htm


3   �The Health and Safety Executive (HSE) Statement provides some useful guidance on this topic:  
www.hse.gov.uk/entertainment/childrens-play-july-2012.pdf


Risk, health and safety
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Local Offer


Your Local Offer provides information about 
relevant support services in your area. 


Family support groups and 
resources for parents


Lookout for family-led initiatives, peer 
support groups and resources designed for 
parents, such as: 


Mumsnet


The UK’s most popular parenting  
network offering support, advice, product 
reviews, competitions and more.  
Visit www.mumsnet.com


Contact a Family parent support groups


Parent support groups are a great way 
to meet other parents for practical and 
emotional support. Most support groups  
are set up and run by parents and carers  
of children with additional needs.  
Contact a Family is a charity for families  
of disabled children.  
Visit www.cafamily.org.uk/connect-with-
families/parent-support-groups


Cerebra’s guides for parents


Cerebra provides high quality health  
and social care information for the parents 
and carers of children aged 0-16 years  
with neurological conditions.  
Visit http://w3.cerebra.org.uk/help-and-
information/guides-for-parents


Rainbow Trust


A children’s charity that provides emotional 
and practical support to families who  
have a child with a life threatening or 
terminal illness.  
Visit http://rainbowtrust.org.uk/


Scope’s play resources for parents  
of disabled children 


Scope has put together some useful play 
resources to promote equal access to play 
opportunities.  
Visit www.scope.org.uk/support/families/
play


Further information


Sense Children’s  
Specialist Services 


Sense Children’s Specialist Services (CSS) 
is a team of advisory teachers, children’s 
therapists, and children and family support 
workers. They provide expert advice 
and information to children and young 
people who are deafblind or have sensory 
impairments, their families, carers, and to 
professionals who work with them. They also 
offer support in the home, at school, in the 
community or at Sense Family Centres.


CSS’s core offer to families includes:


•	 �Contact  within two working days from 
when a family first contacts Sense


•	� Each family will be offered the 
opportunity to meet a member of the 
team within eight weeks of first getting in 
touch with us


•	� Each family will have their own identified 
worker


•	� Each family will be invited to attend at 
least one family event per year


•	 �CSS will keep in touch with families 
through an annual contact.


There are a variety of other ways CSS can 
support you. This includes regular multi-
sensory groups, family support events, 
resource libraries, an identification report 
to highlight needs related to deafblindness, 
packages to provide support at key times, 
and social or educational advice and 
assessments. For more information visit 
www.sense.org.uk/content/childrens-
specialist-services


For all queries, contact our Information 
and Advice Service via www.sense.org.uk/
content/information-and-advice-service


Telephone:  
0300 330 9256 or 020 7520 0972
Text phone:  
0300 330 9256 or 020 7520 0972
Email:  
info@sense.org.uk
Fax:  
0300 330 9251


Write to us at:  
Sense
101 Pentonville Road
London
N1 9LG







About Sense
Sense is a national charity that supports people who 
are deafblind, have sensory impairments or complex 
needs, to enjoy more independent lives.


Our expertise in supporting individuals with 
communication needs benefits people of all ages, 
as well as their families and carers. We provide 
information and advice, offer a wide range of flexible 
services and campaign passionately for the rights of 
the people we serve.  


Sense
101 Pentonville Road
London  
N1 9LG


Tel: 0300 330 9256 (voice)
Text: 0300 330 9256
Fax: 0300 330 9251
Email: info@sense.org.uk
Website: www.sense.org.uk


Funded by the Boshier-Hinton Foundation


Registered charity number 289868






image6.emf
Supporting  Children with LD  ASD with COVID Isolation.pdf


Supporting Children with LD  ASD with COVID Isolation.pdf


 


 


 


 


 
  


Supporting Children with  
Learning Disability/ASD 


Coping with COVID-19 Isolation 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


 
 
 
 
 
 


 
 
 
 
 
 


The next few weeks (and possibly months) will be a particularly 
difficult time for children and families, whilst schools are closed 
and we are advised to self-isolate or socially distance ourselves 
from our friends and family. Our normal structure and routine 


will be out of the window. This information pack aims to support 
parents of children with an ASD or LD during this tricky time and 


will hopefully make things a little more manageable. 
 
 


This Booklet was put together by colleagues in Community Family 
Psychology, Neurodevelopmental Team and Children’s Occupational 


Therapy (20th March 2020) 
 


 
 
 
 


Collaboration with Child Psychology/Neurodevelopmental Team/Children’s Occupational Therapy  


Contents: 
A. Structure and Routine  
B. Providing Easy-read Information on COVID-19 
C. Looking After Yourselves 
D. Advice from Occupational Therapy on Regulation 
E. Sleep Routines 
F. Indoor Activities  
G. Exercise in the Home 
H. Managing Behaviour  
 







 


 


 


 


 


A. Why Structure and Routine is Important 
When your world is very chaotic and confusing, there is a lot of uncertainty which leads to anxiety.  
Children with ASD or a Learning Disability require a very concrete, literal and predictable world to 
feel secure. Something can have a specific meaning in one situation and mean something totally 
different in another.  For this reason many children have a strong need to control all activity and 
interaction around them. To help deal with this insecurity and anxiety, we have to decrease the 
uncertainty in their lives. The following strategies can help do that: 
 


1. Providing accurate and easily understandable information about COVID-19 
See Section B for more information 


 


2. Build structure into daily routine 
The more structured and predictable the daily routine is, the less uncertainty there is for the child.  


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


Using Alarms 
Set different alarms throughout 
the day. Keep the same ones 
every day to create a routine. 
You can use different songs to 
mark different points in the day. 
Eg. start the morning routine 
with a good morning song.  







 


 


 


 


 


3. Using a Visual Schedule.  


 If possible, provide visual (pictures or written) schedules so children can see what is coming up 


next and what they are doing. This provides predictable order to their day. These visual schedules 


provide a nice detailed path to follow. It lets them know what to expect and when to expect it. 


This alone can drastically reduce anxiety.  


 


                                                  Visual schedules 


A visual schedule uses pictures and symbols to demonstrate what activities will occur and in what 
order. We all tend to thrive on routines and children with additional needs especially respond 


positively to having structure. Structure enables them to be able to organise and predict events 
that will be occurring throughout the day/week. This can help to reduce anxiety levels of children 


with autism and/or learning disabilities. When feeling anxious it can be difficult to take in and hold 
onto any verbal information so having things presented in a simple visual format can also help to 


relieve this anxiety. 
Visual schedules can be used to map out the activities of a day or even a whole week for a child, 


or can simply be used to show the process of a single activity such as brushing your teeth or 
getting ready for bed. PECS (picture exchange communication system) can be used to create your 
visual schedule (your child may be used to using these at school). These are available to download 
from various sites online such as http://www.do2learn.com/picturecards/printcards/.  However 


you can also use your own photographs of places you regularly visit with your child. Visual 
schedules can be particularly useful for weekends or school holidays when there may be less of a 
routine than the child may be used to having at school. It may be useful to have the pictures on 
velcro or stuck down with blu-tac so that your child is able to remove it from the schedule once 


the activity has been completed. 
 
 


    
 


    


 


 


4. Keep Your Routine Habits the Same.  


Keeping familiar routines throughout the day uses less brain effort eg. keep the same personal 


care rituals. This adds predictability and certainty to the child’s world.  See Section E on 


‘Maintaining Sleep Routines’ 


 


 



http://www.do2learn.com/picturecards/printcards/





 


 


 


 


 


Handwashing Advice 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


5. Transitioning between Tasks 


Children with ASD or LD often have difficulty switching their brain activity between different tasks. 


They do much better if they have warnings or reminders when the one activity is ending and 


another is beginning, especially if the current activity is a favourite activity. To ease transition 


difficulties try to: 


 ensure that the child always knows what will be coming up next (e.g. watch TV then 


bath)  - See box on Using Now & Next Cards 


 give the child five, three, and one-minute reminders that the activity is going to end 


and they will move on to the next activity. Use timers if it helps. 


 Using traffic lights – See box on using Traffic Lights 


This way their brain is prepared for what is coming up next, and the reminders help bridge 


the transition. This is particularly useful for limiting time spent on tablets – there are some 


apps available that allow you to control this from your phone, eg. Screentime.  


 


 


 


 


 







 


 


 


 


 


Using Now & Next Cards (sometimes called First & Then) 


Shows the child what to do and what the reinforcer 
or preferred activity will be when they finish.  
When to use: 
Use as a visual support for transitions. 
Use to show a reward or activity that may motivate 
a child to engage in a less preferred activity. 
Use with children who ask for reinforcers or 
preferred activities often. 
 
How to use: 
Show the child the first/then card, point to the two symbols, and say “First (Activity 1), then 
(Activity 2)”. If the child resists or gets off task, show them the card again and repeat this phrase. 
When the first activity is done, show the child the first/then card again and say “(Activity 1) 
finished!” while pointing at the first visual on the card. Then point to the second activity and say 
“Now, (Activity 2).” 
Begin Activity 2 immediately. 
Tips: 
This tool is only effective when Activity 2 is either one of the child's reinforcers or a more preferred 
activity. It is important that Activity 2 be started right after Activity 1 is finished, or the child will 
not understand that finishing Activity 1 is what allowed them to do Activity 2. The “Now” activity 
should not move to the “Next” activity upon the completion of the less preferred activity. It is a 
motivational tool for building behavioural momentum through less preferred activities. 


 


 
 
 
 


 
 
 


 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


Now  Next  







 


 


 


 


 


6. More Resources 
 
 


 


https://l.ead.me/bbTE3n?fbclid=IwAR0v2tMb8KiDBSRH1jvW4B4xNnR7HEGadMt4hE5wNPc55


Mhc_lgzzPaeIxE  


 


 
B. Providing Easy-read Information on COVID-19 


 
There is loads on the internet at the moment about the Coronavirus. Stick to government, NHS 
and well known charity pages for valid and up-to-date information.  
https://www.mencap.org.uk/advice-and-support/health/coronavirus 


 
The link below is a fab Social Story on explaining coronavirus to children.  


 


 


 
 


https://littlepuddins.ie/coronavirus-social-story/ 



https://l.ead.me/bbTE3n?fbclid=IwAR0v2tMb8KiDBSRH1jvW4B4xNnR7HEGadMt4hE5wNPc55Mhc_lgzzPaeIxE

https://l.ead.me/bbTE3n?fbclid=IwAR0v2tMb8KiDBSRH1jvW4B4xNnR7HEGadMt4hE5wNPc55Mhc_lgzzPaeIxE

https://www.mencap.org.uk/advice-and-support/health/coronavirus





 


 


 


 


 


C. Looking After Yourself in Times of Uncertainty 
YOU CAN’T POUR FROM AN EMPTY CUP 


 
HOW WE REACT TO STRESS 


When we are faced with a threat we become stressed and our body experiences a surge of 
adrenaline! Which is great as it gives us the much needed energy to react to increase our chances 
of survival. Our responses can usually be categorised into the following:  
(Examples of how we may react are given if we use the example of a hungry tiger stood in front of 
us) 
 
FIGHT- punch the tiger, or use a weapon to keep the tiger away 


FLIGHT- run, very fast away from the tiger!  
FREEZE- stand still or hide and hope the tiger cannot see you 
 


These reactions require our brains to focus on sending important messages to our heart and 
muscles, and will place extra effort on alerting our emotion centre (called the amygdala) of our 
brain to continuously inform us that there is a danger. This means that our ability to do things like 
use our memory, think logically, think rationally, plan ahead, consider how other people may be 
feeling or what they are thinking are all compromised! You probably notice that when you are 
stressed you don’t act in ways you normally do! 
 
Therefore if you are stressed it can make it really difficult to care for someone who is also 
stressed. In such cases it would be useful to try and calm yourself or try to remove your 
perception of a threat so you can calm others; i.e. Look after yourself first, and then you have the 
resources to support others better!  
 
It can be really difficult to calm yourself when you are unsure about whether something is a threat 
or not, or when the threat can't be removed or we have no control over it! During these times of 
uncertainty our perception of a potential threat can be heightened, and can be unhelpful when 
trying to manage our usual lives and others. So what can we do so calm our brains down a bit?! 
 
PREPARE TO SELF-CARE! 
Self-care is key to calming ourselves so we have the resources (brain power!) to care and support 
others. We would recommend trying to implement structure, routine, and consistency to your life 
as well as those you care for! For self-care to be effective it needs to be sustainable and practical 
for your lifestyle!  
Suggestions to self-care:  
 
MINDFULNESS 


The three main principles of mindfulness are:  
-  Being in the present moment i.e. focus on the right here, right now and not the future or past! 
-   Noticing and increasing our awareness of what is going on  
-   Placing no judgment on our experience, i.e. no labelling of things we notice as good nor bad, 
right or wrong, they just are! 
There are lots of Mindfulness apps that you can access; we have enclosed a leaflet. Mindfulness 
practice does not have to take long, you can do it anywhere at any time for however long (even 30 
seconds!) 







 


 


 


 


 
BREATHE 


We hear it all the time! But it’s true, slowing down your breathing can really help ground you and 
slow things down. Try imagining blowing up a balloon in your stomach and slowly releasing it.  
 
BE YOUR OWN BEST FRIEND 


If your best friend came to you upset and struggling what would you say to them? Write this 
down... pin it in a place you regularly look. This is how you will speak to yourself when you are 
struggling. Give yourself a break, be kind, you’re doing your best in a difficult time. Go you!  
 
DOING SOMETHING MEANINGFUL TO YOU! 
Think of an activity you enjoy. It can be ANYTHING! What is it about the activity that you value? 
For example, if you enjoy going out for a coffee with your friends, you may value connection with 
others. Although you may not be able to go for a coffee with a friend could you be creative about 
how you could still live your life by this value in a different way. For example, Skype your friend 
and sit and drink coffee together in a designated area of the house. 
Try to identify what you value about the activities you enjoy doing in your life and think about 
how you can still live your life by these! 
 
 
 


 


 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 







 


 


 


 


 


D. Occupational Therapy: Regulating Sensory Activities 
 


1. Walking 
This is a very regulating activity as it provides rhythmical and predictable sensory inputs. Try to 
walk at the same pace and aim to walk for over 30 minutes. Walking up hills and/or wearing a 
back pack with bottles of water in will increase the resistance which will provide stronger 
regulating proprioceptive inputs.  
  
2. Local parks and outdoor gyms 
Hanging from monkey bars provide strong regulating proprioceptive inputs which quickly has a 
calming effect. If your child can’t hang independently support them to hold on to the bars as they 
will still be getting some proprioceptive input. 
 
Swings are regulating as they provide rhythmical and predictable linear vestibular and 
proprioceptive inputs. Encourage your child to swing themselves as much as possible as this will 
increase the calming proprioceptive inputs and help reduce the stimulating effect of the vestibular 
inputs. 
 
Use roundabouts with caution as these provide strong rotational vestibular inputs which could 
quickly cause over stimulation. Spin the roundabout 10 times then stop it and ask your child to 
look at you and count to ten and repeat. This also applies to other playground equipment that 
spins.  


 
Older children can use outdoor gym programme.  
For older children and teenagers outdoor gyms provide strong regulating proprioceptive inputs. 
Refer to the attached program for ideas how to use the equipment.  
 
3. Trampoline 
These proved strong vestibular input which can cause rapid overstimulation. You can increase the 
regulating proprioceptive inputs by standing /sitting on the edge of the trampoline as will 
increasing the amount of effort your child uses to bounce. This should reduce the stimulating 
effects of the vestibular inputs.  


 
You could also reduce the possibility of overstimulation by controlling the amount of bouncing by 
counting the number of bounces to 20 then say stop. Ask your child to stand still like a solider and 
look at you while you count to 10 and repeat.   


 
4. Den building  
Use blankets, throws, tarps etc to build as these create a regulating environment and reduce the 
amount of sensory input your child has to process.  You could have a picnic in the den with 
crunchy and crisp foods which are regulating. Or play regulating games like colouring or connect 4. 
 
5. Hot Dogs Game 
Please refer to attached programme. 
 


 
 







 


 


 


 


 


6. Obstacle Courses 
These provide great regulating sensory experiences. Encourage your child to carry/punch objects 
to make the obstacle course. Try to include things that will allow your child to crawl and have 
different body positions. 
   
7. Cosmic Kids Yoga  
There are lots of fun and child friendly You Tube clips that include simple yoga poses which are 
regulating and you and your child could do them together. To slow YouTube clips down:  


1. Open the video in You Tube. 
2. Click the three dots in right hand corner or settings icon on the bottom right. 
3. Select ‘playback speed’ to 0.5x or less. 


 
8. Heavy Work Activities 
Any activities that involves pulling, pushing, carry heavy objects provide regulating proprioceptive 
inputs. Some ideas include: gardening activities – digging and pushing a wheelbarrow, tug of war, 
cycling, helping with house work, row row your boat song, door pull up bars, wall press offs 
 
Some websites for further information around proprioceptive regulatory strategies and activities 
include: 


 
https://www.understood.org/en/learning-thinking-differences/child-learning-disabilities/sensory-
processing-issues/heavy-work-activities 
 
https://lemonlimeadventures.com/100-sensory-activities/  
 
https://www.andnextcomesl.com/2015/06/heavy-work-activities-for-kids.html 


 
  


Occupational Therapy: Hot Dog Rolls 
 


Hot Dog Rolls Programme: This deep touch pressure of this activity is relaxing and calming. 
 
What you will need: 


 Foam mat or flexible gym mat 


 Large beach ball or therapy ball 


 Variously textured household items such as a washcloth, sponge, pot scrubber, vegetable 


brush, basting brush or large paintbrush, wooden foot massager and fabric swatches 


Preparation: 


 Spread the mat on the floor or bed 


 Have the child lie tummy down on the mat, near one end. The child’s head should be off 


the mat 


What you can do: 


 With consistent, firm pressure roll and press the ball up and down all over the child’s body  


 Say “I am making sure this hot dog is really well packed.” 



https://www.understood.org/en/learning-thinking-differences/child-learning-disabilities/sensory-processing-issues/heavy-work-activities

https://www.understood.org/en/learning-thinking-differences/child-learning-disabilities/sensory-processing-issues/heavy-work-activities

https://lemonlimeadventures.com/100-sensory-activities/

https://www.andnextcomesl.com/2015/06/heavy-work-activities-for-kids.html





 


 


 


 


 


 Crouch next to your child and roll them gently and tightly in the mat toward the other end. 


Put one hand on their shoulder and the other had on their hip, rock them to and fro for a 


movement 


Benefits of the activity: 


 Deep touch pressure from the mat and textured materials provides input to your child’s 


somatosensory  (tactile/proprioceptive) system 


 The rotary action of rolling organises the vestibular system 


 


Occupational Therapy: Oral Motor Activities 
 
Adaptations to everyday activities 


 When drinking encourage the use of a straw or water bottle that’s opening requires 


sucking.  


 For alerting sensory inputs: during snack/meal times try to include food items that are 


crunchy (such as dry cereal, bread sticks, apples and raw carrots), cold (ice cream, frozen 


fruits and cold water) and sour (lemon, lime, and grapefruit). 


 For calming sensory inputs:  during snack/meal times try to include food items that would 


require greater chewing (such as baguettes, dried fruit and granola bars) and items that 


have a sweet taste. 


 
Oral Motor Activities 
 
20 Seconds  
Using raisins and a straw see how many you can suck up and move within twenty seconds.  
 
Table Football (to be played in pairs) 
For this you will need straws and a ping pong ball or foam ball. Set up barriers on the table to form 
sidelines to keep the balls flying over. Then by blowing through straws only, see who can force the 
ball off the opponent’s end of the table.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  


For this football pitch we used 
two pieces of green felt stuck 
together with masking tape to 
form halfway line. We then used 
masking tape to form the goals 







 


 


 


 


 
Blowing bubbles  
 
For this, you will need a plastic cup, washing up liquid, elastic band, cloth, small dish, something 
sharp to pierce the cup and a straw.  


 
 
 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


o Pierce the side of the cup so that there is room for the straw to go through. 


o Cover the top of the cup with the cloth and secure with elastic band. 


o Fill a shallow dish/bowl with washing up liquid and small amount of water; rub the top of 


the cloth into the mixture.  


o Blow down the straw to see bubbles appear out of the cup. 


 
Shepherds 
For this you will need a large open floor or table space, masking tape, cotton balls for ‘sheep’, 
straws, different coloured pens (dependent on how many players) and containers/material to 
mark out the ‘sheep pens’.  
 
 
 
 


 







 


 


 


 


 
 


 
 
 
 
 
 


  


  


  


  


  


  


 


 Put a strip of masking tape at each end of the space to mark a start and finish line. 


 Take a handful of cotton ball sheep and place them on the floor by the start line. The ‘sheep’ can 


be marked with different coloured pens to make them identifiable.  


 Place two containers ‘sheep pens’ by the finish line (depending on number of players). Here we 


used two different coloured pieces of felt. 


 Take a straw and sitting by the start line, blow through the straw to herd the sheep towards the 


sheep pens 


 Once at the finish line, suck through the straw to drop them into the correct coloured pen.  


 
Bubble snake  
For this, you will need a plastic bottle, scissors, washing up liquid, dish cloth and elastic band. 
 Cut bottom off water bottle.  


 Cover with dish cloth, securing with elastic band. 


 Fill shallow dish with water and washing up liquid. Dip cloth covered end into mixture. 


 Blow the top of the bottle to make bubbles.  


See how long you can make your snake before it falls. 


 


 







 


 


 


 


 


 


 
 
 
 
 
 
 


 
Adaptations 
Add food colouring drops to the cloth-covered end of the 
bottle to make colourful bubble snakes. 
 
 
  
Cup Races (activity for pairs) 
For this you will need string, 2 plastic cups, 2 chairs (or places to tie string at each end), scissors.  


 Pierce a hole in the bottom of the cup.  


 Cut 2 lengths of string (same size) and thread a cup on to each. 


 Attach ends to the chairs ensuring that there is a gap between the two strings. 


 Move the cups so they are at the ‘start’ line.  


 Race to see who can blow their cup to the finish line the fastest.  


 
 
 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 
 
 
 
 
 







 


 


 


 


 
Catching Flies  
For this you will need a party blower, pieces of felt to form the ‘flies’, piece of Velcro. 


  Attach piece of Velcro to end of party blower.  


 Lay out the ‘flies’ on to table or floor. 


 Use the party blower to pick up as many flies as you can. 


 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


 
Coloured Lines  
For these you will need 3 different coloured masking tapes with matching coloured pompoms and 
some straws 







 


 


 


 


 
 Stick the tape on the floor forming different shaped lines e.g. curvy, jagged, and straight. 


 Place the matching pompom at the start of the line. 


 Using the straw, blow the pompom along the line, trying to keep it as close to the line as possible. 


 
How Heavy? 
For this you will need straws, masking tape and objects with different weights and structures:  


Lightweight Cotton balls, feathers, tissues, balloon.  


Cylindrical Empty cans, paper cups, paper towel/toilet paper rolls, 
wooden dowels. 


Spherical Golf balls, marbles, ping-pong balls. 


Flat Lollypop sticks, plastic container lids.  


Bumpy Wooden beads, pebbles, small blocks 


 


 Clear a large floor space, putting strips of masking tape down to mark start and finish lines. 


 Take a straw, choose an object and see if you can blow the object across the floor, from 


start to finish. 


 Decide which objects are easy to move, not easy and which do not move at all. 


Adaptations 


 Hold up a lightweight object (tissue, feather, balloon) and blow underneath to keep it 


aloft. Pass it back and forth in pairs, keeping it from touching the floor. 


 Races: everyone choose a similar object and see who can blow their object across the floor 


to the finish line first.  


 Build a miniature obstacle course with blocks, train tunnels, cardboard tubes, and other 


items to blow items: over, around, under, and through.  


 







 


 


 


 


 


E. Maintaining a Sleep Routine 
There are a number of reasons as to why a child may struggle with sleep especially at the moment 


when routines have all changed.  These can include things such as an inability to self-settle, 
waking problems behavioural issues or sensory issues to name just a few. If you are worried about 
your child’s sleep, keeping a sleep diary will help you get an accurate picture of your child’s sleep 
patterns. This can be helpful in identifying possible reasons to why your child is having difficulties 


sleeping.  
 
Some possible reasons for troubled sleep: 
An over-stimulating room – does your child get out of bed to play with their toys. Distractions in a 
child’s room can delay them from settling. 
Noise – are there any noises inside or outside the home that may be disturbing your child. Some 
children with sensory issues are particularly sensitive to noise therefore what may seem like a 
really quiet sound to us may appear rather loud to the child and affect their ability to settle and 
fall asleep. Masking sounds in your home with something like a white noise app can help if noise is 
an issue for your child. 
Light – is the room dark enough? Melatonin (our sleep hormone) is produced when it’s dark. 
Black-out blinds can be purchased to help keep the room dark at bedtime. 
Bedding – is your child kicking the bedding off during the night and getting cold. If so you could 
consider a sleep suit for your child or tucking a double duvet under a single mattress to stop it 
coming off during the night 
 
Strategies to support sleep: 
Settling: Many children with additional needs struggle to settle themselves to sleep.  


 If you stay with your child until they go to sleep you may need to gradually distance 
yourself to enable them to settle alone. For example if you currently lie in bed with them 
until they sleep, try sitting next to the bed for a few nights then gradually move your chair 
further away each night until they no longer need you in the room.  


 Once you have turned the lights out and said goodnight do not engage in conversation 


with your child. Try using a ‘broken record’ phrase such as “It’s bedtime, go to sleep” if 


your child tries to continue to interact with you after this. By engaging in conversation with 


your child after bedtime has been established they are being rewarded for remaining 


awake. 


Bedtime routines: Routine is very important at bedtime. We tend to thrive on routines and 
children with additional needs especially will respond positively to having structure at bedtime. 
Once a routine has been established it must be kept consistent throughout the week even if your 
child is staying elsewhere for the night. When constructing a routine it is helpful to decide what 
time you would like your child to be in bed and work back from this (despite not going to school). 
If bath-time is incorporated into this routine ideally it should occur at least half an hour before 
your child goes to sleep so their body temperature has time to regulate as a warm bath can 
increase body temperature and lead to difficulty sleeping. The child should have quiet time up to 
an hour before bedtime so the house becomes a quiet sleepy place. This time can incorporate 
doing a relaxing  
 







 


 


 


 


activity such as reading a book or having a gentle foot/hand massage. Avoid watching the TV or 
using tablets in this time as the light can stop the body from releasing melatonin. 
 
Visual Timetables: A visual timetable is a way of demonstrating to a child what they can expect to 
happen in the lead up to bedtime using pictures and symbols. It may be useful to display the 
routine that you will be using at bedtime to help them to become familiar with the order of 
events. 
 
Explaining sleep: Some children can have difficulty understanding the need for sleep. A social 
story could be used to explain this and help them settle, for example; ‘All people sleep... They 
wake up each morning. I sleep in a bed. Usually Mum or Dad says, “Time to go to bed.” This means 
it is time to get into bed and go to sleep. 
 
Rewarding your child: It is important to remain positive with your child about bedtime so as to 
reduce any anxiety associated with it. Give your child praise at bedtime for what they are doing 
well and give consistent rewards until the behaviour is firmly established. 
 


 
For more information:  


https://cerebra.org.uk/get-advice-
support/sleep-advice-service/ 


 


 


Don’t forget your own 
sleep routine too! 







 


 


 


 


 
F. Ideas for Indoor Activities 


Many of the following ideas are around sensory play. Sensory play is aimed to 
include activities that stimulate your child’s senses by engaging one or more of the 


senses: touch, small, taste, sight and hearing. 
 


Cloud Dough: Pour 4 cups flour into the centre of a large tub. Create a crater in the middle of the 
flour and pour the ½ cup oil into the crater and mix it all together. You can add glitter or food 
colouring or essential oils.  
 
Goop:  Mix the 2 cups of cornflour with 1 cup of water. Add food colouring if you like. You can also 
make the goop dance by placing a bass speaker next to it and playing something really ‘bassy’.   
 
Sensory bins/bags: This simply involves filling various containers with dried beans, lentils or rice 
and allowing your child to scoop, stir and transfer them between pots etc. You could try making a 
beach or treasure island out of rice. The same concept can be used using zip-lock freezer bags. For 
example you could try filling them with shaving foam, or jelly etc. 
 
Fizzing fun: By adding vinegar to bicarbonate of soda it makes the powder fizz and bubble. You 
can play with this idea by either filling mugs/pots with bicarbonate of soda and adding vinegar and 
food colouring to them to create a ‘fizzing tea party’ or by filling a tray with bicarbonate of soda 
and putting the vinegar into a water pistol which your child can then squirt into the tray and 
watch the powder bubble up when the vinegar hits it.  
 
Marbled painting:  Squirt a layer of shaving cream onto a tray and let your child spread it about 
with their hands. Dribble some of the paint (watered down enough to pour) onto the shaving 
cream. Allow your child to swirl the paint around either using the back of a paintbrush or their 
fingers to make a marbled effect (make sure to stop before the colours mix together too much). 
You can print the marbled effect onto paper by placing a sheet of paper/card onto the foam. 
Gentle lift the paper off the shaving foam and set aside. Then use a credit card or a cardboard 
square to scrape the shaving foam of the paper. The swirled/marbled pattern should remain of 
the paper. Set aside to dry. 
 
3D Paint: Mix roughly equal amounts of PVA glue and white shaving cream together. Add little 
bits of food colouring or paint and stir into the mix. Your 3D paint is then ready to use. It works 
best to dab the paint onto the paper or card rather than smear , as you want it to be quite thick. 
Try finger painting with the paint. The paint  will have a puffy, 3D texture when dry and will feel 
squishy like foam to the touch. 
 
Play Spaghetti:  Cook as much spaghetti as you wish to use then divide it up into separate 
containers – one container for each colour that you are making. Add a few drops of food colouring 
to each container and mix. Add a little cooking oil to the coloured spaghetti to stop it from 
becoming too sticky. Your coloured spaghetti is now ready. Allow your child to play with it! 
 
Raised salt painting: Place a piece of paper onto a tray (e.g. a baking tray) and pour PVA glue onto 
the page. You can use the glue to draw a picture or create patters. Then pour table salt onto the 
page, ensuring it covers all areas of glue. Once all the glue is covered in salt shake off the excess.  







 


 


 


 


Using a paintbrush drip watercolour paint onto the patches of salt. The colour will spread out and 
run along the lines of salt. Try and engage your child in watching the process of the paint 
spreading along the salt.  
 
Water-play: Water is familiar to children and can provide an easy, safe and free form of sensory 
play. Fill a large container with water and provide your child with some simple toys such as 
funnels, various sized pots or containers, marbles, cloths or sponges, bubbles or foam etc and 
simply allow your child to experiment and play. A tray/container of water can be used for play 
both indoors and outdoors. 
 
Coloured rice: By simply mixing dried rice with food colouring you can create brightly coloured 
rice grains that your child can use for sensory play. Simple mix approximately a cup of dried rice 
with a teaspoon of food colouring by placing both in a screw-top container and shaking until the 
rice is adequately covered and then setting aside to dry on paper towels. Once the rice is dried 
your child engage with it by passing it between containers or playing with it with their hands.  
 
Sand foam: By simply mixing clean sand with shaving foam in a large tray/container it will create a 
fluffy, textured mixture that provides a material kids can use for sensory play. Engage your child in 
mixing the two materials together. Once the sand and foam are mixed you can hide objects such 
as shells or plastic toys in the sand-foam for your child to find. You can also draw and write in the 
sand foam using your fingers.  
 
Bottle-tops and bubbles: Simply fill a large tub/container with water and washing up liquid to 
create a container of bubbles. You can then hide bottle-tops and ask your child to find them. See if 
they can do it by colour, (i.e. pick out all the red bottle tops). Your child could also try using 
different utensils to make more bubbles such as a whisk.  
 
Jelly play: When making up the jelly try hiding objects that are similar in colour to the jelly you are 
hiding them in. This will help disguise them better. Allow the jelly to set in various 
containers/pots/jugs. Your child can try building things with the jelly, making pictures or words 
out of it. Again this is a great activity to do with your child if they have a tendency to put 
toys/materials in their mouths. 
 
Rock Monsters: For this you will need googly eyes, paint, and glue. Make a bunch of rock 
characters, give them names, you could even give them personalities! 
 
 


 
 


 







 


 


 


 


 
Some ideas suggested in this handout have been sourced from’ Learning For Kids – List of Sensory 
Play Activities’ http://www.learning4kids.net/list-of-sensory-play-ideas/ 


 
World Book Online have just made their collection of over 3,000 ebooks 
and audiobooks available for free for children to access at home. They 
have books suitable for all ages. Click on the following link to access 
them.  
https://worldbook.kitaboo.com/reader/worldbook/index.html?usertoken=Mjk5MzQ6MTpJUjA5M
jAxNjoyOmNsaWVudDE2OTc6MTY5NzoyMjE2Mjg4OjE6MTU4NDM4MDExMzA2Mjp1cw== 


 
More activities to do with your children….. 
Without knowing how long the current measures may last, it can feel hard to prepare. Improvising 
on a snow day is one thing—longer school closures call for creative planning on the part of schools 
and parents alike.  Every day more stuff is appearing on the internet for ideas of things to do and 
your child’s school will probably also be sending ideas and activities to do.  


https://www.mother.ly/child/homeschool-resources-for-school-
closures?rebelltitem=2#rebelltitem2 


 


G. Physical activity 
 


Maintaining physical activity when stuck indoors is a huge challenge for both you and your 
children. Mr Motivator recommends setting an alarm every 45 minutes as a reminder to stand up 
and move. Children with a Learning Disability or ASD may rely on physical movement to regulate.  
They may also have physical needs that require regular stretching and moving (in this case, you 
may already have physiotherapy advice on exercises to do at home).  Physical activity is also very 
important for emotional wellbeing.  It alerts the nervous system, increases focus, releases stress 
chemicals from the nervous system and better organises the neurochemistry. Exercise reduces 
anxiety and enhances mood. The greater the anxiety the more important the physical exercise. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


 
 


Activities to try with your child 
 Star-jumps/ jumping jacks  
 Bear- crawls or Crab-walks 
 Balancing on one leg 
 Touching your toes and reaching the sky  
 Catching and throwing a ball 
 Wallsits 
 Hoovering and mopping! 
 Looking on Youtube for  home exercise programmes aimed at children. 


o Joe Wicks has this one…. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=rN0h6EZd6TM 
o Or try Harry Potter Yoga https://m.youtube.com/watch?v=R-BS87NTV5I&vl=en 
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https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=rN0h6EZd6TM

https://m.youtube.com/watch?v=R-BS87NTV5I&vl=en





 


 


 


 


 
H. Managing Meltdowns in the House 


 


Primary Prevention  
The aim of Primary Prevention is to reduce the number of triggers that a child will encounter so 
that they are more likely to remain at baseline and difficult situations less likely to occur.  Many of 
the strategies in this booklet are ‘Primary Prevention’ strategies. These strategies support keeping 
the ‘baseline’ low and help reduce triggers as shown on the volcano below.  
 


 
Secondary Prevention 


But what happens if your child moves up the volcano and is heading for a meltdown……  
 


I. If possible, redirect them to a quiet and calming part of the house 
 


II. If not possible to redirect your child, try and redirect siblings and family pets to another 
room. 


 
III. Avoid interacting with your child 


 Try not to talk to your child when they are having a meltdown. (verbal information is difficult 
to process when you are distressed) 


 Try not to make eye contact with them 


 If possible, move away from them (keeping an eye on them from a distance) 
 
(If you have received advice from OT about regulation activities, you may find them useful to 


use at this time) 
 
 







 


 


 


 


 
IV. Keeping the area safe 


 Move anything breakable away from your child 


 If your child is head butting the wall, you can place a cushion against the wall 
 


V. After the Meltdown 


 When your child calms, tell them (using visual cues ideally) what you are doing next and 
engage them in an activity to move them on 


 
Your child may have another meltdown and you will have to do all this again.  But it is important 
to stick to your rules.  If your child gets what they want when they have a meltdown, they will 
have a meltdown every time they want something.  It is important to teach your child that having 
a meltdown will not get them what they want.  


 
If your child is hurting themselves during a meltdown then please 
contact Community Child Health on 02920 536 789 to speak to 
the appropriate health professional.  
 
 
For more information about managing behaviour, please have a look at these pages…. 
 
https://www.autism.org.uk/about/behaviour/challenging-behaviour.aspx 
 
https://www.challengingbehaviour.org.uk/understanding-behaviour/understanding-
behaviour.html 
 
https://cerebra.org.uk/download/factsheet-managing-challenging-behaviour/ 
 
 
 


This information was compiled by Child Health Professionals in Cardiff & Vale UHB. 


It is not to be copied or reproduced without permission from the authors. 


Updated 20th March 2020 



https://www.autism.org.uk/about/behaviour/challenging-behaviour.aspx

https://www.challengingbehaviour.org.uk/understanding-behaviour/understanding-behaviour.html

https://www.challengingbehaviour.org.uk/understanding-behaviour/understanding-behaviour.html

https://cerebra.org.uk/download/factsheet-managing-challenging-behaviour/
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Learning through play’ is a phrase that 
is often used during the early years. The 
Early Years Foundation Stage (EYFS) is 


underpinned by children using play as a tool 
for their learning and development. Children 
are encouraged to ‘play’ from a very young 
age; we buy children a variety of different toys 
to help encourage them to play in different 
ways. There is also extensive evidence which 
highlights the importance of ‘play’ in a child’s 
early years.


Many theorists past and present have shown 
us the significance that play has to a child’s 
development. Friedrich Froebel (1782–1852) 
believed that ‘Play is the highest expression of 
human development in childhood, for it alone is 
the free expression of what is in a child’s soul.’ 
He was one of the first people who recognised 
that young children were capable of learning 
social and intellectual skills through their play.  
The work of Jean Piaget (1896–1980) then 
linked play to a child’s cognitive development. 
He stated that ‘play is the answer to how 
anything new comes about’. 


The idea that play is of great importance is 
still being explored by more recent pioneers 
such as Tina Bruce, who believes that play 
takes children into ‘one of the highest forms 
of learning’. As an early years’ practitioner 
and a mother I have seen first hand how play 
supports children’s development and learning, 
as I’m sure many others have too. 


It is often assumed that all children know 
how to play and that it comes naturally to 
them. However, for some children this is not the 
case. For children who have communication, 
interaction and social impairments, ‘play’ is far 
from a natural process. 


Getting the skills in place


As shown in this communication pyramid, 
play is also part of the foundation of language 
development. The skills at the bottom of the 
pyramid have to be in place before the skills at 
the top can develop. 


When you look at this there is no wonder 
that children who find play a difficult concept 
have impairments in their social development. 
Having worked within the early years with 
children who have a diagnosis of autism 
for many years I have observed that these 
children’s play differs from their mainstream 
peers. In her book, Play & imagination in 
children with autism, Pamela Wolfberg explains 
that ‘children with autism gravitate to repetitive 
play activity, ranging from manipulating objects 
and enacting elaborate routines to pursuing 
obsessive and narrowly focused interests’. On 
a typical observation, one child may be sitting 
spinning the wheel of the truck continually 
while another is running up and down the room 
from one corner to the other. Although this 
could be seen as children exploring particular 
schemas, the child with autism would find it 
hard to move on from this. Play then becomes 
stuck in the same form, making it difficult to 
extend and develop it into the next stage. 


So how do we as practitioners begin to 
help such children to develop their play skills? 
In reading around this subject I began to 
understand that children with autism need to 
be taught how to play, rather than expected to 
learn through play. There are many different 
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example again, hand each child a brick one 
at a time before you start the next tower. 


u �Interact with the child by encouraging and 
mirroring, ie put another brick on the tower 
after they do. Some children may want to 
build individual towers, and this is fine too.


u �Allow the children to lead the session – this 
will occur, with your encouragement, once 
an understanding is established by the group 
as to what is going to happen next. 


u �Extend play by introducing different toys 
at the same time, for instance when using 
bricks introduce animals, cars, trains, 
people, cups and saucepans. This will help 
keep the children’s interest and allow for 
creativity. For example, you could build a 
bridge, which the children can copy, for a 
car to go under. 


u �Keep adult language limited to simple 
key words. Remember, the children are 
the leaders, with the adults becoming 
facilitators. 


I have used this basic principle to introduce 
children to a variety of toys such as dolls, 
farm and zoo play, tea parties, puzzle play, 
the list is endless. The outcomes have been 
promising, with most of the children engaging 
for a considerable amount of time during the 
sessions. The children show skills that are not 
observed during the free-flow play sessions. It 
has also created a platform for a child to show 
creativity and where the adult can extend and 
praise a child’s play without the confusion 
of other factors that an autistic child can find 
a hindrance, such as the loud noises often 
experienced during free-flow play sessions.  


We have also observed that some children 
transfer their newly learnt skills from the sessions 
to the more general learning environment of 
the classroom. Giving children with autism the 
tools to understand the principles of play will 
help them to become more independent in their 
learning. One particular girl was observed 
building big bricks after one of the sessions – it 
is hard to determine whether this was because 
of the group session but the girl had not 
showed us this before. 


I hope this article has shown the importance 
that play can have in the classroom. We can 
get tied up in the core subjects that we are 
expected to teach, but it is good to reflect on 
the ‘extras’ that we need to be able to offer, 
especially when working with children with 
autism who need the opportunity to foster  
what are often thought of as naturally 
developing skills. 


Kay Smith worked as an early years practitioner, 
nursery nurse and outreach worker at 
Whitefield Academy Trust for 20 years and has 
recently started working for Hertfordshire as an 
inclusion development worker (area SENCO).


strategies that are recommended to use when 
working with children with autism. One strategy 
is ‘intensive interaction’, an approach used to 
encourage communication and interaction for 
people who have difficulties in this area. The 
learning outcomes associated with intensive 
interaction are reflected by parent-infant 
interactions, in creating simple turn-taking 
sequences with the adult mirroring the child’s 
actions and sounds. Research has shown 
how this strategy enables children to become 
engaged in interactions with adults, especially 
when the adults are able to allow the children 
to take control. I knew that this was an 
important strategy when considering how I was 
going to begin to help ‘teach play’.


A step-by-step approach
Psychologist Lev Vygotsky (1896–1934) talked 
about a child’s ‘zone of proximal development’. 
This refers to the difference between what a 
child knows and can do independently and 
what they can then do with some support. 
So as practitioners we need to know how we 
can scaffold the child’s learning and play to 
achieve the next level. It was this knowledge 
together with the intensive interaction principles 
that helped me to devise a way to ‘teach play’ 
to the children with autism with whom I have 
worked.  


This is a simple step-by-step approach that I 
believe can help to support children’s learning 
of ‘how to play’. It is best done with a group of 
children, as we often forget what children can 
learn from each other. 
u �Position yourself carefully – you need to be 


able to see all the children’s faces and it is 
best that everyone can see each other.


u �Start with a clear table – this will allow you 
to introduce the toys at an appropriate pace. 
All the toys will need to be near you but not 
in sight of the children. 


u �Introduce the toys one at a time, for example 
when using building blocks, place one brick 
in the centre of the table. You could count 
the bricks but what you are essentially doing 
is building a tower. The key here is to allow 
the children to process what you are doing, 
so a slow pace in between each brick 
placing will allow this. 


u �Respond to any of the children’s involvement 
and interactions by mirroring and praising. 
Allow the children to express themselves 
freely; there is no right or wrong way. This 
session is about allowing the children to take 
the lead, with you scaffolding what they 
already can do. 


u �Remember that, inevitably, the tower will be 
knocked over. This is a positive action so be 
prepared to start again. 


u �As the children get involved, hand each 
child a toy one at a time – using the brick 


‘This session 
is about 


allowing the 
children to 
take the lead’
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Attention Autism  
 (Based on an article by Gina Davies) 


 


 


 
Judith Thomas EYAT for Inclusion  


 


 


Attention development 


The ability to focus and sustain attention on an activity of our own choosing is an early stage 
in attention development. At this level, the child rejects any attempts to intervene because 
they can only process one thing at once and they don’t want to stop what they are doing. 
Typically developing children eventually progress to the stage of being able to do two things 
simultaneously in a distracting environment, but it’s a gradual process that happens over 
time. Without appropriate intervention, children with autism seem to get stuck at the early 
stages and this makes learning really difficult. 


Attention Autism is a step-by-step series of practical activities that enables parents and 
professionals to get children to engage with them, so they can introduce them to new 
experiences and progress their learning. 


Language is not the key to removing the obstacles that stand in their way. Instead their 
attention – and that of any supporting adults – is held by activities that are so compelling, 
they can’t tear their eyes away and they want to tell you about it. This spontaneous 
motivation to interact in turn helps their shared attention skills form. We aim for 20 minutes 
within six weeks of the intervention starting. 


4 Stage approach 


     


Stage 1 - A bucket full of surprises                                     


Stage 2 - The attention builder                                    


Stage 3 - Shifting attention and turn-taking 


Stage 4 - Attention control and transitions 


 


 



https://search3.openobjects.com/mediamanager/torbay/enterprise/files/attention_autism_-_bucket_full_of_surprises_with_tc_format.pdf

https://search3.openobjects.com/mediamanager/torbay/enterprise/files/the_attention_builder_with_tc_format.pdf

https://search3.openobjects.com/mediamanager/torbay/enterprise/files/shifting_attention_and_turn-taking_with_tc_format.pdf

https://search3.openobjects.com/mediamanager/torbay/enterprise/files/attention_control_and_transitions_with_tc_format.pdf

https://search3.openobjects.com/mediamanager/torbay/enterprise/files/attention_autism_-_bucket_full_of_surprises_with_tc_format.pdf

https://search3.openobjects.com/mediamanager/torbay/enterprise/files/the_attention_builder_with_tc_format.pdf

https://search3.openobjects.com/mediamanager/torbay/enterprise/files/shifting_attention_and_turn-taking_with_tc_format.pdf

https://search3.openobjects.com/mediamanager/torbay/enterprise/files/attention_control_and_transitions_with_tc_format.pdf
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