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SENSORY ACCESSIBILITY

After working through this lesson, participants will be able to:

1. Identify what Sensory Accessibility is, what Sensory Processing Issues are and
the importance of improving accessibility in the church.

2. Desire to make the needed changes.

3. Determine the next steps to improve the sensory accessibility at church.

This is a lesson for the learners to discover the importance of improving
accessibility at church for those with sensory issues and to promote universal
design, in general. The learners will be able to understand various sensory issues
and needs, identify areas of the church and changes that need to be made to
improve the sensory accessibility.

1. Physical set up of room:
o Participants are sitting in chairs in a large circle facing inward.
o Facilitators are seated throughout the lesson.
o Easel with poster-sized paper and markers placed along with the chairs in
the circle so all participants can see.

2. Reminders for facilitation techniques:

o Facilitator presents the question as written in the lesson and allows the
participants to share answers, even if there’s a long period of silence.

o If a participant asks a question, consider turning it back to the group and ask
“What do you all think?” to encourage ongoing self-discovery by the group.

o If the conversation goes on a rabbit trail, bring it back to the topic.

o If important answers on the lesson handout were not discussed, the
facilitator may mention the answers at the end of the group discussion.

o Contribute answers, but don’t lecture. Remember, the answer is in the room;
the facilitator is not the expert and we all learn from one another.

o Avoid leading questions.

3. Other notes:

o In the written lesson, the facilitator’s instructions are on the left column in
bold. Examples of participants’ responses are generally on the right column,
but not in bold type.

o Use of large and small group activities encourage interaction, discussion,
and discovery by every participant.

Collect these items before beginning the lesson:

e A printed copy of the lesson for the facilitator, if necessary.

e Poster-size paper, markers, and tape — to record participants’ responses on
large sheets of paper to display during the class.

e Sensory Issues Role Play (print and cut to provide a script for 2 actors)

e Handouts:
o Sensory Processing Picture (print one)
o Over/Under Responsive Strips for Activity | G. (Print one set of the strips

and cut them apart. Keep the strips together in their respective sense.)

o Sensory Accessibility Checklist (print one per group)
o0 Become a Sensory Friendly Church Guide (print one per group)

e Perioritization Chart (copied onto large poster paper before the lesson)



LESSON

60 minutes

Starter: Sensory Issues Role Play

Ask for volunteers to act out the role play.

Two people are talking:

1st
2nd

1st

2nd
1st

How do you like the church?

(5 minutes)

It's nice, but the music is so loud! My ears really hurt. | don’t know if | can come back. And

the lights make it feel like I'm at a concert!

Yeah, that’s true. And then it gets really dark during the sermon. | can barely see my Bible
when | try to follow along the passage. Then | stop paying attention and get fidgety.
Maybe | should ask the church if they can do something about these issues.

Yeah, it can’t just be us that feel this way.

Ask SHO Questions:

What did you See?

What was Happening?

Does this happen in Qur place?

The Senses and Sensory Processing
Facilitator Method

Discuss the following questions with a

volunteer scribing responses on large
paper to display.

A. What are the seven senses?

B. Sensory processing issues can affect
1in 6 people. What is a sensory
processing issue? (Use the Sensory
Processing Picture if needed)

C. What age does it affect?

D. What causes it?

(25 minutes)

Participant Knowledge

A. Seven senses:

Vision

Hearing/sound

Touch/Tactile

Smell

Taste

Proprioception/Body awareness
Balance/Movement

Nookwh=

B. Sensory Processing issue:
1. Conditions that affect how the brain
processes sensory information
2. When the brain filters out too much
sensory input or not enough

C. Age it affects:
1. All ages

D. The cause:

1. By many conditions and diagnoses
e.g., Autism, ADHD, PTSD, trauma,
Multiple Sclerosis, OCD, Tourette
Syndrome, Fibromyalgia, COVID...



E. One type of sensory processing issue E.

is called “Over-Responsive” or when
there’s too much sensory input. What
do you think a person who is
“Over-Responsive” might do or how
might they react if there’s too much
sensory input?

F. Another type of sensory processing F.
issue is called “Under-Responsive” or
when more sensory input is needed.

What do you think a person who is
“Under-Responsive” might do or how
might they react if there’s not enough
sensory input?

G. Break out into small groups. Assign
each group a different sense (Sight,
Sound, Touch, Body Awareness,
Movement, Smell, Taste) and have
them organize the strips of paper for
that sense into “Over-Responsive” or
“Under-Responsive”. Then, report
back to the larger group.

Sensory Friendly Prioritizing and Action Steps

What a person might do or how they
might react:

1. Avoid the situation

Is hypersensitive/sensory defensive
Feel overloaded/triggered

Feel overwhelmed/overstimulated
Might have a meltdown

Might shutdown
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What a person might do or how they
might react:

1. Seek the sensory input needed

May have delayed or dulled responses
May be oblivious to the sensory input
Feel underwhelmed/understimulated
May tune out

Quiet, passive, inattentive
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. Answers on Become a Sensory-Friendly

Church Guide

(25 minutes)

Facilitator Method Participant Knowledge

Discuss the following questions with a
volunteer scribing responses on large
paper to display.

A. What does it mean to be A.

“Sensory-Friendly” or “Sensory
Accessibility”?

B. Why is it important to be B.

“Sensory-Friendly”?
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What it means to be “Sensory-Friendly” or
“Sensory Accessibility”:

1. Designing an environment with
sensory processing differences in
mind.

Making sensory tools readily available
Altering sensory aspects to
accommodate sensory needs

4. Provide prior knowledge of sensory

experiences before a service/event so
people can be prepared to participate

Why this is important:

1. It shows people we care about them.

2. Demonstrates the love of Christ.



3. We want people to feel welcomed at
church

4. Helps prevent sensory overload and

meltdowns

Reduces anxiety & even physical pain

A regulated nervous system is able to

learn, focus, and feel safe.
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C. Who will benefit from this? C. This will benefit:
1. Older people
2. Younger people
3. People with sensory issues
4. Everyone!

D. Go back to the same small groups. Pass out the Sensory Accessibility Checklist.
Each small group should look over the checklist focusing on their assigned sense
from the previous activity. Take notes on what your church can do to improve sensory
accessibility.

E. Then work together as a large group to prioritize the areas needing improved sensory
accessibility. Fill in the columns on the Prioritization Chart with a volunteer scribing
responses to display. This will help the group decide on subsequent action steps.

lll. Application (5 minutes)

Facilitator:

e Do you have a plan on improving the level of “Sensory Accessibility” at your church?
e Who is responsible for the first few steps?

e How will you follow up?

e Pray for the next steps to improve “Sensory Accessibility” at your church.
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SENSORY ISSUES
Role Play

Imagine you're the characters - speak and respond as they would in the situation.
Have fun with it, to engage the group.

Two people are talking:

1st
2nd

1st

2nd

1st

How do you like the church?

It's nice, but the music is so loud! My ears really hurt. | don’t know if |
can come back. And the lights make it feel like I'm at a concert!

Yeah, that’s true. And then it gets really dark during the sermon. | can
barely see my Bible when | try to follow along the passage. Then | stop
paying attention and get fidgety.

Maybe | should ask the church if they can do something about these
issues.

Yeah, it can’t just be us that feel this way.

SENSORY ISSUES
Role Play
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Have fun with it, to engage the group.
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1st
2nd

1st

2nd

1st

How do you like the church?

It's nice, but the music is so loud! My ears really hurt. | don’t know if |
can come back. And the lights make it feel like I'm at a concert!

Yeah, that’s true. And then it gets really dark during the sermon. | can
barely see my Bible when | try to follow along the passage. Then | stop
paying attention and get fidgety.

Maybe | should ask the church if they can do something about these
issues.

Yeah, it can’t just be us that feel this way.



PRIORITIZATION CHART

Sensory Area Area of Priority Cost Ease Time Needed
Church
Vision
Hearing/Sound

Touch/Tactile

Smell

Taste

Proprioception/
Body Awareness

Balance/Movement

Consider using words such as: Urgent, Important, Later, N/A




Use natural/warm light

Minimize decorations

Use dimmer switches

Use a spotlight

Use lamps vs. harsh
overhead lighting

Keep a clean and
organized environment

Avoid fluorescent light

Use highlighted text

Dim congregational
lighting and use stage
lighting to direct visual
attention

Use novelty to increase
focus, such as change
fonts or colors of signs
and text

May look away from the
speaker when listening

Use movement as a
visual cue, such as a
demonstration

Avoid visual clutter

Avoid strobe lights

Wears a hat or hoodie

Avoid flickering light

Minimize floor designs

Use pulpit or stage light

Wears sunglasses

Minimize bright colors

SIGHT




Loud & unexpected
sound can be painful

Auditory information &
cues are easily missed

Noise can cause a
neurological stress
response like a
meltdown or shutdown

Directed sound may
help focus attention,
such as sitting near the
speaker or pulpit

May make their own
noise or use personal
music to fill need for
auditory input

Reinforce verbal or
auditory information
using other senses,
such as written
directions or diagrams

May make noise or
listen to personal music
to mask other noise

Provide auditory cues
to focus attention, like
saying their name

Provide noise reducing
headphones in all sizes

Create a Quiet Section
away from windows,
doors, and air vents

Provide a Calm Room

Keep volume consistent

Warn about loud noises

Good Acoustics

SOUND




Light touch can be
aversive or painful

Provide non-touch
greetings

Provide a separate
entrance

Need a predictable
routine

Uncrowded transitions

Spacious seating

Provide lap blankets

Welcome casual clothes

Food textures may be
aversive, such as
communion wafers

Tactile cues missed,
may be unaware of dirty
hands or face

Allow people to opt out
of lines and greetings

May need some control
over aspects of baptism

Messy activities may be
enjoyable

Provide a variety of
textured fidgets

Provide tactile learning
experiences

May seek high-fives,
handshakes and hugs

Tactile experiences may
be calming

May be less aware of
temperature

TOUCH




Exaggerated sense of
own body movements,
which can cause fear &
anxiety

May prefer to sit still
and not participate, use
small movements, or
move stiffly

Provide weighted items

Provide heavy pressure

Provide squeeze fidgets

Provide weighted items

Accidentally squeezes
too hard for hugs &
handshakes and may
break pencils or toys

Lacks input for good
body awareness and to
judge force or pressure
needed

Needs movement &
heavy pressure to be
grounded

Provide resistance
pressure and heavy
pressure for calming

Provide squeeze fidgets

Provide wiggle seats

Difficulty with smooth
coordinated movement,
such as passing the
offering or communion

Provide alternative
seating

BODY AWARENESS




May avoid or fear curbs

May avoid or fear stairs

Weighted items can be
calming

May avoid or fear
stages & risers

May avoid or fear
playgrounds

Prone to motion
sickness

My prefer to sit still and
not participate, use
small movements or
move stiffly

Movement and balance
challenges can cause
anxiety, a meltdown, or
shutdown

Provide weighted items

Provide ramps

Lacks movement cues,
SO may crave movement
or be unaware of
movement

Need regular breaks to
move in church: pass
the offering, hand out
Bibles & papers

May lack balance

Movements seem big

Provide alternative
seating: office chair,
wiggle seat

Provide alternative
seating: rocking chair,
glider, kick bands

MOVEMENT
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Avoid bathroom odors
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