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Thank you so much for having me. And this actually follows on really well from Polly's presentation. So thank you, Polly, for that. It was really interesting. 
And I am going to go through one of the things that we are doing in Riverside Special School in Northern Ireland. And it really links in with those outdoor areas that Polly was talking about. I loved some of those safe spaces that you guys were creating outdoors. So hopefully, this will be useful for everybody attending today. 
So we are part of a research project this year looking at sports and sensory sanctuaries and very much inspired by the work that Vicci Wells has done with the Youth Sport Trust. And we're doing some inquiry-based research on creating safe, calm, and nurturing spaces within Riverside. So I'm going to tell you a bit about that today and then some of the other things we're doing as a whole and our wellbeing curriculum in Riverside. 
So Riverside School is a small special school in Northern Ireland. And we currently have 108 pupils, all with a diagnosis of severe learning difficulties or profound and multiple learning difficulties. And we are a growing school, which is really exciting. It also poses some challenges of moving from a small family field school to that bigger school. So we have a brilliant staff team who are really supporting us with that. 
And as I'm sure many of you have experienced over the past two to three years, the focus for our curriculum in Riverside has really took, I suppose, a turn towards wellbeing. We always really promoted wellbeing in Riverside. But just with the pandemic and pupils not being in school as much as we would like them to be, we really have changed our approach to focus on wellbeing 
So a big part of that is our sports and sensory sanctuaries, which I'll talk to you in more detail about. And we also have some other areas. We were a therapy-based school before the pandemic. And we have really launched that in the past two years as well. 
We pay for therapists to come in and provide sessions for pupils. And also to build capacity, we've trained up some of our teachers. So we have LEGO therapists. We have rebound therapists. We have art therapists. We have music therapists. 
And we certainly find that anxiety we thought was going to happen in maybe September 2020 as everybody returned to school, but actually, as we navigated the pandemic over the past two years, we were finding things cropping up and cropping up. So we're looking at increasing that therapy-based provision in school and providing the support for our pupils that they really need. 
Stakeholder voice has been a huge part of where we've gone in the past two years. We created a role for one of our teachers who she is in charge of stakeholder voice. And that really just ensures that we get the views of our parents, the views of our pupils, and the views of all stakeholders, and make sure that we know that provision in Riverside is what the pupils want, what the parents want, to make sure that we're meeting the needs the best we can. 
So there's lots of councils. There's lots of surveys. And there's lots of getting opinions. There's lots of sharing information. And that has been lovely just to see that journey and have that journey along with our stakeholders. 
Trauma-informed practise as well. We've really learnt over the past two years to really just meet the pupils where they are. And sometimes, it's remembering that we might be thinking we're creating a beautiful safe space for them in the classroom, but they don't always feel that. So that empathetic approach and just realising that we are meeting the pupils where they are on that day. 
The principles of nurture-- we had, as Polly has spoken about, the fantastic work of Professor Barry Carpenter and Matthew Carpenter on the recovery curriculum. We had created a policy around the recovery curriculum and looked at the principles of nurture and also the, I suppose, structure, routine, making sure that we were creating a safe space for our pupils on the return to school and throughout the past two years. 
Relationships are a huge thing for us in Riverside. We pride ourselves on our relationships with our pupils. We find definitely that it's having that safe person. It's having that person they can trust. It's having that person they can speak to. 
We have found it difficult over the past two years, the high levels of staff absence. We're really building capacity to make sure that the pupils know that they can speak to anybody in school. They may have their safe person, but making sure that we identify other people that they can speak to as well because the last thing we would want would be a safe person for them to be absent, and they're not to feel safe in school. 
So we've done a lot of work in encouraging all of our staff members. It's lots of slides in their circle time PowerPoints. It's lots of identifying who they can speak to. 
We have a counsellor who comes in on a Friday. And it's putting in the system so they can identify who they want to speak to and when they can speak to them and really promoting that amongst them. So saying, I would love to speak to Emma today, showing that good role modelling. So those are just a little step at some of the things we're doing. But the main thing I'm going to talk to you about today is our sports and our sensory sanctuaries. 
So as I said before, we were really inspired by Vicci Wells. Whenever she did her think piece on sports sanctuaries, it really just spoke to us as a staff team. We had done a lot of physical activity in Riverside. It would mostly have been whole-school or whole-class activities. And we really have seen the benefit of that, of that physical activity for our pupils. 
Whenever we read her think piece, we thought, this is amazing. How could we make sure that we have that in Riverside? And what does that look like in Riverside? And I've put a link there to her podcast as well through Evidence for Learning, which has got some brilliant ideas on the setup of how to create a sanctuary. 
We really thought, how can we make sports sanctuaries work for us in Riverside? And the sports sanctuary side of it works really, really well for our senior pupils because our pupil-- our school goes from 3 right up to 19. There's a huge range of pupils and a huge range of needs. 
So we actually find that the sports fitted really well with our senior pupils. They're outside. They're active all the time. They love that side of it. 
But for some of our more junior pupils in our foundation stage, we thought that a sensory aspect would be much more beneficial for them. So that became the advent of our sensory sanctuaries in Riverside. So I'm going to show you some pictures of our sensory sanctuaries and just talk to you about how we cocreated that with our pupils and our staff team. 
So the first thing that we wanted to do was we wanted to think, what do sanctuaries mean to us? What does that mean for us as a staff team? What does that mean for our pupils? 
We wanted to really embed the vision and get that ethos before we did anything. So we asked our staff team, what do sanctuaries mean to us? And these are some of the words that they came up with. So we have tranquil, safe, nurture, calm, and individual. 
And it was amazing that we asked maybe 30 staff members, and the majority will have said one of these words. We then put that into a little video that we showed everybody and just made sure that everybody knew why we were creating sanctuaries and what was our vision of where we wanted to go. So this was really helpful for us in ensuring that we were all on the same page and we all knew why we were creating sanctuaries in Riverside. 
This then evolved into the question of, what is your sanctuary? So we do have some areas we have created. But actually, what we have found as we've evolved the project is it's that question of, what is your sanctuary? 
For our pupils, sanctuaries are all different. So this particular pupil, he loves gardening. So gardening is his sanctuary. You can see him very happy there with a happy birthday hat on, which may be one of his sanctuaries as well, enjoying a party. 
But he actually, when it comes to maybe being outdoors, he loves to be planting. He loves to be doing things. He loves to be active. 
And really discovered it's that what is your sanctuary, that question can be anything. It's not defined in two areas. It's the pupils finding out what gives them that moment of inner peace and calm and how that impacts their learning. And the staff as well, knowing what is the sanctuary for our pupils. So very child led in terms of what they like and what brings them that inner peace and calm. 
This is our sensory sanctuary. So this is a beautiful area in the middle of school. It's very light. It's very full of air. It's a lovely area. But it was very boring. It was just concrete, and then had red walls around the side. So we thought, you know what? We want to create a space of inner peace and calm. How can we create that for our pupils? 
So the first thing we decided was we definitely need to brighten it up. So what we did was we were very lucky to do some fundraising. And we were able to fundraise some money to get the area painted. 
So all of our pupils and all of our staff members had a vote as to what they would like to see. So they chose they would like to see a river around the outside of our sensory sanctuary. Then we used the vision board to get some ideas of what they want to see. And then we were very lucky to get this painted by a local artist in Northern Ireland. 
We have divided up our sensory sanctuary into four areas that you'll see in the top-left corner there. That was really with the support of-- Middletowne Centre of Autism helped us a lot with that, and also one of our OTs in school as well, just to make sure that we had the right provision for our pupils. So we have our tactile zone, our movement zone, our relaxation zone, and our heavy work zone. 
So you can see the top right is our heavy work zone. So we always like to end on that heavy work zone and make sure that our pupil gets some nice calming activities at the end. 
Our movement zone is down at the bottom left there. So as you can see, the materials that we've used, they're not expensive. They're Swiss balls, they're peanut rolls, they're trampolines we already had. There wasn't a huge amount of money that went into creating the sanctuaries, which is really beneficial because it means that we're constantly updating them and constantly making sure that we have the right provision for our pupils. 
Down at the bottom, we have some weighted balls and a target. We really try to grid up the activities that we have. So we could very easily just have them throwing a sponge or throwing a ball at that target. But actually, when you add the weighted ball, it adds that additional sensory input, which is really calming for them. 
We had a focus group that we created to look at how we can create this area. So that was made up of classroom assistance. It was made up of teachers. And they really took the pupil voice and made sure that we had the feel of the pupils and what was beneficial to them in this. And we're always changing it and updating it as well as we use it, which has been really, really great to see it evolve throughout time. 
This is some photos of our sports sanctuary. So our sports sanctuary is generally used more by our senior pupils, so they can be a bit more independent with that. 
And it's really pupil led. So some will be brought out to the sports sanctuary for maybe five minutes when they're feeling a little bit unsettled in class. Some pupils request the sports sanctuary, which is brilliant because that's them being able to regulate and say, do you know what? I need five minutes here, and then they come back into class. Just to give them that little minute of what brings them joy, what brings them happiness, we find that it definitely reduces anxiety and supports with engagement in class. 
So you can see on the left-hand side with our swing, we have graded up the swing a little bit, as well. So in the box here, there's some weighted balls. There's some things that they can throw while they're on the swing, and always adding that sensory input to them. 
They have a beautiful teepee on the top right, which has got some relaxing activities inside. So if a pupil just want that safe space, they can go in there and have a moment. The planters as well. So if that little boy that we saw in the previous photo, his sanctuary is gardening, so he can do a little bit of a sanctuary here as well before returning to class. 
Down at the bottom, we have choice boards with different sports equipment. So there's lots of different things in there, simple things like rope, simple things like boxing gloves, just something that they can use and choose what they want as well. So we're very much pupil led in terms of what they use for their sports sanctuary and what they have. 
We're very lucky with the green space we have, and I think that that definitely adds to the sanctuary feel, especially on a sunny day. Happens rarely in Northern Ireland. But when we get it, it is lovely to be outside in the sunshine. 
We also have sensory corridors. So these are maybe for pupils who it's a little bit more difficult for them to transition to the areas, the sports sanctuary and the sensory sanctuary. So we have divided this up into alert and calming and organising. And there's lots of different equipment that the pupils can choose. 
We really have done a lot of work on this in upskilling our staff. We find that we have a brilliant staff team. And whenever they came to use the sensory equipment, they were really just given everything. They were trying to do their best for the pupils. But actually, we realised we're trained teachers and classroom assistants. We're not OTs, so we didn't actually have the knowledge of what we could do with the equipment. 
So what we decided to do was strip it right back, and we have a fabulous sensory processing coordinator. And she really helped us to, I suppose, upskill and empower our staff so we know what to do with the equipment. 
So you can see on the top right there, we have a Swiss ball. So what we did was, as an example, we took a month, and we focused on the Swiss ball. So for one week, we would look at learning activities, and organising activities, and then calming activities, and then at the end, maybe just some fun activities that we could use for the Swiss ball. So over that four weeks, we really looked at how we could use it in lots of different ways. It's amazing how many ways you can use the Swiss ball. 
And it really meant that we were-- if a pupil-- if that was their sanctuary, we're not constantly just having them bouncing up and down on the Swiss ball. Maybe they roll on the Swiss ball. Maybe we do some deep pressure with the Swiss ball. And it gives them lots of different opportunities for their sanctuary and calming activities and that regulation to go back to class. 
It's worked really well. And again, it's not very expensive equipment. A lot of it we had already. So it's just about restructuring and making sure that we have it available for our pupils. 
We then have also created little sensory corners in the classrooms. So if there is a pupil who maybe can't transition to any of these areas, they can still have their sanctuary in the classroom. 
This is an example just in the top left of one of the Swiss ball activities that we had. So this is an alerting example. Down at the bottom, you can see that we have the visuals on show for the pupils to create their own schedule of what they want, and then also for the staff to know what to do. 
We have QR codes that then link to instructions of what to do with each equipment. So if staff members are coming along, they can bring their iPad and use the QR code, and that brings up the instruction. So they're always looking at how we can improve that quality of provision for our pupils and ensuring that they have the right support for what they need. 
One of my favourite areas in school is on the right here. This is our listening centre. So very simply, it is a rocking chair. We have at the top a little iPod that is connected to Spotify and wireless headphones and this beautiful tree, which just has lights on it as well, which is beautiful in the wintertime. 
And again, a few people just want a little bit of space. Maybe their sanctuary is quiet. Maybe their sanctuary is music. They can come to here and just have five minutes outside of class and then back. And we find that that really helps their regulation and engagement when they go back to class. 
So for us, it's really about empowering staff, and how do we ensure that we're getting the best out of the spaces we have in school, and that's pupil led, and we know what is their sanctuary and what gives them that inner peace and calm. 
So cocreation and coproduction were huge. So this is our beautiful vision board of what we-- it's very organic, as you can see, and very child led. The pupils did artwork in their classes. And we asked other stakeholders of what they would like to see in our artwork around our sensory sanctuary, which you saw. So some of these pieces of art, the mark making, the pictures of the different animals, you'll see them directly in our sensory sanctuary. 
And our plan for next year is really to evolve our QR codes. So we hope that we can use QR codes to make it a little bit interactive. So if you have a waterfall, we hope to link to a QR code which gives us an interactive waterfall, all those fabulous apps that have animals and really bring things to life. So it's making sure we use the technology to support the development of our sanctuaries as well. 
We did use happiness audits in the creation of the area at the very start. We had pupils create happiness audits to let us know what is the best thing to go into the areas, so what brings them happiness, what makes them calm, what smells do they look to see, what sounds they like to hear, and incorporate that all into the sanctuaries. 
We are evolving that, as I said before. So the more that we use it, the more that we realise what we need and what is for each individual pupil. We are currently using the Evidence for Learning app, which has been a brilliant way for us to reflect on what we're doing and think, how can we improve it? How can we make sure that the right things are in the sanctuaries? And alongside the Engage profile has really honed our practise in terms of why are we doing it and what is the impact on our pupils. 
We had used sensory checklists as well to support us at the start of the process to make sure that we had the right sensory input and that we weren't putting in anything there that was going to make them too heightened or that they weren't going to get the right sensory input from. 
And pupil choice really informs our ongoing practise. Our staff really will take on board what the pupils like, what they're using a lot. We'll try and do that as much as we can throughout the sanctuaries. And for those people who can't tell us, we have visuals. We have lots of choice boards. We have lots of things in place that we can absolutely get their input, even if they can't verbally tell us. 
As I said before, we're doing our inquiry-based research alongside the Education Authority and Professor Barry Carpenter, which has been a brilliant experience for us to really look at why we're doing it and what impact our sanctuaries have. 
So the Evidence for Learning app, what we do is you can see on the left-hand side, we've got two classroom assistants who are taking out a pupil. And she is in the sensory sanctuary. And today, this pupil's sanctuary was the Swiss ball. So she'll use the Swiss ball for a short space of time, and then she goes back into the classroom. And then we use the engagement profile to measure her engagement. So we're looking at, actually, do our sanctuaries have an impact? Are they increasing engagement for our pupils? And what are they learning from the experience? 
So we are writing a paper about this, and we hope to present it at a conference in September. So keep your eyes out for our information on that. 
But it's been really interesting for us as a team to just reflect on what is the impact for the pupils and why are we doing it, which has been brilliant, and just that conversation around engagement. We hadn't done a lot of that before, so just even our team being able to say, do you know what? After this child has access to bubbles, then she can sit in circle time for that little bit longer. So it's those things like that there. What is the impact of giving them their sanctuary? 
And this is just a quote on working with families. And this is something we would really like to increase in Riverside in terms of our sanctuaries project. We've had some great feedback from the parents who've been involved so far. 
And it's just making sure that if we know that there's something that brings that moment of inner peace and calm for our pupils in school, why don't we share that with families at home and make sure that they have the input as well? So it's just simple things that we have been able to share that maybe the parents didn't know. And it gives them the opportunity that they can work with their child at home. 
This quote from this parent, it's just lovely because it makes you think about what it's like for them at home. And this parent certainly finds it very difficult for their pupil, who's got quite high sensory needs. 
She wasn't able to regulate herself. She didn't know what she needed. But since starting the sensory sanctuary project, the child herself has a lot more knowledge about what she needs whenever she's feeling upset, whenever she's feeling distressed, and she will go, and she will seek that out. And for her mum to see that has just been lovely. So we hope to be able to share that with more parents as well. 
We do share on Seesaw. We do share on social media. But I think that there's nothing like that individual approach and sharing specifically what is the sanctuary for that pupil. 
We don't use anything that couldn't be used at home. It's all very accessible resources. So we hope that this is something to work on next year and just see-- for the parents to see that happiness and that moment where they can feel that calm and how that impacts them going forwards. 
So I just want to leave you with the question today, what is your sanctuary? We all have one. And I'm sure that they're very different. 
What brings you that moment of inner peace and calm? Think about your settings. Think about your pupils. If you were to give your pupils that moment of inner peace and calm throughout the day, whether it's a walk, whether it's some sports, whether it's just a moment on a beanbag with some bubbles, it's a very small part of their day. 
And what would the impact for that be? What would the impact be for them? What would the impact be for you? And what would the impact be for their engagement? And I think that for us, certainly, it's a small part of the day, but it has such an impact on their wellbeing and their learning and their engagement throughout school. 
So thank you very much. I've linked a few of our links with Vicci as well, some of the guides to sensory sanctuaries, and some input from Middletown Centre of Autism. So hopefully, you find that useful, as well. 
