What are sensory circuits?
Sensory circuits are short, structured programmes of physical activities designed to help children regulate their sensory systems so they are ready to learn. They are most commonly used with children who have sensory processing difficulties, SEND, autism, ADHD, or difficulties with attention, regulation, or behaviour, but they can benefit all children.
They are usually completed at the start of the school day or after transitions and take around 10–15 minutes.
Why are sensory circuits used?
Sensory circuits help children to:
· Improve attention and focus
· Regulate energy levels (calming or alerting)
· Develop body awareness and coordination
· Reduce anxiety and dysregulation
· Be more ready for classroom learning
They work by giving the child’s nervous system the input it needs before academic tasks begin.
The three parts of a sensory circuit
A sensory circuit always follows the same three-stage structure:
1. Alerting activities
Purpose: To wake up the body and brain and increase alertness.
These activities increase heart rate and stimulate the vestibular system.
Examples:
· Star jumps
· Skipping
· Jogging on the spot
· Jumping over cones
· Hopping
· Dancing or action songs
These activities are especially helpful for children who arrive at school tired, slow to start, or under-responsive.
2. Organising activities
Purpose: To help the brain and body work together in a more coordinated way.
These activities support proprioception, balance, and motor planning.
Examples:
· Crawling through tunnels
· Obstacle courses
· Balancing along a bench or line
· Throwing and catching a ball
· Wheelbarrow walking
· Carrying weighted objects (e.g. books or beanbags)
This stage helps children feel more organised and in control of their bodies.
3. Calming activities
Purpose: To settle the body and prepare the child to sit, listen, and learn.
These activities reduce arousal and help children feel calm and grounded.
Examples:
· Wall push-ups
· Deep breathing
· Stretching
· Squeezing stress balls or therapy putty
· Yoga poses
· Slow rocking or chair push-downs
Children should leave this stage calm but alert, not sleepy.
How sensory circuits are used in school
When are they used?
· At the start of the school day
· After playtime or lunch
· Before challenging lessons (e.g. writing, maths)
· After emotional or sensory overload
Where are they used?
· Hall or gym
· Classroom (adapted version)
· Corridor or quiet room
· Outdoor space
Key principles for effective sensory circuits
· Consistency – run them daily or regularly
· Short and structured – usually 10–15 minutes
· Same order every time – alerting → organising → calming
· Individualised – tailored to the child’s sensory needs
· Fun and motivating – encourages participation
· 
Supporting different sensory needs
· Over-aroused children may need more calming and heavy-work activities
· Under-aroused children may need more alerting and movement-based activities
· Some children may need adapted or reduced circuits
Observation is key: if a child is more dysregulated after a circuit, it may need adjusting.
Sensory circuits are a proactive, inclusive strategy that support children’s sensory regulation so they are better able to learn, engage, and succeed in the classroom. When used consistently and appropriately, they can make a significant difference to pupils’ emotional regulation and readiness to learn.

