
The Ethel community Barge Sensory Experience 2017.

This year we were lucky to be offered a 2 day residential for 2 of our students with specific sensory needs.
Adil and one other student are 2 of our harder to reach children and this trip took quite a lot of planning to 
enable them to benefit from this experience.

 Adil has never stayed to an activity offsite for longer than 2 hours before getting anxious and returning
back to Wilsic.

 He has never been on a boat/barge trip.

 He has never experienced eating his dinner away from the dining room table.

 Doesn’t sit for more than 10-15 minutes before going to the toilet.

 Easily gets bored with activities and becomes challenging and self-injurious. 

 Doesn’t seem to like new experiences and sticks to his routines rigidly.

We thought we would try to excite Adil’s senses; Seeing”, “hearing”, “touch”, “taste” and “smell”. 
Just five key words used to describe our senses, but five words with such huge importance. Sensory Play 
includes any activity that will stimulate any one or all of a child’s five senses, so as to help them develop 
and refine the use of those senses. 

Some of our student’s experience greater and more specific difficulties in making sense of and organizing 
all the different sensations that they receive from their senses, and how to react to them. That is why 
Sensory Play experiences are so important for them. 

Sensory Play has many benefits:

1. It helps to build nerve connections to the brain, improving cognitive growth and encouraging 
children to develop motor skills to carry out day to day tasks.

2. It can help to develop and enhance memory and improve a child’s problem solving and coping 
skills.

3. It helps children to develop their speech and language through engaging with their environment.

4. It can help with social interaction and aid children in engaging with their peers.

5. Children will learn sensory attributes and how to react to them, for example whether something is 
too hot or too cold.

6. It is a brilliant way of calming an anxious child.

The Ethel Barge is a natural outdoor environment, perfect for our more sensory students. It enabled us to 
provide the opportunity for Sensory Play in a calm, peaceful and tranquil setting.In my view, the very best
sensory environment is the great outdoors. An opportunity to engage in activities at their own pace and in 
their own way without the pressure of a particular defined outcome or to a set timescale. Bliss.

Favourite things to do. Adil loves, water, bubbles, ooblique, tactile play, singing and action songs, 
massage, the hum of the washing machine and dryer. He enjoys intensive interaction and messy activities, 
(though his attention span is minimal around 15 minutes). The Ethel barge surrounded by water, the 
vibration of the engine, the peaceful, tranquil surroundings were sheer bliss to Adil.

We planned to; change activities every 20 – 30 minutes depending on Adils focus and attention, from 
sedentary to active play, messy play to calming activities, stimulating his senses and promoting intensive 
interaction all day all day long on the Ethel barge.



Adils journey on the Ethel.We decorated the front of the barge with streamers, stars and shiny bunting. 
He was happy to get on the barge and sat listening to Tim do his Health and safety talk.Life jackets on.30 
minutes.He seemed to enjoy the tight feel of the lifejacket, maybe it made him feel safe and secure, like 
the experience of a weighted blanket, he signed, happy, he looked really relaxed and calm. He sat at the 
front of the barge with his 2 support staff (who he has an amazing rapport with) watching the beautiful 
scenery pass by, he was smiling and looked quite excited. He had some sensory fidget toys which he 
played with intermittently. He had a drink and some fruit and listened to songs on his personal playlist.40 
minutes.

Sensory play below deck. In the cabin we set up the foot spa, weighted blanket and massage creams. We 
had the sensory lights reflecting on the ceiling and walls the bubble machine on and we covered the 
seating with soft fleecy blankets. In the foot spa we put salted caramel bubble bath, so the room had a 
lovely chocolatey, warm smell. His favourite tunes were playing in the background. We invited Adil down
to have a foot spa. When he came down the stairs he looked very excited, he quickly took off his footwear 
and sat with the weighted blanket around his shoulders putting his feet in the foot spa which now had 
salted caramel bubbles rising rapidly. He played with the bubbles and enjoyed the popping sound as we 
put the bubbles to his ear. He watched the sensory lights on the ceiling and watched the bubbles float by. 
He was very calm and relaxed. 20 minutes later, while he had his feet in the foot spa he enjoyed a hand 
and then a head massage, he closed his eyes and seemed very chilled and happy. 10 minutes. When he 
took his feet out of the foot spa he was offered a foot massage. He signed, “yes” and eagerly laid on the 
fleecy seats, his head on a comfy pillow, his feet on a towel, and his body covered with the weighted 
blanket. Adil had a 30-minute foot massage listening to his favourite tunes and watching the sensory light 
display on the ceiling. He was in a very happy place and we were very proud of his acceptance of the new 
environment and of the activities offered. So far so good. As he began to get a little fidgety we showed 
him the sign for walk as we were coming up to a lock. 

He happily put his socks and shoes on and once the barge was moored up we walked to the next stopping 
point which took us on a 40-minute walk to Barnby Dun. The crew, Tim and Roger were so obliging in 
order to help us make this an amazing experience for Adil. Once we got to Barnby Dun, Adil went to the 
toilet there. Since getting on the barge this was the first time he had asked to use the toilet. (this usually 
happens every 15 minutes) Adil was happy, refreshed and a little out of breath as the walk had been quite 
brisk. He seemed ready to sit down and chill out.

He again chose to sit at the front of the barge where everyone settled down and enjoyed their packed lunch
and a drink while we trundled along the canal watching the other barges, trees, dogs being walked and 
swans, all these were pointed out to Adil and he copied our signs. We saw lots of smiles from Adil and he 
seemed calm and happy to interact and sign with his staff. Staff blew giant bubbles which settled on top of
the water, Adil watched them as they popped and he smiled. He constantly played with his fidget toys 
while enjoying the scenery along the canal. 40 minutes.

In the cabin we set up a sensory table of water beads, spinners, squidgy foam and colouring. Adil was 
happy to come down and join in the activities. He chose to play with squidgy foam and happily moulded it
into shapes, his staff also joined in playing with the foam and making shapes. Adil smiled and watched 
them rolling and squeezing it. Adil was smiling and looking at his coloured foam. Staff swapped colours 
with him and again played with their foam. Adil enjoyed this interaction. The fleeces were put on the floor
and Adil laid on his tummy then his back enjoying the hum and the vibration of the engine. Staff also sat 
on the floor and relaxed listening to the background music and watching the sensory lights. Adil chose a 
rubber crocodile head hand puppet to play with and looked at it as he moved his hand inside, he found this
really funny and this stayed on his hand for the rest of the trip. 30 minutes.

As we came to another lock and Tim said we would have at least 30 min wait we used this opportunity to 
get off the barge and go for a brisk walk. Adil was happy to walk alongside staff. On returning to the boat 
there was a problem with the electricity and someone was coming to look at it.  As we had a longer period 



of time moored to the canal side we set up the next activity in the picnic area. Sand play. He sat at the 
picnic bench opposite myself and buried his hands in the sand, I patted the sand on top of his hands and he
smiled giving good eye contact. He pulled his hands out and giggled. We repeated this quite a few times 
and he seemed to really enjoy the interaction. We then made stripes, dots, zig zags and circles, Adil copied
this and then smoothed the sand over to start again. As he lost interest I put the action dance music on and 
we signed and sang to 4 action songs. He was very happy and remained focused in this period for 40 
minutes.

Adil then went for a shortbrisk 20 minute walk with his support staff alongside the canal before returning 
to the barge.

Once safely on the barge he chose some sensory activities out of the toy box and happily sat on the front 
of the barge with the weighted blanket on his knee and the fleece around his shoulders. He interacted well 
with staff as the barge started to move and he again seemed relaxed and settled. He watched the streamers,
stars and bunting as they waved and glistened in the wind. We changed the music and an upbeat Michael 
Jackson tune came on and he suddenly started moving, rocking and swaying to the music, staff mirrored 
this and he became quite active, laughing and humming the tune. This was obviously a tune he knows and 
likes. We added this to his playlist for the future. He settled again in his chair, he had his crocodile puppet 
on his hand and played with this for a while. Everyone had drinks and fruit and snacks and he happily had 
these while we moved along the canal. 30 minutes.

Adil was asked to choose a story and he chose, The Bear Hunt, he likes this story and all the actions. All 
staff joined in as did Adil, his attention and focus excellent. Adil enjoyed 2 more stories then relaxed 
looking at all the barges, ripples and sounds of the water, trees, people and dogs. Very happy, very 
settled.30 minutes.

This was a truly amazing experience for Adil, he amazed us with his calm manner on the barge and his 
willingness to participate in all activities offered.

Outcomes.

 He stayed on an offsite activity, experiencing new surroundings for a full day 7 ½ hours. This is a 
first for Adil and staff were so proud of him.

 He only used the toilet twice during the whole day. A first for Adil.

 His routines and activities were completely different from his normal routines and he coped really 
well. A first for Adil.

 We saw no anxiety, self-injurious or challenging behaviour on this barge trip. Amazing.

 Adil was calm, relaxed, happy, laughing, interactive and totally chilled out on the barge, this was 
fantastic to see.

 We know Adil had the best day ever, out in the fresh air with people he liked, traveling along the 
canal on the barge enjoying the hum of the engine, ripples of the water and sensory activities 
offered.

Thank you so so much to Tim and Roger for giving Adil this amazing opportunity and for allowing us to 
use and set up the barge as a sensory trip we hopefully can repeat in the future.



You are both Amazing and a credit to the Ethel.

Sue Hunter, 

APC Wilsic Hall School.

 

 

 

 

 

 


	 

