
bespoke curriculums for those who need 
them, to ensure they can thrive in our 
mainstream school. Parents send their 
children to us as they believe this is the best 
place for them. We embrace the challenges 
these children bring, and work hard to give 
all children the same opportunities.

“The children began using the room 
just before the summer break, and it will be 
used every day going forward. We do not 
usually see the level of engagement in class 
that we have seen in the sensory room. The 
provision we now have for our children is 
incredible. For the six or seven years that 
these children are with us, they will have 

Children with education, health 
and care plans are now being 
fully supported to achieve their 
very best at Cooks Spinney 

Primary Academy, in Harlow, Essex.
The school had previously been proud 

of the one-to-one assistance it was 
providing to pupils with conditions such 
as Down’s syndrome, autism and 
developmental delay, but had hitherto 
lacked the physical resources to match  
its expertise.

According to head of school Neil Stirrat, 
however, the school is now able to enjoy the 
best of both worlds. “We have been running 

Kelly Clark looks at how one primary school juggled its 
priorities and budget to create a £25,000 sensory room, 
and the learning opportunities it’s since made possible…
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“These children  
have access to 
something amazing”

Kelly Clark

access to something amazing. It sets us 
apart from other primary schools.”

Squeals of excitement
Children with EHCPs are allocated a set 
number of hours per week in the sensory 
room, with visits taking place daily. That 
said, the whole school is able to benefit 
from the space and the equipment it 
contains, which helps to nurture good 
behaviour and social skills, while also 
acting as a desirable reward and 
relaxation space.

Rachel Grant, Cooks Spinney’s 
assistant headteacher for SEN, observes 
that the children have quickly come to 
love the new space, having responded 
with squeals of excitement when it was 
first unveiled.

“Our children are getting a lot out of 
the sensory room,” she says. “It’s about 
being able to add multi-sensory aspects to 

“There are also light-up bubble tubes, 
glowing fibre optic cabling and an interactive 
element to the aforementioned projector”
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the activities that take place in the room 
at all times, ensuring that the children 
are always developing important life 
skills. These might include taking  
turns, how to communicate with others 
or the importance of sharing; the 
school’s co-operative values are being 
constantly reinforced.

As Rachel explains, “If we’re teaching 
phonics, we might start outside of the 
sensory room by teaching pupils phase 2 
letter sounds. Then, moving into the 
sensory room, we might have those letter 
sounds set up on the projector and urge 
children to share what they have learnt, 
reinforcing the lesson all the time. 

“Another activity might be to hide 
those letters within the fibre optics. We 
can talk about these things outside of the 
sensory room, but put their new-found 
skills into practise once they’re inside.”

A big impact
The children might be excited to use 
the space, but measuring the impact of 
the £25,000 spend is vital to a school 
suffering the same budget constraints 
as everyone else.

“Child engagement is an obvious 
measure of the success of the sensory 
room,” says Rachel. “For some pupils, 
engagement in the classroom can be a 
challenge. But by capturing their 
attention in the sensory room, the aim 
is to transfer that new skill back to the 
classroom. That’s a very visual way of 
measuring the success. We can also 
look at the progress of our SEN 
children, and see how it compares to 
before and after the introduction of 
the sensory room.”

The sensory room is also be used 
by other schools across town that 
belong to the Burnt Mill Academy 

Trust. Like many other schools, 
Cooks Spinney has been battling 
financial strain, yet the decision was 
still made to make the sensory room 
a priority. “We achieved this 
through very careful budgeting,” 
says executive head, Stuart Pope. 
“We have been gradually moving the 
room up the priority list and 
scrimped and saved to achieve it. 
We haven’t taken from the SEN 
budget, but have made money 
available from the main school 
budget. We’ve worked hard to make 
this happen.

“When we set this year’s budget 
we looked at where was best to 
spend our money and what would 
have the biggest impact. It’s about 
investing in physical resources, as 
well as human resources.”

our children’s learning. There are lights, a 
tactile board which allows them to touch 
things, and themes which enable us to put 
children into an environment to help 
them to relate to what they’re learning, 
rather than everything being paper-based.

“It all just adds to what they’re doing 
in the classroom already; an extension of 
their learning in a way which works best 
for them as individuals.”

Immersive learning
The room is used for a wide range of 
activities, bringing vital lessons such as 
phonics and numbers to life with the aid 
of colourful and exciting interactive 
games. Among the room’s many items of 
equipment are a set of glow in the dark 
letters, that work to make the process of 
learning spellings a thrilling one. The 
children can be tasked with searching for 

the correct letters to spell out words in the 
dark, or be set the challenge of identifying 
various colours.

When classes are studying topics such 
as the Egyptians, the room can be 
transformed to transport them to ancient 
Egypt. Using the room’s floor and wall 
projector, the children can be surrounded 
by all manner of sights and sounds, 
helping them to become more immersed 
in what they’re learning about.

There are also light-up bubble tubes, 
glowing fibre optic cabling and an 
interactive element to the 
aforementioned projector, which reacts 
to children’s body movements against the 
projected images, making it possible to 
complete games and tasks on the floor 
and walls. While some of these games are 
played as a reward for good behaviour or 
completing a great piece of work, there’s 
an academic programme underpinning 

S P O T L I G H T

Whole school 
benefits

The school’s SEN pupils are 
regularly timetabled to use 
the sensory room, but the 
facility is also open to use  
by all pupils and teachers. 
Whether it be as a reward  
for good behaviour, or to 
develop a child’s social skills, 
teachers can book any 
individual pupil or small 
group into the sensory  
room for a session.

The school runs two 
social skills intervention 
groups called Time to Talk 
and Socially Speaking, 
which both employ the 
sensory room as a tool  
for helping pupils and 
encouraging vital skills 
through activities such as 
completing puzzles together 
or playing virtual football.

Rachel Grant, assistant 
headteacher for SEN, said: 
“Sessions can be set up  
by learning mentors, 
co-educators or myself to  
get the benefit of using the 
hugely engaging space to 
tackle a variety of issues  
on a different level.”


