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Project Aims

Children and young people who have
communication difficulties (SLCN) associated
with language impairment, and autism, will
benefit from this project because:

# They will be supported to think about and
communicate their views/feelings about
their own sensory needs, ensuring they
are listened to, and can participate
actively in assessment, planning and
intervention.

» Being listened to will have a positive
impact on their outcomes including mental
health/wellbeing.

Practitioners and Parents/Carers will have an
increased understanding of children/young
people's views/feelings and develop skills in
supporting children to be involved in sensory
assessment, planning and intervention.




Practitioners were selected by Talking Mats
according to the following criteria:

e Actively working with children and young
people who have a diagnosis of SLCN as
well as sensory integration/processing
difficulties.

¢ Registered Occupational Therapist (OT) /
Speech & Language Therapist (SLT) and
Sensory Integration Practitioner.

e Completed Talking Mats Foundation
Training (Total Currently Trained >
15,000).

Why Talking Mats?

“The notion that the voices of children with SEND (Special Educational Needs and

Disabilities, including SLCN) should be heard and that they should be actively involved in
decision making.....is not a new one and has been described and pointed out before in
pelicy and legislation documents both in the UK and internationally

(Children Act, 1989; Gray et al., 2006; United Nations, 2006; Palikara et al., 2009).

Policy changes have taken place with the voice of the child in the centre (Children Act, 1989;

Individuals with Disabilities Education Act, 2004), but there still appears to be a gap between policy

and practice (Porter, 2014)"

(Palikiara et al, 2018)



Supporting children with SLCN and sensory
needs to communicate and have a voice
supports their learning and development by
increasing their motivation and in turn, their
positive outcomes and success. The significant
impact of Talking Mats use in this way is well-
documented in our recent Scottish-
Government funded project ‘Can Scotland Be
Brave’
https://www.gov.scot/publications/scotland-

brave-incorporating-uncrc-article-12-practice/.




The Me and My Senses Project

Phase 1: Exploration & Development

of Resource Phase 2: Pilot Stage

e Training Seminar for practitioners involved
in Phase 1 plus 14 selected experienced
Talking Mats and Sensory Integration
practitioner OTs and SLTs working across

: : the UK, in a variety of different settings.
Two Expert Reference Seminars with 4

Sensory Integration Practitioner Speech

and Language Therapists (SLT) and

Occupational Therapists (OTs) working e Each Practitioner went on to trial the pilot
across the UK. resource with children and young people

with SLCN and sensory needs (Total: 31).

Pilot Resource Set developed with new
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Phase 2 Feedback

“The resource enabled an open conversation and wide exploration of the sensory topics”

Children and Young People.....

e felt able to share their feelings with the practitioner in a way that would not have been possible
via verbal communication alone.

e enjoyed exploring the options and often gave more information about them verbally, even when
that would usually be a challenge - indicating that they felt safe and in control of the interaction.

e shared insights and information that hadn’t been observed or come up in discussions before -
generating lots of additional conversation and opening up possibilities for submats, to continue
thinking about some of the options in more depth.

e were able to share information about sensitive topics such as getting to the toilet on time, and
about topics such as school, which might usually result in upset.

e felt able to put some options in the “I am not happy about” section of the mat, expressing a
negative view, which can be a challenge for some children who usually tend to agree with the
speaker rather than give their own opinion.

In addition:

e The option symbols gave focus to quite an abstract conversation, and supported concentration.
e Clarity of images made it easy for children to understand the context/ meaning of each option
symbol.



Using the resource....

Provided a quick and easy way to gain further insight in to a young person’s strengths and
difficulties.

Allowed for collation of a young person’s thoughts from a sensory perspective. Many tend to
find additional demands difficult so this felt like a gentle way to explore.

Helped the practitioner to understand how the child/ young person engages with their
environment and co-create an action plan.

Helped parents/carers to understand more about their child's sensory needs - a common
response from parents observing sessions in one CAMHS service was “| didn't know this
before”.

Resulted in changes to child's sensory environment - for example, one child had been
struggling in the corridors when moving between classes because of the busy corridors and
lack of personal space. The child was also finding the lunch hall queue stressful due to people
bumping into them and was often going without lunch which caused his mum stress. The talking
mat enabled the parent to put a request to school to ask for their child to leave classes five
minutes early to avoid the busy corridors, and to access the lunch hall five minutes earlier to
avoid the busy queue.

Child/Young Person comments:

“| felt relief at being able to put my thoughts down™

“It was funny to think about what | used to find difficult, and how | have learnt to manage it now.”

| felt heard”

Practitioner comments:

" A really valuable tool for practice’

‘Very useful resource — nothing else available for this topic discussion on the market. Really like it’

‘The mats helped CYP express authenticity & advocate. | think this is going to be a game changer’






Phase 2 Case Study: CAMHS Individual Example

B is an 8-year-old who has been referred to CAMHS for a neurodevelopmental assessment for
autism. There are lots of concerns related to school avoidance. Amongst core Autistic traits, B

was also demonstrating difficulty being in certain spaces in school. As part of a comprehensive
neurodevelopmental assessment, an agsessment of sensory processing was recommended.




These mats supported the child (B) to think about the spaces and aclivities at home and in
school, and different type of sensory stimuli.

B was able to share that there were too many smells in the lunch hall at school and this was
overwhelming. Described how this made him feel (“sick™) and wanting to leave but unable to. B's
parent and teachers had not picked up on this. B had not been able to express this until explored
with the talking mat.

B's parent also reported problems with personal care and avoidance when it came to showering.
B was able to share that he disliked the way the water felt when it landed on his back and
preferred a bath. B’s parent reported that they were not aware of this. B had not been able to
express this and only the avoidant and distressed behaviour was seen by B’s parent. B is now
enjoying baths.

It is assumed that quiet spaces are the ideal space for children to self-regulate at school when
feeling overwhelmed and in need of a space to self-regulate. Quiet spaces are recommended in
lots of guidance (e.g. NAIT Guidance for Schools). However, this child said that although they
take themselves of to a quiet space in class, this can also be a lonely time and they would prefer
a friend there with them to play a quiet game.

Children and young people with neurodevelopmental diagnosis at this age really struggle to
identify and express how they're feeling and we tend to see the “unwanted” behaviours. Home
and school reported that they saw lots of avoidance, meltdowns, and the child expressing they
were feeling unwell which led to days off school and poor attendance. This child didn't have the
ability to express “there's too many smells in the lunch hall and they're really strong, | feel sick
and want to leave”, or “l want to go to the quiet space for a little while, can | take a friend with me
and play a quiet game”, or “| don't like the way the water feels on my back, it feels sore when it
lands there, | would prefer a bath”.

The Talking Mats sensory set helped the child share what bothered them most at home and
school and provided information for home and school about the child that they weren't aware of
before. The information about the quiet space helped me as a clinician to think about the
recommendations we make and how important it is to involve the child in the whole process, and
not to be prescriptive in order to get things right for them. This is also a nice reminder to review
strategies recommended with home and school before discharge and plan follow ups.
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| realised that | was not using
Talking Mats to its
full potential. .l hawve learnt a lot
from this course

Really interesting and
enjoyable...Made me reflact
an my current practice and how
| can improve or alter it for better
outcomes for the children & young
people | work with
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I cannot actually believe that | haven't had the
opportunity to use this resource until now!

Already | have been gaining the most rich information
from the person’s perspective which has
been invaluable for planning and
sharing of knowledge with other staff
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| lowed this course, grateful to
have the opportunity to take part
and look forward to encouraging
colleagues to use it as part of
our daily ‘bread and butter’
practice




Phase 3 General Case Example:
SEMH/ Autism Special School

Work in school over past year has focused on exploring Pupil voice as a stepping stone to
developing self-regulation, engagement and independence. Talking Mats has been introduced
as an accessible format for gathering pupil views as the majority of pupils have underlying
speech, language and communication needs.

Pupils have difficulties processing language and retaining information so Talking Mats are used
to visually support conversations to ensure that any abstract concepts and language are fully
understood, and also to support the idea that we may interpret the same situation differently.

Many pupils have low motivation and are disengaged from learning, so work to look at a halistic
curriculum with more focus on life skills and functional needs has been taking place.

We explain to pupils that the purpose of the Talking Mats is to gain their opinions and views
about how we support them. We talk explicitly about how making changes doesn’t always mean
they need to learn or develop a new skill (which immediately makes most pupils disengage), but

that sometimes we need to adapt the environment and change how we do things as a staff team.

Engagement from the pupils with this alternative approach has been excellent and as a staff

team we have agreed we must action a change (however small) immediately to develop trust and
belief in the process.









Phase 3 Individual Case Example 2:
Autism/SEMH Special School

The Talking Mats Me & My Senses resource was used with an 11 year old autistic young person
to find out what activities she likes to engage in and how they make her feel. E indicated that she
has few opportunities to be active in school but that she is often loud and more talkative when
she is spinning, bouncing or swinging - like at the funfair, as it makes her excited.

Feedback from Practitioner (SLT):

Although recognising that she likes to engage in these activities which provide vestibular
feedback, E commented that she doesn’t have access to these in her school environment which
would meet this need. As an immediate action, the SLT spoke to the OT about a full sensory
assessment and sensory diet to be embedded into E's school day to see whether this would
increase her active engagement, interaction and communication skills. Appropriate activities
have been identified to trial and monitor impact.






Phase 3 Individual Case Example 4:
Residential College Setting

The Talking Mats Me and My Senses resource was used as part of an assessment process with a
19 year old autistic young person (P).

Due to EHCP Tribunal, P’s needs and wishes needed to be understood as part of their EHCP
(Educational, Health and Care Plan), especially in relation to the impact of P’s vestibular system
on his arousal levels and access to his learning/activities.

Feedback from Practitioner (OT):

Assessment findings concluded that P presents with sensory registration and modulation
difficulties which impact on his fine motor skills. P also presents with physiological regulation
difficulties which impact on his ability to problem- solve and undertake daily living tasks, especially
at times of stress.

P won his tribunal and is now in attendance in a national college on a 38 week residential
placement with weekly OT.






Outputs

During the project period, practitioners
involved shared impact stories which
evidenced that at least 62 children with
SLCN were directly supported to explore
and talk about their sensory needs and
preferences:

e At least 31 children with SLCN were
directly supported by the selected
experienced Talking Mats practitioners
during the pilot phase.

e Atleast 31 children with SLCN were
directly supported by the selected
practitioners who completed their free
Foundation Training course in May 2023.

The true number of children who benefited
is much higher as this figure only reflects
the number of impact stories which were
submitted. Each practitioner involved in the
project has an extensive caseload of children
with SLCN and potential sensory needs with
whom the resource was also/ can now be
used.




e The final resource along with
accompanying Guidance Notes was
published in May 2023 and is now
available to purchase by practitioners
working across the UK and the rest of the
world on our website, in both card and
Digital formats (using our existing Digital
Talking Mats platform).




Outcomes

Practitioners involved in this project
will have increased awareness,
confidence and skills in ensuring child
voicel/views are at the centre of their
sensory assessment, planning and
intervention process

a2d that the majority

of participants felt not at allf somewhat/
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Betore using this tool, how confident did you feel that
the child or young person's views were at the centre of
their own sensery planning, assessment and
interventions? (n=18)

confident.

Alter using this tool, how confident did you lzel that the
child or young person's views were at the centre of their
own sensory planning, assessment and interventionsy
[m=18)
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This resource has provided many opportunities
for the children | support.
It starts a comversation, provides evidence for
other professionals
and allows for a structured and supported way for children
to make their voices heard about their own sensory needs.
| have included photos of the Mats
in reports with the child's consent
and this has proved very powerful.
I am also excited to use it as a form
of outcome measurement
once | have completed a block
of Sensory Integration therapy.

| cannot thank you encugh for this life-changing resource!
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After using this tool, how much ef an increase in feelings
of gond mental healthfwellbeing for the children/ young
people has oocured? (n=18)
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Response

Using the talking mats me and my sense tool
has really helped us to capture the
thioughits and feelings of the pupils in our service
whiz can access the assessment. We recently reviewed
evidence that demonstrated sensory
assessment completed by carers may not
demaonstrate the severity of sensory needs
accurately, and this has given us a tool to try
and ensure More acCUracy in reporting.




This resource is amazing and
| feel | really get a sanse
of what the children | am Game changer. We are using this
working with want to say. throughout school.
Young people love it
as it gives them a chance to

This resource has been an invaluable part of our joint talk about things they couldn't before.

OT/SALT assessments,
and also part of our MOT trauma assessments for
looked after children in our service.
We include a summary of the mat in our
MDT reports
50 the child's views are represented in their care plan.
Thank you'

The Me and My Senses resource prompts us all to
stop, check in and suspend any assumptions. The
resource enables CYP to explore their individual
sensory needs and preferences and in turm allows adults
supporting them, to act on this to bring abouwt
positive and meaningful changes for children. It allows
previously unknown difficulties to be explored by

. Using the talking mats me and my sense tool
Thank you for this lovely resource. There including a well researched range of options. B -2 o

has really helped us to capture th
are a number of tools available to gain a ¥ .E e : u_re = ;
o . ) . thoughts and feelings of the pupils in our service
child's viewpoint or get them involved in .
N . who can access the assessment. We recently reviewesd
thieir own goal setting. But none that are B
. evidence that demonstrated sensory
so specifically related to sensory
meezing Wah e assessment completed by carers may not
time for something like this, so thank you damunsfme:r;_semhun?rhufserﬁc;ry T:Eds
. . accurately, an is has given us a tool to try
for being the ones to put it together P racy in reporting.




What's Next?




Find Out More....




Laura Holmes

aurai@talkingmats.com

Talking Mats Senior Associate
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