Safe Enough to Thrive
Supporting Neurodivergent Young People
Companion Notes

These notes are designed to accompany the Safe Enough to Thrive: Supporting Neurodivergent Young People session.   They should act as a useful aide-mémoire for those who were there and a valuable resource for those who weren't. Whether you attended the session or are reading this independently, you'll find practical strategies, deeper explanations, and prompts for reflection that can support your work in schools.
At A Glance
1. Safety is the foundation. When the nervous system feels safe, learning becomes possible. When it doesn't, survival takes over.
1. Anxiety in neurodivergent learners is often invisible. It shows up as anger, avoidance, rigidity, or shutting down, not always as obvious worry.
1. Five domains of safety matter. Physical, sensory, social, emotional, and cognitive. A threat in any domain can tip the balance.
1. Prevention beats intervention. The goal isn't better crisis response; it's fewer crises because the environment feels genuinely safe.
1. The trigger isn't the problem; the accumulation is. Anxiety builds throughout the day. What tips them over the edge is rarely the real issue.
1. Emotionally safe adults are predictable. Students need to know what happens when they struggle. Boring, in a good way.
1. Cognitive safety means mistakes feel survivable. Fear of failure drives perfectionism, avoidance, and meltdowns. Make getting it wrong feel safe.
1. Small, consistent changes beat dramatic overhauls. You don't need to transform everything. One domain, one adjustment, one student at a time.
















Resources
· Comfort Audit
· Five Domains of Safety Overview 

What Drives Anxiety in Neurodivergent Learners
Anxiety in neurodivergent young people doesn't always look like anxiety. It shows up as refusal, as argumentativeness, as rigidity, as aggression, as complete shutdown. What looks like defiance is often the nervous system's attempt to create safety. What looks like a behaviour problem is often an anxiety problem wearing a disguise.

For autistic and ADHD learners, the world is full of unpredictability. Sensory environments shift constantly. Social expectations change from room to room, adult to adult. Cognitive demands fluctuate without warning. And the cumulative effect of navigating all of this, often while masking, is a nervous system that's perpetually on alert.

This is important: anxiety isn't just about big, obvious triggers. It's about the accumulation of small threats throughout the day. The buzzing light that's tolerable at 9am becomes unbearable by 2pm. The social navigation that was manageable in the morning becomes impossible after lunch. The demand that seemed fine yesterday tips them over the edge today because yesterday they weren't already running on empty.



The cumulative load
Think of each student as carrying an invisible backpack. Every sensory irritation, every social confusion, every moment of uncertainty adds weight:
1. The buzzing light
1. The jostling corridor
1. The changed plan
1. The group work
1. The wrong answer
1. The stolen pencil

Some students arrive at school with backpacks already half full from a difficult morning, a poor night's sleep, or accumulated stress from the week. Others fill their backpacks quickly because their nervous systems are more sensitive to threat. By the time the backpack overflows, they've run out of capacity to cope, and what comes out looks like behaviour.

The trigger isn't the problem. The accumulation is.

The goal isn't to respond better when the backpack overflows. It's to reduce what goes into it in the first place. That's what creating safety means: systematically reducing the threats, uncertainties, and demands that accumulate throughout the day.


The Five Domains of Safety
Safety isn't one thing. It's a web of interconnected factors that either support regulation or undermine it. When we break safety down into five domains, we can see more clearly where the gaps might be and where small adjustments could make a real difference.
Each domain represents a different question a student's nervous system is constantly asking:
1. Physical: "No harm will come to me here"
1. Sensory: "I can cope with this environment"
1. Social: "I know how to be here"
1. Emotional: "It's okay for me to feel here"
1. Cognitive: "It's okay to make mistakes"


Physical Safety
"I won't be hurt here."
Physical safety is the foundation, and schools are generally good at this. You keep children physically safe. But there's an important distinction: being safe and feeling safe are not the same thing.

For most students, physical safety is assumed. They don't need constant reassurance that they won't be hurt. But for some students, particularly those who have experienced trauma or who have histories of feeling unsafe, physical safety needs saying out loud. Again and again.

Reassure, don't assume. Some children need to hear it every single day: "You're safe here. I've got you. Nothing bad is going to happen."

Physical safety also includes the less obvious: having personal space respected, being able to move when you need to, and not feeling physically trapped or cornered. For students whose nervous systems are easily triggered, physical positioning matters. Standing over a dysregulated student reads as threat. Blocking an exit (even unintentionally) can escalate rather than calm. Crowding communicates danger even when you're trying to help.

Try this:
1. Side by side, not face to face when conversations are difficult. This feels less confrontational.
1. Keep exits clear. Never position yourself between a dysregulated student and the door.
1. More space, not less when things are escalating. Stepping back communicates safety; stepping forward communicates threat.


Sensory Safety
"I can cope with this environment."
Sensory differences aren't preferences; they're neurological realities. You already know this, and you've already got sensory tools and spaces in place. The next level is thinking about sensory safety proactively and cumulatively.

Proactively means noticing and adjusting before a student reaches overwhelm. If you know the dining hall is a sensory nightmare for certain students, the intervention isn't having a calm space for them to recover afterwards; it's offering an alternative before they have to face it. If you know the afternoon assembly will push someone over the edge, the intervention isn't managing the meltdown that follows; it's giving them a way to skip or shorten it.

Cumulatively means remembering that sensory tolerance depletes throughout the day. A student who coped with the noise at break time may not cope with the same noise at lunch. 9am tolerance is not 2pm tolerance. Planning sensory breaks before they're needed, not as a reward or a response to distress, helps keep the backpack from filling too fast.

A Comfort Audit can help: walking through your space noticing what you see, hear, feel, and smell. What would a sensory-sensitive student flag? The flickering light you've stopped noticing. The humming projector. The smell of cleaning products. The texture of certain worksheets.

Try this:
1. Audit your highest-risk sensory moments (transitions, dining hall, assembly, PE changing rooms) and plan proactive alternatives for students you know will struggle.
1. Front-load the hard bits. Schedule demanding tasks earlier in the day when tolerance is higher.
1. Offer exits before crisis. "If you need to step out, just go" removes the barrier of having to ask.
1. Build in sensory breaks as routine, not as crisis response. A five-minute movement break mid-morning can prevent the afternoon collapse.

Social Safety
"I know how to be here."
Social interaction requires constant, conscious effort for many neurodivergent young people. 

As one student put it:
"I have to think about every interaction. I don't just know the rules. By lunchtime, I've got nothing left."

Reading expressions, interpreting tone, knowing when to speak, working out the unwritten rules: it's exhausting. And for students who've experienced social rejection or bullying, the social world doesn't just feel tiring; it feels dangerous.
Social safety means knowing that social mistakes won't be punished, that there are people who genuinely understand you, and that you don't have to navigate every social moment alone.


Making the implicit explicit
Much of social life runs on rules that everyone "just knows" but no one has ever said out loud. For neurodivergent students, these invisible rules are a constant source of anxiety. The solution is simple: say them.

Scripts that help:
1. "I'll ask questions. Put your hand up if you want to answer, but it's fine to just listen."
1. "You can stay here at break if you'd rather not go outside."
1. "If someone says hi and you don't know what to say, just smile. That's enough."
1. "When I say 'pack up', you've got two minutes. I'll give you a warning before."

Say it before they need it. Say it again tomorrow.

Try this:
1. Offer structured social opportunities with clear roles and expectations rather than open-ended group work where the social navigation is as hard as the task.
1. Protect social recovery time. Some students need solitude after intense social periods. This isn't antisocial; it's essential.
1. Name the unwritten rules. What's one implicit rule in your classroom that you've never actually said out loud?


Emotional Safety
"It's okay for me to feel here."
Emotional safety is the foundation of everything else. When students feel emotionally unsafe, they can't access learning, they can't regulate, and they can't trust. Your responses to difficulty shape whether students feel safe or shamed, and this applies constantly, not just in crisis moments.

As one student explained: "Miss never acts shocked when I'm having a bad day. She just sorts it."

That's emotional safety in action. No drama. No visible disappointment. Just calm, predictable support.

What emotionally safe adults look like
Emotionally safe adults share certain characteristics:
1. Predictable: same response every time, regardless of your mood
1. Unshockable: nothing they do surprises you
1. Quick to repair: you always come back
1. Honest: "I need a minute too" is okay to say
1. Not keeping score: every day starts fresh


Predictable vs unpredictable
The difference between an unpredictable adult and a predictable one:

Unpredictable: Response depends on your day. Different every time. They have to guess what version of you they're getting.

Predictable: Response depends on their need. Same approach every time. They already know what happens when they struggle.

Predictability might sound boring. It is boring. Boring in a good way. For anxious students, boring is exactly what their nervous system needs. No surprises. No guessing. Just reliable, consistent, calm.

Try this:
1. Be predictable in your responses. Students need to know what happens when they struggle. Uncertainty about adult responses creates anxiety.
1. Name what you're doing and why. "I'm going to give you some space now because I think that might help" is more settling than silently walking away.
1. Repair, repair, repair. When you get it wrong (and you will), go back and acknowledge it. This builds trust more than getting it right every time.


Cognitive Safety
"It's okay to make mistakes."
Cognitive safety means knowing that your brain works differently, and that's acceptable. It means being able to ask for help without shame, to make mistakes without catastrophe, and to work in ways that suit how you think rather than fighting against your neurology.
Fear of failure doesn't just look like avoidance. It wears different disguises:
1. Perfectionism: Won't hand work in until it's perfect (which means never)
1. Avoidance: Won't start because failure feels inevitable
1. Meltdowns: Works too hard trying to get it right, then the table gets flipped

Same fear, different disguises.
When "you've made a mistake" gets heard as "you are a mistake," every learning task becomes a threat. Making mistakes feel safe is one of the most powerful things you can do. 

This doesn't mean pretending mistakes don't matter. It means creating an environment where mistakes are expected, normal, and survivable.

Try this:
1. Model your own mistakes publicly. Say "I got that wrong" out loud, often. Normalise error as part of learning.
1. Preview feedback. "I'm going to give you some feedback and it's nothing major" prepares the nervous system for what's coming.
1. Separate person from task. "This bit needs work" not "You need to try harder." Be explicit: "This isn't about you; let's look at the work together."
1. Celebrate the redo. "You fixed it; that's what matters" shifts focus from the mistake to the recovery.


Being the Calm, Regulating Adult
Your nervous system speaks to theirs before you say a word. You cannot create safety for a student if your own system is signalling danger. And here's what makes this hard: some students are particularly good at triggering our dysregulation.
This isn't a criticism. It's biology. Certain pairings are just harder. Something about that student triggers something in you. Maybe their behaviour reminds you of someone else. Maybe their distress activates your own anxiety. Maybe you've had so many difficult interactions that your body braces before you even enter the room.


Managing your own anxiety in the moment
The first step is noticing. Can you recognise when your own anxiety is rising? The tightening in your chest, the shortening of your breath, the internal narrative that says "here we go again." That noticing creates a tiny gap between stimulus and response, and in that gap, you have a choice.

The three-second reset:
1. One slow breath
1. Drop your shoulders
1. Unclench your jaw
It takes three seconds and changes what your body communicates.

Try this:
1. Slow everything down. Walk slower, speak slower, lower your volume. Speed communicates urgency; urgency communicates threat.
1. Change the internal story. "What does she need right now?" instead of "Here we go again." The story you tell yourself changes what your body broadcasts.
1. Know when to hand over. If you're not in a state to respond well, say so. "I'm going to ask [colleague] to help right now. I'll come back when I'm in a better place." This models regulation, not failure.


When you're the trigger
Sometimes, despite your best efforts, your presence escalates rather than calms. Maybe there's history. Maybe the student has attached anxiety to you specifically. Maybe you remind them of someone else. When you notice this pattern, the most helpful thing you can do is step back and let a colleague take over, not as a punishment or an admission of failure, but as a strategic decision about what the student needs.

This requires a team that talks openly about these dynamics without blame. "I'm not the right person for this student right now" should be something anyone can say.


Creating Consistency as a Team
Everything we've talked about depends on consistency. A student can't feel safe if the rules change from room to room, if one adult responds with curiosity and another with consequences, if what was acceptable yesterday is punished today. Unpredictability is anxiety fuel.

This doesn't mean every adult has to be identical. It means students need to be able to predict what will happen when they struggle, regardless of who's in the room. The response might look slightly different from different people, but the underlying approach, the commitment to safety and relationship, needs to be shared.

What consistency looks like
1. Shared understanding of individual students: everyone who works with a student knows what helps, what escalates, and what their particular sensitivities are.
1. Agreed approaches to common situations: what do we do when someone refuses a task? When they leave the room? When they're escalating? The answer doesn't have to be complicated, but it does need to be shared.
1. Regular communication: brief, practical information sharing about what's working and what isn't. Not just at annual reviews, but week to week.
1. Permission to be honest: a team culture where people can say "I'm struggling with this student" without it being seen as weakness.


Using the Five Domains as shared language
The Five Domains framework gives you a shared language for thinking about what students need. When a student is struggling, ask: which domain of safety might be compromised? When you're planning for a student you know finds school difficult, consider each domain in turn. When you're reviewing why an incident happened, use the domains to look beyond the trigger to the underlying conditions.


Bringing It All Together
This isn't about adding more to your workload. It's about thinking differently about what you already do. Every interaction is an opportunity to build safety or to erode it. Every decision about how you set up your room, structure a task, or respond to distress either adds to the backpack or lightens it.

You don't have to do all of this at once. Pick one domain. Pick one student. Try one thing. Notice what happens. Adjust. Try again.

The students you find most challenging are often the ones who need safety most desperately and have the least capacity to ask for it. Their behaviour is telling you something. The Five Domains give you a framework for listening.




Reflection Questions

On the Five Domains
1. Think of a student who frequently struggles. Which domain of safety might be most compromised for them?
1. What are the highest-risk moments in your day for sensory overload? What proactive adjustments could help?
1. How do mistakes currently feel in your classroom? What would make getting it wrong feel safer?
1. What's one implicit social rule in your classroom that you've never actually said out loud?

On your own regulation
1. Which students trigger your "here we go again" response? What might be underneath that reaction?
1. On your worst day, what version of you do your students get?
1. When did you last make a mistake in front of your students? What did they see you do?
1. When you're not in a good state to respond well, what's your plan?

On team consistency
1. How well does information about individual students flow between colleagues? Where are the gaps?
1. What do students experience when they move between adults? How predictable are our responses?
1. Is it safe in your team to say "I'm struggling with this student"? What would make it safer?




Underpinning Research
The Five Domains of Safety framework draws on converging research from neuroscience, trauma-informed practice, and autism and ADHD studies. The central premise, that felt safety is the foundation for learning and regulation, is supported by Stephen Porges' Polyvagal Theory (Porges, 2011), which explains how the autonomic nervous system responds to cues of safety and threat in the environment. When the nervous system detects danger, whether real or perceived, it shifts into protective states that prioritise survival over learning.

Research on sensory processing in autism consistently shows that sensory differences are not preferences but neurological realities that significantly impact daily functioning and anxiety levels (Robertson & Baron-Cohen, 2017). Studies suggest that sensory over responsivity is associated with higher anxiety in autistic individuals (Green et al., 2012), supporting the importance of sensory safety as a domain requiring specific attention.
The concept of co-regulation, where a regulated adult helps a dysregulated child return to calm, is grounded in attachment research and developmental neuroscience (Siegel, 2012). Research on teacher-student relationships demonstrates that the quality of these relationships predicts student outcomes including academic achievement, behaviour, and engagement (Roorda et al., 2011). The emphasis on staff regulation as prerequisite to student support is supported by research showing that teacher stress and burnout negatively impact student wellbeing and classroom climate (Jennings & Greenberg, 2009).

The importance of consistency and predictability for anxious and neurodivergent learners is well-established in both clinical and educational research. Studies on autism highlight the role of uncertainty intolerance in driving anxiety (Boulter et al., 2014), while research on trauma-informed schools emphasises the need for predictable, consistent adult responses to create felt safety (Bath, 2008).
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