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South Tees Paediatric Occupational Therapy Team

Introduction to the Environmental Audit Tool
A well-designed classroom environment plays a powerful role in supporting pupils’ learning, wellbeing, and overall engagement. This tool has been created to help primary and secondary schools reflect on and enhance the sensory qualities of their learning spaces. By considering factors such as lighting, sound, visual stimuli, layout, and organisation, staff can identify small, practical adjustments that create calmer, more focused, and more inclusive classrooms.
While sensory‑friendly design is often associated with supporting neurodivergent children—such as those who are autistic, have ADHD, or experience sensory processing differences—research and classroom experience consistently show that these adjustments benefit all learners. A thoughtfully arranged environment reduces distractions, supports concentration, and promotes positive behaviour. It can make transitions smoother, reduce cognitive load, and help pupils feel secure and ready to learn.
This tool is not intended to be prescriptive or overwhelming. Instead, it offers simple prompts and considerations that empower staff to make informed decisions tailored to their own setting. By routinely reflecting on the sensory impact of the classroom environment, schools can create learning spaces that are welcoming, accessible, and supportive for every child.
How the Environmental Audit Tool Works
This audit tool is divided into two complementary sections. Together, they provide a holistic picture of how the classroom supports pupils’ learning, comfort, and sensory regulation. The aim is not to create a “perfect” space—because there is no single ideal environment that suits every child—but to help staff make thoughtful, responsive adjustments based on the needs of the pupils who use it.

1. The Physical Environment and Learning Context
This section focuses on the organisational and instructional elements of the classroom that shape how pupils navigate learning. It invites staff to reflect on practical features that have a significant impact on clarity, predictability, and independence. These include:
· Visual timetables and schedules
Ensuring daily routines are clearly displayed and accessible to all children helps reduce anxiety and supports smooth transitions.
· Workstations and flexible seating
Considering where and how pupils work—whether individually, in groups, or in quiet spaces—allows the environment to match different learning needs and styles.
· Seating arrangements
Positioning that takes account of attention needs, distractibility, visual access to the teacher, and peer dynamics.
· Storage systems and labelling
Clearly organised materials promote independence, reduce clutter, and support executive functioning.
· Resources for free time and wet breaks
Thoughtful provision ensures downtime is purposeful, calming, and inclusive.
· Transition routines
Predictable systems help children move between tasks with reduced cognitive load.
· Methods of recording
Offering a range of ways for pupils to demonstrate understanding (e.g., writing, drawing, typing, voice notes) supports accessibility and reduces barriers.
This part of the audit encourages staff to notice what is working well and what could be simplified, clarified, or adapted to improve learning consistency and wellbeing.

2. The Sensory Environment
The second section focuses on the sensory elements of the classroom. Sensory experiences can either help children feel regulated and ready to learn or become overwhelming and distracting. This section explores how pupils are affected by:
· Visual input
Display density, lighting, colour choices, and the presence of visual clutter.
· Auditory input
Background noise, echo, classroom chatter, corridor sounds, and strategies to reduce auditory overload.
· Olfactory input
Strong smells from cleaning products, food, craft materials, or ventilation issues.
· Tactile experiences
The feel of seating, textures of materials, access to fidget tools, or sensitivity to clothing and furniture.
· Vestibular and proprioceptive needs
Opportunities for movement, posture changes, heavy‑work activities, and movement breaks that support regulation.
This section helps staff think about how sensory stimuli may support or hinder engagement, and how simple adjustments can make the environment more comfortable for a wider range of learners.

A Flexible, Responsive Approach
It is essential to recognise that classrooms do not need to look identical to be effective. There is no one‑size‑fits‑all model for an optimal sensory or physical environment. Different groups of children—and even the same cohort at different times of the year—may require different structures, supports, and sensory considerations.
The audit tool is designed to guide reflection rather than dictate uniform practice. By regularly reviewing these areas, schools can ensure their learning environments remain inclusive, adaptable, and centred on the needs of the pupils who use them.
Step‑by‑Step Guide to Using the Environmental Audit Tool
1. Choose the Environment to Review
Select the classroom or school space you want to audit. This might be done by:
· The staff member responsible for that environment, or
· A peer reviewer offering a fresh perspective
Either option works well—you may even wish to alternate approaches for balance.

2. Walk Through the Space Slowly and Observationally
Spend a few minutes noticing how the environment looks, sounds, feels, and functions. Avoid making changes straight away—this stage is about gathering information.

3. Complete Section 1 &2
Work through each prompt, noting:
· Strengths (what is working well and supports learners)- write down at least one example
· Weaknesses or barriers (areas that may cause confusion, distraction, or difficulty)
· Possible adjustments/ actions required (practical changes that could improve the space)

4. Summarise Key Findings
At the end of both sections, briefly summarise:
· What the environment currently does well
· Which areas would benefit from small changes
· Which actions you plan to trial
Keep the focus on being practical, realistic, and child‑centred.

5. Trial the Suggested Adjustments
Put the identified changes in place. These may be small tweaks (e.g., reducing wall clutter) or slightly bigger shifts (e.g., adjusting seating layouts).
Remember: this is not about perfection—just continuous improvement.

6. Review and Reflect After a Set Period
After an agreed timeframe (e.g., a month or a half-term):
· Reflect on whether the changes had the intended impact
· Note what worked well, what didn’t, and what you observed from the children
If changes were not effective, you can:
· Return to the original setup, or
· Try an alternative approach suggested during the audit
Both outcomes are valuable learning.

7. Keep the Audit as Evidence of Inclusive Practice
Completed audit sheets provide:
· A record of the school’s ongoing commitment to accessibility
· Clear evidence for inspections, SEND reviews, behaviour audits, or strategic planning
· A way to demonstrate how environments are adapted responsively for pupils’ needs
This turns the audit into a practical tool and a source of meaningful documentation.
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