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Effective Classroom Adaptations
Week 1 – Adaptive Teaching Strategies

Slide 1 – Title
Welcome to Week 1 of our Adaptive Teaching Strategies series.
Across the next six weeks, we're going to explore practical strategies that can help us make learning more accessible without unnecessarily reducing challenge.
Importantly, adaptive teaching isn't something that sits solely with the class teacher.
Teachers, TAs and other support staff all notice different things about how pupils experience learning. When we bring those observations together, we can make much better decisions about the adaptations pupils actually need.
This week, we're beginning with effective classroom adaptations.

Slide 2 – Safeguarding Spark
As always, we begin with safeguarding.
Consider the pupil described on the screen.
This pupil usually manages the school day successfully but has recently started asking to wear ear defenders for long periods and is becoming distressed in busy spaces.
An adult comments:
“It's just their sensory needs – they've always found noise difficult.”
Take a moment to discuss:
What should staff consider?
In particular, think about the significance of the word recently.
Allow staff a short opportunity to discuss.

Slide 3 – Safeguarding Spark: Response
A known need can absolutely help us understand a pupil.
But it shouldn't automatically be used to explain a change in their presentation.
In this example, staff should notice whether the behaviour is new or increasing and consider when and where the distress occurs.
We should listen to the pupil, using communication that is appropriate and accessible to them, and remain professionally curious about whether anything else has changed at school or at home.
Observations should be shared between staff, and any safeguarding concerns recorded and reported in line with school procedures.
The sensory adaptation itself may still be entirely appropriate.
The important message is:
Don't allow a known need to explain away something new.

Slide 4 – Our Journey
This is the first Spark in our six-week Adaptive Teaching Strategies journey.
Today, we'll explore effective classroom adaptations.
We'll then move into supporting working memory, visual supports and dual coding, chunking learning successfully, supporting independence and, finally, small changes with big impact.
Across the series, the emphasis will remain practical.
We're not looking to create entirely different learning for different pupils.
We're thinking about the small, purposeful changes that can help more pupils access the learning successfully.

Slide 5 – By the End of This Spark
By the end of today's Spark, you should be able to explain what we mean by an effective classroom adaptation.
We'll explore the important distinction between removing a barrier and removing challenge.
We'll also consider the different parts of classroom practice that can be adapted – because adaptation is much broader than simply changing a worksheet.
And importantly for all staff, we'll consider how teachers and support staff can work together to notice barriers, trial adaptations and understand whether they're actually helping.
Finally, you'll identify one small adaptation that you could try with a pupil you work with.

Slide 6 – What Are We Actually Adapting?
When we hear the word adaptation, it's easy to immediately think:
Different worksheet.
But classroom adaptation can be much broader than that.
We can adapt instruction – how information is explained.
We can adapt a resource – how information is presented.
We can adapt the environment – where or how learning happens.
We might adapt time, perhaps by allowing additional processing time.
We can adapt support, including the prompts or scaffolds available.
And we can sometimes adapt the response – how a pupil demonstrates their understanding.
So adaptation doesn't automatically mean different work.
Often, the learning can remain the same while we change how pupils access it.

Slide 7 – Start With the Barrier
Before choosing an adaptation, we need to understand the barrier.
Imagine a pupil doesn't begin an independent task.
We might immediately conclude:
“They need adult support.”
But first ask:
“What is stopping them from starting?”
Perhaps they didn't retain the instruction. In that case, making the steps visible might help.
Perhaps they don't understand some of the vocabulary. We might need to revisit the key language.
Perhaps they don't know what a successful response looks like. A worked example could help.
Maybe the task feels overwhelming, so we chunk the starting point.
Or perhaps they have become used to seeking reassurance from an adult, in which case a predictable check-in might be more useful than having an adult permanently beside them.
The key point is:
Different barriers require different adaptations.
So:
Diagnose before you adapt.

Slide 8 – Remove the Barrier, Not the Learning
This is one of the most important principles in today's session.
Imagine the learning intention is:
“Explain how a character's feelings change throughout the story.”
The thinking required is about understanding and explaining character development.
But imagine a pupil struggles with extended writing.
We could respond by giving them a much simpler comprehension activity.
The problem is that we've potentially removed the writing barrier and the intended learning challenge.
Instead, could we maintain the thinking but adapt the route?
Perhaps the pupil orally rehearses their response.
Maybe we provide key vocabulary, a visual story sequence, sentence stems or a model.
Where appropriate, we might allow an alternative method of recording.
The pupil can still think deeply about character development.
The writing barrier doesn't automatically need to become a thinking barrier.

Slide 9 – Adaptation Can Be Tiny
Effective adaptations don't always require extra resources, lengthy planning or specialist equipment.
Sometimes an adaptation is incredibly small.
Ten seconds more processing time.
Giving one instruction rather than four.
Moving a pupil's seat.
Pointing back to a worked example rather than immediately explaining again.
Repeating one key word.
Showing rather than telling.
Allowing oral rehearsal before writing.
Removing unnecessary information from a resource.
Or giving advance notice that a transition is approaching.
These are tiny changes.
But small changes can significantly alter a pupil's experience of the classroom.
Take a moment to discuss:
Which of these could any adult implement immediately?

Slide 10 – Adapt the Environment Too
Not every barrier sits within the task itself.
Sometimes we need to look around the pupil.
Is the board or resource visually cluttered?
Is unnecessary noise making concentration difficult?
Can pupils physically access the resources they need?
Could lighting, noise or seating be creating a sensory barrier?
Do pupils understand the classroom routine and know what happens next?
Does the grouping support participation – or make it more difficult?
This is important because sometimes our instinct is to change something for the pupil.
But the most effective adaptation might actually be something we change around them.

Slide 11 – Teachers and Support Staff: Adapt Together
Effective adaptation relies on communication between the adults working with pupils.
Teachers may have the wider picture of the essential learning, likely barriers, available scaffolds and, importantly, what must remain challenging.
TAs and other support staff may notice something different.
They may see the exact moment a pupil becomes stuck.
They may discover which prompt works.
They may notice when support is no longer needed.
They might see how a pupil actually uses a resource or whether an adaptation is increasing independence.
We need to bring that information together.
A useful conversation might be:
“We noticed…”
“We tried…”
“The pupil responded by…”
“Next time we could…”
Adaptation becomes stronger when adults learn from what they notice.

Slide 12 – Don't Create Dependence
Consider these two adaptations for a pupil who struggles to remember instructions.
In Adaptation A, an adult sits beside the pupil and repeatedly tells them what to do next.
In Adaptation B, the instructions remain visible and the adult prompts the pupil to check them.
Both approaches might help the pupil complete today's task.
But there's an important difference.
Adaptation B may also help develop tomorrow's independence.
That's something all adults supporting pupils should think carefully about.
Before stepping in, ask:
“Could we change the environment or resource so the pupil needs less of me?”
A successful adaptation should enable access.
And, wherever possible, it should also increase independence.

Slide 13 – Adapt → Notice → Adjust
Not every adaptation we try will work.
And that's okay.
Adaptation isn't about finding one strategy and then using it forever.
Instead, think:
ADAPT.
Try something purposeful.
Then:
NOTICE.
What actually changed?
And finally:
ADJUST.
Should we keep the adaptation, alter it or remove it?
Perhaps a visual prompt dramatically increases independence.
Perhaps a writing frame actually restricts the pupil's ideas.
Or perhaps a scaffold that was once necessary is no longer needed.
Adaptations should be responsive – not permanent by default.
Keep returning to one simple question:
“Is this helping?”

Slide 14 – One Small Tweak This Week
This week's challenge brings all of today's learning together.
Choose one pupil you work with who regularly experiences a barrier.
Whether you're a teacher, TA or another member of support staff, begin with the same question:
“What is the barrier?”
Then choose one small adaptation.
You might change the instruction, resource, environment, processing time, scaffold or the way the pupil responds.
Try that adaptation consistently.
Then notice:
Did it improve access, participation or independence?
Finally, share what you noticed with another adult who works with that pupil.
We're not looking for wholesale change.
We're looking for one purposeful adjustment and then carefully noticing its impact.
Small steps. Stronger practice.

Slide 15 – Research Links
The research and guidance underpinning today's Spark are linked here.
You'll find the EEF's Special Educational Needs in Mainstream Schools guidance alongside its Five-a-Day approach to supporting high-quality teaching for pupils with SEND.
We've also included relevant DfE guidance and the EEF's Making Best Use of Teaching Assistants.
These provide useful further reading around high-quality teaching, adaptive practice and the effective deployment of support.

Slide 16 – Final Reflection
Let's finish by returning to the thinking that should sit behind effective adaptation.
Instead of:
“They can't do this.”
ask:
“What's getting in the way?”
Instead of immediately deciding:
“They need an adult.”
ask:
“What could help them access this more independently?”
And rather than automatically deciding:
“They need different work.”
ask:
“Could we adapt the route first?”
Effective adaptation doesn't mean removing every difficulty.
It means being deliberate about which difficulty matters.
Keep the challenge in the learning.
Remove the barriers that don't need to be there.
And remember that inclusive adaptation isn't the responsibility of one teacher, one TA or one SENDCo.
Every adult can notice a barrier.
Every adult can help remove one.
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SMALL STEPS, STRONGER PRACTICE!




