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Support: two sides of the 
same coin…..
Support is most effective when it combines both:

❖Making supportive adjustments to the 
environment

and
❖Helping the child to build a ‘toolkit’ of 

understanding and strategies to help them to 
support themselves



Once upon a guess… the story of prediction
• The human experience is defined by uncertainty; it is ‘written 

into the script of life’ (Nowotny, 2015)

• We therefore spend our lives trying to create some sort of 
certainty from the world or at least trying to manage the 
uncertainty – we make plans, we save for a pension, we back up 
our files, we check the weather, we take out insurance, we 
Google, and so on…

• Having certainty about how the world works and our place in it 
helps us to feel comfortable about knowing how things are, but 
also crucially how things will be.

This allows us to feel in control as we can predict what might 
happen and prepare for what might come… we are then rarely 

surprised by our everyday experience of the world



Snowball fights in t-shirts



Activity

• Think about something 
simple like going out for a 
meal to celebrate an 
event…..
• What do you do to make 
sure this happens and all 
goes smoothly?
• What predictions do you 
make to help you prepare?



What if it is harder to make, store and access 
predictions about the world? 

Being neurodivergent means that for most children the world is 
experienced as a highly unpredictable place. 

This is because neurodivergence generally includes differences with:
• Processing and making sense of information (social, sensory, 

environmental, internal)
• Social interaction and communication (people are highly 

unpredictable)
• Flexible thinking and adaptive behaviour (changing what you 

think and how you behave based upon changing information / 
situations)

All  of this makes it much harder for neurodivergent children to 
process, make sense of, match to previous experience and therefore 
predict the world and their experiences. 

This leads to uncertainty, which then often leads to fear (loss of 
control), stress, and then anxiety



Neurodivergence and Executive Functioning 
(the brain’s ‘Air Traffic Controller’)

Processing and 
retaining 

information 
(working memory)

Managing change 
and transition 
(flexibility of 

thinking)

Adaptability Organisation 

Managing social 
cues and 

communication

Hyperfocus and 
Distractibility

Time blindness 
and sequencing Impulsivity



One young person’s 
experience….



Activity
Now imagine this activity again….

• You’re told you’re going to a 
restaurant, but struggle to 
process, organise and hold onto 
the information
• You cannot hold onto a sense of 
time which means you don’t know 
when it’s happening
• You cannot predict what might 
happen when you get there or 
plan for this

How would you be feeling?

What would help you to feel 
differently?



Reducing anxiety: increasing ‘certainty’ by 
making the world more predictable
Two of the key components that help us to create certainty:

• A perceived sense of control (agency)

• Knowledge (which helps us to make more accurate 
predictions)

Therefore, we can help children and young people by:

• Reducing the amount of uncertainty we / the environment 
creates for them

• Creating ways in which we can help them access more 
knowledge to build better prior models and help give them a 
sense of agency

Better prior models make The World more predictable



Increasing 
Structural Certainty



Increasing Social Certainty

Increase

Increase your child’s 
knowledge about social 
situations and social 
communication

Support

Support their ability to 
predict social 
situations and other 
people
Use clear, consistent, 
concrete 
communication

Help

Help your child to feel a 
sense of agency around 
social situations 
(options, choices, exit 
strategies, reduce 
expectations)



Increasing Sensory Certainty

Develop an 
understanding of your 

child’s individual 
sensory processing 

preferences

Sensory seeking 
support

Sensory avoiding / 
sensitivity support

Sensory detection 
support– reading and 
understanding their 

signals

Developing your child’s 
knowledge of their 

sensory needs

Making the sensory 
environment more 

predictable is almost 
impossible but we can 

make adjustments



Neurodivergence and Social Belonging

Masking – covering up / 
hiding what is happening 

underneath

Social camouflaging – 
‘pretending’ / taking on a 

role to appear socially 
‘acceptable’ / neurotypical 
or to present as ‘fitting in’

Self-concept, Self-esteem 
and Social Inclusion – who 

am I, am I any ‘good’ and 
do I fit in? 

Understanding 
neurodivergence and what 

it means for them as an 
individual – strengths and 

challenges

How to make friends that 
are right for you – finding 

your tribe

How to recognise and 
respond to bullying

How to recognise when you 
need help and seek this 

effectively



Understanding and supporting masking and 
social camouflaging
• Masking:

 - covering up who you really are

 - hiding / suppressing emotions and behaviours

 - presenting as ‘fine’ on the outside

• Social camouflaging:

 - pretending to be the person you think you should be 
/ who everyone expects you to be

 - putting on an act / playing a role to help you to ‘fit in’







Masking and Unmasking



Self-concept and 
self-esteem

• Understanding neurodivergence as 
difference not disorder (not just the 
‘diagnosis’)

• Their individual profile – what does 
neurodivergence mean for them, 
including their strengths

• Positive feedback and self-talk
• Learning about and getting to know 

other neurodivergent people 
• Having permission to ‘unmask’







Social confidence 
and belonging
• What does it mean to be a friend?

• Who are the right friends for me?

• How do I find people I connect with?

• What is bullying, what can it look like 
and how does it feel? 

• Comic Strip Conversations

• Social Stories







Trust and seeking 
help

• How do we know who to trust?

• The Circles of Trust activity

• How do we know when we need 
help? Who do I seek help from?

• How do we get help when we need 
it? (verbal, visual, touch, through 
actions / behaviour)

• Building positive help-seeking 
behaviours



Neurodivergence and Emotional Regulation

Interoception Alexithymia Masking / 
camouflaging

Reduced 
help-seeking

Dynamic 
Capacity and 

fatigue

A different 
experience of 
stress/anxiety



Interoception and 
Emotional Regulation 

(Emotion States)

• Sad
• Frustrated
• Anxious
• Nervous
• Proud
• Surprised
• Joyful
• Excited
• Scared



Linking body 
signals, emotions 
and actions

• To understand and manage an 
emotion a child first has to be 
able to recognise the body 
signals associated with that 
emotion

• They then have to be able to 
label the emotion

• They then have to be able to 
scale the signal / emotion

• They then require a toolkit of 
strategies to ‘manage’ the 
emotion effectively



Linking Physical (Body) 
Signals to Emotions

Once a child can identify their body 
signals and is able to describe these, 
whether using words and / or visuals…..

Then we need to help them link those 
physical sensations to their emotions.

For example, I feel hot and sweaty, I have 
butterflies in my tummy and I feel sick 
inside…. I’m feeling worried.



Visual support

Some children will need a lot more 
visual support to help them to:

• Identify and label their body signals

• Map these on a body template

• Match these to an emotion



Interoception and 
Alexithymia

• Alexithymia in simple terms means not having the 
words to describe emotions

• Alexithymia is more common in neurodivergent 
children, particularly autistic children

• Even if a child has good language skills, they can still 
experience alexithymia and it can be easily missed

• Many autistic children tell us they need help to 
develop a spoken language for their feelings



Developing a word bank for emotions





Coping strategies
Once a child can tune into their body 
signals and can recognise and label an 
emotion, then they can start to develop 
coping strategies for managing that 
emotion…..



Scaling: 
identifying 
how you’re 
feeling or 
measuring an 
emotion

• Visual scales can be helpful for 
children to express and explore how 
they’re feeling when using ‘words’ is 
difficult

• Scales can also be helpful to start 
helping your child think about the 
size/intensity of an emotion, e.g. 2 = 
cross, 6 = angry, 10 = exploding



Understanding and supporting Dynamic Capacity in 
Neurodivergent Children



Supporting dynamic capacity

SPOON THEORY STRESS BUCKET BATTERY ENERGY 
ACCOUNTING











Neurodivergence and Physical / Sensory 
Regulation

Sensory 
seeking

Sensory 
sensitivity

Interoception 
and basic 

physical needs
Stimming

Movement Sensory 
circuits Sleep Eating



Movement and sensory 
seeking

• Work out what sensory inputs your child seems to 
seek / like (this will be very individual)

• Provide sensory objects (e.g. fidgets, lights, sounds)
• Create a sensory space/area/tent
• Provide access to frequent movement / sensory 

breaks (sensory circuits)
• Allow a calming-down period after transitions
• Give short breaks between tasks to allow for 

movement 
• Set a variety of tasks and activities and where 

possible include 'hands on' activities 
• Plan ‘I need a break’ options; help your child to 

recognise when this is necessary  
• Allow flexible seating/standing options 
• Allow stimming / repetitive movement that is safe – 

this helps with regulation





Stimming

The function of stimming: Emotional (joy, excitement, 
stress, anxiety)

Physical (movement, 
particularly repetitive 

movement, is soothing for 
the central nervous system)

Sensory (to gain feedback 
or input and/or to block out 

other sensory sources 
which are overwhelming)

Overall stimming is a self-
regulatory behaviour 

which needs to be 
understood not stopped.

Rather than stopping a 
behaviour, seek to find out 
what your child gains from 

it and then sensitively 
adjust it over time.



Sensitivity / sensory avoiding

• Work out what aspects of sensory input your child 
seems particularly sensitive to (lights, smells, 
sounds, touch aspects, movement)

• Allow a calming-down period after transitions
• Give short breaks between activities / social times to 

allow for time in a quieter / sensory reduced space
• Allow opportunities for quiet / down time during the 

day, provide a balance between ‘sensory demanding’ 
activity and time to regulate 

• Support your child to recognise their sensory 
sensitivities and give them a way to communicate 
when they need a break / need quiet space / need a 
strategy to help

• Create a ‘sensory reduced’ area in the home
• Provide access to ear defenders / headphones / loop 

earbuds
• Think about lights, sounds, smells – sensory 

demanding environments and how your child may or 
may not cope in these



Self-care and organisation

• Visual supports (timetable, cue cards, planners)
• Interoception support (learning to identify body 

signals and what they mean, including emotions)
• Awareness of touch related sensory needs (e.g. not 

wanting to be close to others in a line / in assembly 
or seeking touch inputs by leaning on / holding onto 
others)

• Social stories / visual prompts for toileting needs / 
remembering to drink

• Motivating objects to support self-care and 
organisation, e.g. a brightly coloured, textured 
water bottle (sensory seeking)

• Plain, neutral soft clothing (sensory avoiding); 
adjustments to the school uniform

• Exploring sensory needs in relation to food / eating 
– sensory seeking / sensory avoiding – and 
providing support, e.g. eating in a sensory reduced 
setting to reduce overwhelm, close liaison between 
home and school to discuss food options



Interoception and Physical 
Regulation (Body States)

• Hunger

• Thirst

• Pain

• Temperature

• Toileting needs

• Tiredness

• Digestion

• Heart rate



Tuning into, recognising and labelling body 
signals

Body scanningScanning

Body mappingMapping

Developing a vocabulary (building words) to describe body signalsDeveloping



Body Scanning
• Provides a structured activity to help children take 

notice of their bodies and their internal signals

• Helps to foster increased self-awareness

• Helps to make connections between physical body 
sensations and signals and emotions

• Once children have learnt how to do a ‘body scan’, 
this can be used as a tool for regular body ‘check-
ins’ (e.g. in the morning before school, when they 
get home from school, before bed)

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xLoK5rOl8Qk

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xLoK5rOl8Qk


Body 
Mapping

A simple visual tool to help children start to identify and 
explore their internal signals and how these relate to 
different body states and then also their emotions



Supporting Interoceptive Awareness 
for physical body signals: modelling 
and games

• Model Your Own Body Awareness: Children learn through observation, so 
regularly describe your own internal sensations. For example, you can say, “I’m 
feeling hungry. My stomach is growling, and it feels empty,” or, “I need to go to the 
bathroom. My tummy feels full.” This helps children connect physical sensations 
with actions in a natural, everyday context.

• Create Games Around Feelings and Sensations. To build body awareness in a 
fun, non-threatening way, create games that focus on describing physical 
sensations related to emotions. An example would be to ask them how their 
tummy feels before eating, then asking them to describe how their tummy feels 
after eating. You can also answer these questions but be careful not to correct or 
suggest how your child should feel. The point of the game is to start trying to 
connect with feelings inside and to notice changes with bodily sensations.

• Story books are also a helpful tool (see resources at end of powerpoint) – image 
is from ‘I Am Hungry’ by Michael Rosen



Supporting Interoceptive 
Awareness for physical body 
signals: visual prompts and tools

• Use Visual Prompts and Tools: For children who 
struggle with eating or recognising their hunger/fullness 
signals, tools like a Snack Board can be helpful. This 
visual guide shows how many snacks a child can have 
throughout the day. It reassures children who may feel 
anxious about food availability while helping them 
regulate how much they eat. For those who don’t 
recognise hunger, the board serves as a reminder to eat 
regularly to maintain energy for daily activities.

• For mealtimes, a Dinner Plate Visual can indicate 
portion sizes and the types of food they should eat. This 
is particularly useful for children who may not 
recognise when they’re full or may feel anxious about 
eating too little. A helpful tip is allowing extra portions 
of vegetables for those who crave large amounts of 
food, reducing feelings of restriction.

• Also see ‘Power Cards’ in resources at end of 
Powerpoint (examples included here too) – they use 
characters that are motivating for the child

https://www.middletownautism.com/social-media/snack-boards-10-2021
https://www.middletownautism.com/social-media/healthy-dinner-plate-10-2021


Sensory and sleep
• Seek advice from an Occupational Therapist – your child may 

benefit from specialist support to assist their sleep, e.g. a 
weighted blanket, calming sensory input before bed.

• Activities that provide calming, heavy, steady muscle work can 
be effective in helping sensory-seeking children to calm down / 
regulate before bedtime.

• Have a consistent, structured bedtime routine, which includes 
sensory support (e.g. calming activities, a warm bath with 
‘sleep’ bath products suitable for children, low lighting, gentle 
music / white noise)

• It is important for school staff to know that a child with sensory 
processing differences also has difficulties sleeping, as this 
may impact on their ability to be regulated in school / the 
classroom (e.g. if they are overtired). Close home-school 
liaison is essential – e.g. a contact book with a simple sleep 
‘code’



Resources
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