The sensory room - a resource for geography and literacy

The sensory room in a special school is a special place. It is the place where people go to be stimulated. This brief article illustrates just how much it might be used to stimulate geographical experiences for people with severe learning difficulties and the rest of us.

Start by exploring your own sensory responses to places 

Think about the places you have been, whether to you they were wonderful or terrible, it is usually the way your senses are stimulated that make you make your mind up.  This ‘guided reality’ is a wonderful way to relax and conjure up the special holiday, the special place that will live forever in your memory.

Shut your eyes and conjure up in your mind a special place.  Begin with the sights:

· The main things you are seeing

· What is beneath your feet

· What is in the sky

· What  is behind

· What is to the right and to the left

· What is in the distance

Now conjure up the sounds:

· People’s noises

· Sounds of the air

· Sounds of wildlife

· Sounds of human activity

Now think about the way you feel

· Hot or cold

· Sleepy or excited

· Wet or dry

Now imagine what you are touching 

· Think about the textures and shapes

· Reach out with your hands

· Touch with your toes

Now imagine what you can smell

· Is it natural or human?

· Is it food cooking?

· Is it plants or animals?

If geography is about increasing awareness of the wider world in all its diversity and beauty, then pupils with severe learning difficulties should have an opportunity to experience a range of different places at first hand. This sensory approach and the sensory room in particular is an opportunity to provide these opportunities second-hand.

The sensory room can be set up to represent a place.  

For example, it could be:

· A tropical rainforest

· The seaside on a stormy day

· A Caribbean banana plantation;

· An African market;

· The middle of a big city;

What you will need

· Either a set of slides or a slide project or a computer and data projector with images from the web projected on the wall.

· The room heated to the approximate temperature [and humidity] of the place. [e.g.Kettles boiled in the room to create tropical rainforest heat and humidity]

· The floor dressed with appropriate material [e.g. sand and pebbles for a beach]

· Some sounds of the place – recorded on a portable tape recorder – music can be appropriate too but you can download sound effects from the web or buy them on CD or tape. [e.g.the sounds of a street in a big city].

· Smells recreated by cooking food or spraying aromas [e.g. the smell of fruit and vegetables of an African market].  These can be tasted if appropriate too. 

· Artefacts that can be handled [if appropriate] [e.g. Rocks, seaweed, driftwood from the beach].

Let us know if you have a go.  The key is to think how the environment you are studying can be recreated.

If you would like to discuss it further or ask questions , please email:

Chris Durbin, September 2002

Please acknowledge www.sln.org.uk/geography when using this document


