NHS

The Rotherham

NHS Foundation Trust

INTEROCEPTION

Recommendations

Interoception—the ability to sense internal body signals such as hunger, thirst, pain, or the need to use the toilet—is fundamental to self-regulation and emotional wellbeing. For many
children who have experienced early trauma, interoceptive awareness can be disrupted, making it difficult for them to recognise and interpret their body's cues accurately.

Trauma, particularly in the early years, can impact brain development and the way sensory information is processed. Children who have lived through neglect, inconsistent caregiving, or
high levels of stress may either have a blunted response to internal sensations (not feeling internal sensations until extreme) or experience heightened awareness, leading to discomfort
and distress (interpreting mild sensations as pain or iliness). This can contribute to difficulties with emotional regulation, anxiety, toileting, eating, and even classroom engagement.

PAIN & ILLNESS

e Limited response to injuries - May not react to cuts,
bruises, or falls, appearing unaware of pain (under-
responsive).

e Extreme reactions to minor discomfort -
Overwhelmed by small bumps, scratches, or everyday
sensations like clothing labels (over-responsive).

* Frequent unexplained complaints - Regularly reports
pain (e.g., headaches, stomach aches) without a clear
medical cause (over-responsive).

e Delayed reporting of injuries - Only mentions pain
long after an injury occurs, sometimes when visible
bruising appears (under-responsive).

. Difficu?ty describing pain levels - Struggles to
identify where pain is, how strong it is, or whether
it's improving or worsening.
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" TOILETING

* Frequent toileting
accidents or waiting too
long before going to the
toilet

e Avoidance of toilet use,
especially in school

HUNGER & THIRST

e Forgetting to eat or drink unless
prompted
e Eating very little or excessively at
meal/snack times
e Complaining of feeling unwell instead
of recognising hunger/thirst cues
e Extreme reactions to feeling full
(e.g., distress or discomfort

SIGNS OF INTEROCEPTION

TEMPERATURE
REGULATION

Wearing inappropriate
clothing for the weather (e.g;
no coat in winter, refusing to

take off a jumper in summer) 0
Frequently complaining about o0

feeling too hot or too cold
Not noticing discomfort from
ti%ht shoes, itchy clothing, or
other sensory irritants
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CHALLENGES

EMOTIONS ®%®

Struggles to identify emotions - Finds it hard to recognise
feelings like anger, anxiety, or excitement until they
become overwhelming.

Sudden emotional outbursts - Appears calm one moment
but then has a big reaction without apparent warning.
Difficulty matching emotions to situations - May laugh
when hurt, get angry when praised, or seem ‘flat’ in
highly emotional moments.

Poor self-regulation strategies - Finds it hard to use
calming techniques because they don’t notice rising stress
levels until too late.

Confusion between physical and emotional states -
Misinterprets hunger as anxiety, tiredness as sadness, or
excitement as fear.
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ENERGY LEVELS

Constantly on the go - Struggles to
recognise when to slow down,
leading to restlessness or
overactivity.

Frequent exhaustion but unaware -
Appears tired but doesn't recognise
the need for rest or breaks.
Sudden energy crashes - Moves
between hyperactivity and extreme
fatigue without awareness.
Difficulty winding down - Struggles
to settle after active play or
excitement.

Inconsistent energy for tasks -
Finds it hard to pace themselves,
either rushing through work or
losing focus due to low energy.
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INTEROCEPTION HACKS

NHS Foundation Trust

Strategies for children who are over-responsive to internal signa

(O Emotional Supports X

@ Pain/ lliness X

ad

Voice of the child
Questions to ask

“What does your tummy feel like
right now?”

“When you run around at
playtime, how does your body
feel?”

“Can you feel your heart beating
right now? What does it feel
like?”

“When you feel worried or upset,
where do you notice it in your
body?”

“How does your body feel when
you really need the toilet?”
“What does tired feel like in your
body?”

(O General Strategies X
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Toileting Reminders

&

Scheduled Toilet Breaks: Encourage regular, scheduled toilet breaks throughout the
day (e.g., every 1-2 hours). This helps children develop a routine and become more
aware of their body’s needs.
Use Visual Cues: Create visual reminders (e.g., charts, pictures) that indicate when it's
time to go to the toilet. Place these reminders in areas where the child spends time, like
the classroom or play area.
Discreet whole class reminders: Prompt all children to recognise whether they need to
use the toilet, remind children to do this during transitions or intervals e.g.; before
playtime, after playtime, before lunch, after lunch.
Check-in Questions: Use simple check-in questions at regular intervals, such as “How
does your tummy feel?” or “Do you need to use the toilet?” This encourages the child to
think about their internal signals.
Use Timer Apps: Introduce a timer or app that reminds children to check in with their
bodies at regular intervals. This can help them pause and assess their need to go to the
toilet. Children's smart watches can be useful as a discreet reminder.
Create a Comfortable Environment: Ensure that the toilet area is comfortable and
accessible. Sometimes children may hesitate to go due to fear or discomfort. Creating
a positive toilet environment can encourage them to use it more regularly.
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Temperature

N

Support children in noticing how temperature feels on their body using controlled,
playful exposures: eg; Have them dip hands in warm then cold water, compare
feelings, and draw or describe.

Use ice cubes or cool packs for brief body awareness moments (“Where did it feel
cold?”).

Use daily routines to build checking habits. Before outdoor transitions, ask: “How does
your body feel? Hot, cold, or just right?”

Have a “temperature check” station with mirrors, visuals, and questions like: Are your
hands cold or warm? Do you want to take off a layer or keep it on? Are you sweating
or shivering?

Children who don’t recognise their temperature might struggle with managing clothing
independently. Teach ‘layering logic™ Use visual cards showing what clothes are helpful
in hot, cold, or mixed weather. Practice changing layers in a non-rushed, supported
way—especially in transitions.

Make temperature-awareness a part of the group routine: “Let’s all feel our skin—do
we need'a‘jumper today?” Adults can model body awareness aloud: “My neck feels
sweaty; | think I'll take my scarf off.”

Use stories or visual cards to show: How bodies might feel in the cold or heat, What you

can do to’stay comfortable (e.g., drink water, take off jumper, put on coat) )
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INTEROCEPTION SNACKS

Strategies for children who struggle to identify internal signals

My Emotions Cards

Emotions
Cards.....

Supporting care-experienced children to recognise
emotions internally is a vital part of helping them
develop lifelong emotional regulation skills. Many of our
children have experienced early adversity or
developmental trauma, which can impact their ability to
notice, understand, and express their emotions. By
helping them tune into the internal body signals linked
to different emotions, we lay the foundation for better
self-awareness, communication, and regulation. The My
Emotions Cards cover 14 key emotions and have been
designed to support children in identifying how these
emotions feel inside their bodies—an essential first step
before they can choose effective regulation strategies.
This resource is available for schools supporting
Rotherham care-experienced children and can be
accessed by contacting
virtualschool@rotherham.gov.uk.
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(O Thirst / Hydration

\octivities and hydration.

Scheduled Drink Breaks: Establish regular, scheduled times for drink breaks throughout
the day, regardless of whether the child expresses thirst. This can help them develop a
routine of hydration.

Visual Reminders: Use visual cues, such as pictures or charts, to remind children to drink
water. Place these reminders in visible locations, such as on their desk or near their
water bottle. Allow water bottle on desk within visual eyeline. Use hydration charts on the
back of toilet doors so children can monitor their urine colour.

Use a Timer: Set a timer to remind the child to take a drink at regular intervals. This can
serve as a prompt to check in with their body and assess their thirst levels.

Create a Water-Tracking Chart: Implement a chart to track daily water intake. Children
can colour in or mark off each time they drink water, helping them visualise their
hydration habits.

Role Modelling: Model good hydration habits by drinking water regularly in front of the
child. Discuss the importance of staying hydrated and how you recognise your own
thirst.

Interactive Water Bottles: Provide water bottles with built-in reminders or that change
colour when it’s time to drink, making hydration more engaging and visually appealing.
Connect Hydration to Activities: Link drinking water to specific activities, such as taking a
sip after each transition or when completing a task, reinforcing the connection between
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Energy Levels

N

Start by building emotional and interoceptive literacy around energy states.

Use Visual Supports: Create an “Energy Meter” or “Body Battery” scale (e.g., blue =
low/tired, yellow = wired, green = just right).

Model Descriptive Phrases: “I notice my eyes are heavy—that’s a tired clue.”

For children who struggle to tune in, use external cues and routines to guide their body
and brain toward rest—even if they don’t feel tired. Visual bedtime schedule (bath, dim
lights, book, soft music, cuddle) Use the same structure nightly, even if sleep doesn’t
come easily

Calm Body Activities: Warm bath with lavender, Weighted blanket or warm wheat bag,
Deep pressure massage, lotion rub, or “body burrito” in a blanket, Breathing games
(e.g., smell the flower, blow the candle)

Use a “Time for Rest” card—even if child doesn’t say they're tired

Sensory chaining cues like a “night-time playlist” or “wind-down” sound timer, sleepy
smells as part of the routine

Even if they can’t recognise tiredness, you can build association and expectation. Allow
non-stimulating quiet time (e.g., reading, colouring, cuddling) Say: “We’re giving our
body a chance to see if it wants to sleep” Encourage lying still and noticing body
sensations.without pressure to fall asleep

Use metaphors children can relate to: “Your body is like a phone—it needs to charge to)

playqgain tomorraw.”
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INTEROCEPTION RESOURCES FILEARN

Books to support children in learning & identifying their internal signals
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Are You Feeling
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https://www.amazon.co.uk/Hey-Warrior-Karen-Young/dp/1912678004/ref=sr_1_1?crid=HOZPI0EV6A6P&dib=eyJ2IjoiMSJ9.sAJYeAMq8TtjjjzGk2lX5HG3NLLRhUyWmOI2ymyik0rnqVC6OLZU_nXz58aXpV0qNA1J03tBBHUp5N1XHSdloA.jJXe85oa5GdavECXl7j_yD-SAZrQUAQfnjHaIKA0mgs&dib_tag=se&keywords=hey+warrior+karen+young&qid=1740568870&sprefix=hey+warrior%2Caps%2C107&sr=8-1
https://www.amazon.co.uk/Listening-Body-understand-connection-sensations/dp/099895800X/ref=asc_df_099895800X/?tag=googshopuk-21&linkCode=df0&hvadid=696285193871&hvpos=&hvnetw=g&hvrand=658934751490908366&hvpone=&hvptwo=&hvqmt=&hvdev=c&hvdvcmdl=&hvlocint=&hvlocphy=1007027&hvtargid=pla-2281435177338&psc=1&mcid=2ef59094ec923efcaa5c1d54b325db89&hvocijid=658934751490908366-099895800X-&hvexpln=74&tag=googshopuk-21&linkCode=df0&hvadid=696285193871&hvpos=&hvnetw=g&hvrand=658934751490908366&hvpone=&hvptwo=&hvqmt=&hvdev=c&hvdvcmdl=&hvlocint=&hvlocphy=1007027&hvtargid=pla-2281435177338&psc=1&gad_source=1
https://www.amazon.co.uk/Body-Sends-Signal-Recognise-Recognize/dp/3982142830/ref=sr_1_1?crid=3NLZWXJNUJBZ5&dib=eyJ2IjoiMSJ9.JajD6Y6m3nRMSCIxBkb_HKjIkT85gb6cds_-Tvxr5YzMunirlJjmNV5YtzrDujY_t4bANn56eQSEobayMzto7Q.iF8cVsoxSVx6dRaeIpik0BF6pcLTenjtgemaYBqyh2s&dib_tag=se&keywords=my+body+sends+a+signal&qid=1740568837&s=books&sprefix=my+body+sends+a+signal%2Cstripbooks%2C134&sr=1-1
https://www.amazon.co.uk/Breathe-Like-Bear-Kira-Willey/dp/1623368839/ref=sr_1_1?crid=1KDRW0PP5GGJF&dib=eyJ2IjoiMSJ9.2vd3_UvaVlE0EYi9NQ0nIaGgWHM3Ph_yGVhDsZaNyJ_McWn3nXjO6g1pUxYGeXOPFUTU0AATsLYWFGyUJSKEKm-DR73RX1D6DAfHVL_v0Ga9d4JOlAY3BSXKSqwsenaFQHsZJ7ou5BtLOFbaJ1pCRA-iCG2cN59NkInbAkpsmBVd7NieUL4S8qn0dtbY2OCxp--SfoJ4eNqr9U0xVDwbUP_-aEH17OnTmNTNSRxrtUs.An-SnMuAdgU2hTIAZVveld7DtWTcFS0sDI97hZ6Qbi0&dib_tag=se&keywords=breathe+like+a+bear+book&qid=1740568935&sprefix=breathe+like++%2Caps%2C123&sr=8-1
https://www.amazon.co.uk/Boy-Big-Feelings/dp/150645450X/ref=sr_1_1?crid=BKRT21U0GOBD&dib=eyJ2IjoiMSJ9.hqSKSEkaZRCHlcqvsAP9-VC7AAVoz0vVVVHyTM-H5amTsAFBmhyNDsOlvvJDBUzXOgGITH_4V8U0hs2RCCCUdJRxfGWTZhAAtt7nxefQGtE1OJAb5V3ADsF-bPTybspvifnJFIImxtuvqlVaOwy68A.G7LWfSIEOH1KATWGBKH7CxQnw7I5YxC-xtpDkBm2hoE&dib_tag=se&keywords=the+boy+with+big+big+feelings&qid=1740568989&sprefix=the+boy+with+big+feeling%2Caps%2C147&sr=8-1
https://www.amazon.co.uk/How-Do-Feel-dictionary-emotions/dp/1761214667/ref=sr_1_6?crid=37H4TQE8VLBSS&dib=eyJ2IjoiMSJ9.rPc5OamVF3UhKbryBQyH3tp-WnWaxAVLmkyNBv62m774dUxHHtc69-K79AQGrXLkETUQs0sKoEo7mfDjvF9J1VY37GSh7JYf-KIa-7lHXCaEkgp9BwGgUh3UiwW2DdzlFB1lPVIRkAeQt6FNidS1zXlRBWxPa261FOLKB82wbnXfLZEjM4nQvQvqBBEenuabagW-zDcvImlUKBzmOyhG7yac0cZUE8WjU3EVh49K-HY.YATVWs2GcbcbnQMxo-b4yxOQcZQ6z7XPWBjLXtdIStY&dib_tag=se&keywords=how+do+I+feel&qid=1740568897&sprefix=how+do+i+feel%2Caps%2C160&sr=8-6
https://www.amazon.co.uk/Too-Much-Overwhelming-Jolene-Guti%C3%A9rrez/dp/1419764268/ref=asc_df_1419764268?mcid=325d5efb0adc3ff99a2210c230bb30e3&th=1&psc=1&hvocijid=566396793783793296-1419764268-&hvexpln=74&tag=googshopuk-21&linkCode=df0&hvadid=696285193871&hvpos=&hvnetw=g&hvrand=566396793783793296&hvpone=&hvptwo=&hvqmt=&hvdev=c&hvdvcmdl=&hvlocint=&hvlocphy=9220635&hvtargid=pla-2281435178098&psc=1&gad_source=1
https://www.amazon.co.uk/Are-Feeling-Cold-Yuki-Interoception/dp/1787756920/ref=asc_df_1787756920?mcid=1f8c19c8a39f34c1aea709abfe5bace2&th=1&psc=1&hvocijid=566396793783793296-1787756920-&hvexpln=74&tag=googshopuk-21&linkCode=df0&hvadid=696285193871&hvpos=&hvnetw=g&hvrand=566396793783793296&hvpone=&hvptwo=&hvqmt=&hvdev=c&hvdvcmdl=&hvlocint=&hvlocphy=9220635&hvtargid=pla-2281435176698&psc=1&gad_source=1
https://www.amazon.co.uk/Invisible-Things-Andy-J-Pizza/dp/1797215205/ref=sr_1_1?crid=3SCF55DPBLXMB&dib=eyJ2IjoiMSJ9.ix3HBt8fhn2hhsdXm4zpf52WZzFTSs0Rqg8F-9p1F97Nhj9igcJ7rYJLwrtXsD_hydu8bZa3Xy0zYeErfJSBNXvNb4nC1o3Z8Y9qw8AMZ78OVK1wWiNYfoWJZC76D_uBb-D-T2Bs_vKXuX6ySsQIHlXsOG6xaGiVHvk4ik-5w0ghomXxQL7bRInrckkREbh7pSEV-LaPYndBvlQYFGwAKGSI734UJDhhDslqYSgkOdA.VU2N3cVzKVE6vKZEPgEilFySUZTFqhuTyMJKWTU3F5E&dib_tag=se&keywords=invisible+things+book&qid=1740568962&sprefix=invisible+thing%2Caps%2C132&sr=8-1
https://www.amazon.co.uk/Joeys-Heart-Renee-Marie-Allen/dp/B09Q61D34H/ref=sr_1_1?crid=19KGHF31WLD5E&dib=eyJ2IjoiMSJ9.urKVshS3hnd7-PUq2hlMuL8O3QRc8JOVKuv50NHRj55tcI2tr5riqIgH_OC1w_rViFwzTtT7LEwmojF00nC1hhYQz-GAeOeSkjx2s8tMX9Q.lndI_Gk74BgouYaclMuSDlNZwcideYjOQz9tUqdAtI0&dib_tag=se&keywords=Joeys+heart&qid=1740569017&sprefix=joeys+heart%2Caps%2C119&sr=8-1
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