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Neuroinclusive Design:
Beyond Compliance Toward Sensory-Responsive

Accessibility
ADA-friendly PDF handout created from the presentation deck

Access features included in this version
• Readable text version of each slide in a logical reading order.

• High-contrast navy/black text on a light background; no text relies on color alone.

• Large type, generous spacing, and simplified bullets for reduced cognitive load.

• Alt-style visual descriptions for slides that use diagrams, icons, or comparisons.

• Plain-language delivery notes for captions, breaks, verbal descriptions, and sensory choice.

Presenter note: For live ADA delivery, share this PDF ahead of time, enable captions, describe visuals verbally,
avoid flashing/rapid transitions, offer sensory breaks, and invite participants to move, stim, camera-off, or step away
as needed.

Source deck: Neuroinclusive Design Presentation (1).pptx
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Slide 1: Neuroinclusive Design: Beyond Compliance Toward
Sensory-Responsive Accessibility
What happens after someone successfully enters a space? Dr. Piper Hart

Readable slide content
This slide functions as a title or transition slide.

Alt-style visual description
Title slide with a central question introducing the talk: access should be understood beyond physical entry.

Page accessibility note: This page is formatted as selectable text for screen readers and copy/paste. Decorative icons from the original slide are
summarized rather than repeated.



Neuroinclusive Design - ADA-friendly handout Page 3

Slide 2: Session Roadmap
Readable slide content

• 1. Expanding accessibility from entry to belonging.

• 2. Understanding cognitive load and sensory-responsive environments.

• 3. Applying practical design principles and quick wins.

Alt-style visual description
Roadmap slide organized around three numbered sections.

Page accessibility note: This page is formatted as selectable text for screen readers and copy/paste. Decorative icons from the original slide are
summarized rather than repeated.



Neuroinclusive Design - ADA-friendly handout Page 4

Slide 3: Accessibility Is Expanding: From Entry to Belonging
Readable slide content

• Step 1 - Entry: Physical access to a space.

• Step 2 - Access: Navigating within the environment.

• Step 3 - Participation: Engaging meaningfully with content and community.

• Step 4 - Belonging: Feeling welcomed, supported, and included.

• Traditional accessibility stops at entry; neuroinclusive design goes further.

Alt-style visual description
Four-step progression showing accessibility moving from entry to access, participation, and belonging.

Page accessibility note: This page is formatted as selectable text for screen readers and copy/paste. Decorative icons from the original slide are
summarized rather than repeated.
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Slide 4: Environments and Cognitive Load
Readable slide content

• Conventional environment: crowded airport terminal, harsh fluorescent lighting, visual clutter, unpredictable noise,
disorienting wayfinding, and high cognitive load.

• Sensory-responsive environment: calm, legible spatial layout, soft indirect lighting, acoustic management, clear
visual cues, and reduced cognitive burden.

• Key idea: physical access does not always create meaningful participation.

• Research note from the deck: autistic youth use 42% more cognitive energy (Hull et al., 2017).

Alt-style visual description
Comparison between a high-load conventional setting and a calmer sensory-responsive environment.

Page accessibility note: This page is formatted as selectable text for screen readers and copy/paste. Decorative icons from the original slide are
summarized rather than repeated.
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Slide 5: Who Benefits? Everyone on the Spectrum of Human
Variability
Readable slide content

• Neurodivergent individuals: autism, ADHD, dyslexia.

• Veterans: sensory sensitivities or PTSD.

• Older adults: cognitive or sensory change.

• People with acquired brain injuries: head trauma or changed sensory processing.

• Visitors and tourists: unfamiliar environments.

• Employees: working under cognitive load.

• Families: including families with young children.

• People with chronic illness or fatigue.

Alt-style visual description
List of community groups who benefit from neuroinclusive design, emphasizing broad human variability.

Page accessibility note: This page is formatted as selectable text for screen readers and copy/paste. Decorative icons from the original slide are
summarized rather than repeated.
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Slide 6: Why Environments Matter: The Brain Is Constantly
Filtering Information
Readable slide content

• Vision: light, contrast, movement, and color.

• Sound: volume, predictability, and reverberation.

• Navigation: spatial clarity, landmarks, and signage.

• Social cues: crowd density and interpersonal cues.

• Time: predictability of sequence and duration.

• Decision-making: choice architecture and information hierarchy.

• Core idea: environments either support or overwhelm the brain’s filtering process.

Alt-style visual description
Diagram-like list of sensory and cognitive inputs contributing to cognitive load.

Page accessibility note: This page is formatted as selectable text for screen readers and copy/paste. Decorative icons from the original slide are
summarized rather than repeated.
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Slide 7: Accessibility Challenges
Readable slide content

• Complex navigation structures can make information harder to find.

• Overwhelming sensory stimuli, including bright colors and loud sounds, can distract or distress some users.

• Information overload can create confusion and frustration when too much information is presented at once.

Alt-style visual description
Three challenge categories: navigation complexity, sensory overwhelm, and information overload.

Page accessibility note: This page is formatted as selectable text for screen readers and copy/paste. Decorative icons from the original slide are
summarized rather than repeated.
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Slide 8: The Brain as a Prediction Machine: How Environments
Shape Cognitive Load
Readable slide content

• Predictable environments use consistent layout and signage to guide users naturally.

• Expected sensory inputs reduce novelty-detection demands.

• Lower cognitive load frees mental resources for engagement, creativity, and focused interaction.

• Predictability enables sustained engagement and deep focus.

• Neuroscience principle: the brain runs on prediction; uncertainty is metabolically expensive.

Alt-style visual description
Slide connects predictable environments with reduced cognitive load and improved engagement.

Page accessibility note: This page is formatted as selectable text for screen readers and copy/paste. Decorative icons from the original slide are
summarized rather than repeated.
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Slide 9: Calming Environments
Readable slide content

• Warm, indirect, controllable lighting reduces sensory strain.

• Acoustic dampening and quiet zones promote relaxation.

• Clear personal space boundaries provide psychological safety.

• Predictable sensory rhythm supports emotional regulation.

• Core idea: the nervous system responds to environmental conditions before conscious awareness.

Alt-style visual description
Four design features of calming environments: lighting, acoustics, boundaries, and rhythm.

Page accessibility note: This page is formatted as selectable text for screen readers and copy/paste. Decorative icons from the original slide are
summarized rather than repeated.
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Slide 10: Environments Communicate Before Words
Readable slide content

• Inclusive environment message: “You belong here.”

• Inaccessible environment message: “You need to work harder to be here.”

• Reflection prompt: What does your environment communicate to someone with heightened or minimal sensory
processing?

Alt-style visual description
Contrast between environments that communicate belonging and environments that create extra work for visitors.

Page accessibility note: This page is formatted as selectable text for screen readers and copy/paste. Decorative icons from the original slide are
summarized rather than repeated.
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Slide 11: Museums: Leading the Way in Neuroinclusive Practice
Readable slide content

• Sensory bags can provide calming effects for individuals.

• They can be tailored to meet various sensory preferences.

• Using a variety of textures enhances the sensory experience.

• Sensory bags promote focus and engagement during activities.

• Sizes can be adapted for adults and children.

Alt-style visual description
Sensory bag practice slide with examples of tactile and calming support tools.

Page accessibility note: This page is formatted as selectable text for screen readers and copy/paste. Decorative icons from the original slide are
summarized rather than repeated.
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Slide 12: Design Principle 1: Lighting - Influence on Attention,
Comfort, and Fatigue
Readable slide content

• Natural light supports circadian rhythm, reduces fatigue, and improves mood.

• Indirect light minimizes glare and creates a calm atmosphere.

• Glare-producing light can trigger headaches and disrupt attention.

• Harsh fluorescent light can cause sensory overload and increase cognitive fatigue.

• Best practice: maximize natural light, layer indirect sources, and eliminate overhead flicker and glare.

Alt-style visual description
Lighting comparison across natural, indirect, glare-producing, and harsh fluorescent light.

Page accessibility note: This page is formatted as selectable text for screen readers and copy/paste. Decorative icons from the original slide are
summarized rather than repeated.
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Slide 13: Design Principle 2: Acoustics - Choice Matters More Than
Silence
Readable slide content

• Library model: quiet, focused, predictable.

• Hospital model: zoned, private, masked.

• Museum model: gallery-tuned, mixed, flexible.

• Office model: pods, white noise, focus zones.

• Key idea: variety and agency matter more than any single acoustic ideal.

Alt-style visual description
Four acoustic models show that different spaces require different sound strategies.

Page accessibility note: This page is formatted as selectable text for screen readers and copy/paste. Decorative icons from the original slide are
summarized rather than repeated.
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Slide 14: Design Principle 3: Wayfinding - From Complexity to
Intuitive Navigation
Readable slide content

• Use landmarks as anchors.

• Use color coding to clarify zones, while not relying on color alone.

• Maintain visual consistency through recognizable icons and repeated patterns.

• Provide multi-modal cues across visual, spatial, tactile, and verbal channels.

• Design for intuitive arrival and clear next steps.

Alt-style visual description
Wayfinding framework with landmarks, color coding, visual consistency, multimodal cues, and intuitive arrival.

Page accessibility note: This page is formatted as selectable text for screen readers and copy/paste. Decorative icons from the original slide are
summarized rather than repeated.
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Slide 15: Design Principle 5: Sensory Choice - One Environment,
Multiple Pathways
Readable slide content

• Sensory room: designated low- or high-stimulation retreat space for regulation and calm recovery.

• Standing desks: postural variety that supports regulation and focus.

• Flexible seating: seating choices such as chairs, benches, and soft seating.

• Movement area: space for physical regulation without social friction or disruption.

Alt-style visual description
Options for sensory choice include retreat space, standing desks, flexible seating, and movement space.

Page accessibility note: This page is formatted as selectable text for screen readers and copy/paste. Decorative icons from the original slide are
summarized rather than repeated.
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Slide 16: Designing for the Senses
Readable slide content

• Artists and designers have designed for the senses for centuries.

• Sacred architecture uses light, acoustics, and scale to evoke awe and calm.

• Theater design uses spatial acoustics, lighting angles, and seating to optimize sensory experience.

• Immersive installation art deliberately engineers environmental perception.

• Museum curation controls pacing, lighting, and sound to shape emotional response.

Alt-style visual description
Examples from art, architecture, theater, immersive installation, and museum curation.

Page accessibility note: This page is formatted as selectable text for screen readers and copy/paste. Decorative icons from the original slide are
summarized rather than repeated.
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Slide 17: Neuroaesthetics and Regulation: Where Art, Brain, and
Emotion Converge
Readable slide content

• Art: sensory richness.

• Brain: neural processing.

• Emotion: affect and meaning.

• Core idea: art experiences can be understood through the interaction of sensory input, neural processing, and
emotional meaning.

Alt-style visual description
Three-part relationship among art, brain, and emotion.

Page accessibility note: This page is formatted as selectable text for screen readers and copy/paste. Decorative icons from the original slide are
summarized rather than repeated.
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Slide 18: Community Arts Programs
Readable slide content

• Veterans arts programs: creative expression supporting trauma processing and sensory regulation.

• Dementia Cafés: arts-based social participation reducing isolation.

• Dance for Parkinson’s: movement and rhythm improving motor function and social wellbeing.

• Intergenerational arts: shared creative practice across age groups.

• Community murals: participatory public art creating shared identity and belonging.

• Conclusion: community arts are not supplementary; they are core accessibility infrastructure.

Alt-style visual description
Community arts examples that support regulation, social participation, movement, and belonging.

Page accessibility note: This page is formatted as selectable text for screen readers and copy/paste. Decorative icons from the original slide are
summarized rather than repeated.
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Slide 19: Small Changes. Big Impact: Practical Quick Wins for Any
Organization
Readable slide content

• Better signage: clear, multi-modal wayfinding reduces cognitive load.

• Sensory information: pre-visit guides and sensory maps shared online.

• Quiet spaces: designated low-stimulation retreat areas.

• Multiple seating: variety in height, firmness, and proximity.

• Clear communication: plain language, visual hierarchy, and chunked information.

• Core message: neuroinclusive design does not require a complete redesign; many high-impact changes are
low-cost and immediately actionable.

Alt-style visual description
Five practical quick wins for organizations: signage, sensory information, quiet spaces, seating variety, and clear communication.

Page accessibility note: This page is formatted as selectable text for screen readers and copy/paste. Decorative icons from the original slide are
summarized rather than repeated.
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Slide 20: Contact
piperhartneuroarts@gmail.com

Readable slide content
• Available for speaking, training, strategy, and collaboration on neuroinclusive design, sensory-responsive

accessibility, neuroarts, museums, creative aging, and arts and health innovation.

Alt-style visual description
Closing slide with contact information and collaboration areas.

Page accessibility note: This page is formatted as selectable text for screen readers and copy/paste. Decorative icons from the original slide are
summarized rather than repeated.
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ADA Delivery Checklist for the Live Deck
■ Share slides and this accessible handout before the session.

■ Turn on live captions and repeat audience questions before answering.

■ Verbally describe all diagrams, images, and comparisons before interpreting them.

■ Use plain language and define terms such as cognitive load, sensory-responsive, and neuroaesthetics.

■ Allow multiple participation pathways: chat, silence, camera-off, movement, breaks, and follow-up email.

■ Avoid rapid transitions, flashing animations, and audio surprises.

■ Provide sensory information for the room: lighting, sound, seating, restroom/exit location, and quiet area.

■ Do not require eye contact, immediate verbal response, or still bodies as evidence of attention.

■ Use color plus labels/icons/patterns so meaning is not carried by color alone.

■ End with contact information in both visual and spoken form.

Contact: piperhartneuroarts@gmail.com



Neuroinclusive Design:
Beyond Compliance Toward 

Sensory-Responsive Accessibility

What happens after someone successfully enters a space?

Dr. Piper Hart
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Accessibility Is Expanding: From Entry to Belonging

1
Step 1 — Entry
Physical access to a space

2
Step 2 — Access
Navigating within the environment

3
Step 3 — Participation
Engaging meaningfully with content and community

4
Step 4 — Belonging
Feeling welcomed, supported, and included

Traditional accessibility stops at entry — neuroinclusive design goes further.



Environments and Cognitive Load

Conventional 
Environment

Crowded airport terminal, harsh 
fluorescent lighting, visual clutter 
and unpredictable noise, 
disorienting wayfinding, high 
cognitive load

Sensory-Responsive 
Environment

Calm, legible spatial layout, soft 
indirect lighting, acoustic 
management, clear visual cues, 
reduced cognitive burden

"Physical access does not 
always create meaningful 

participation."

• Autistic youth 
use 42% more 
cognitive energy 
(Hull et al., 2017)



Who Benefits? Everyone on the Spectrum of Human Variability

Neurodivergent 
Individuals

Autism, ADHD, dyslexia
1

Veterans
Sensory 

sensitivities or 
PTSD

2

Older 
Adults

Cognitive 
or sensory 

change

3

Acquired 
Brain 

Injuries
People with 

head trauma

4

Visitors 
and 

Tourists
In unfamiliar 
environments

5

Employees
Under cognitive 

load

6

Families
With young 

children

7
Chronic 
Illness

Living along with 
chronic illness or 

fatigue

8



Why Environments Matter: 
The Brain Is Constantly Filtering Information

Vision
light, contrast, movement, color

Cognitive Load

Sound

volume, predictability, reverberation

Navigation
spatial clarity, landmarks, signage

Social cues
crowd density, interpersonal cues

Time
predictability of sequence and 

duration

Decision-making
choice architecture and information 

hierarchy

The brain is constantly filtering information — environments either support or overwhelm this process.



Complex Navigation Structures
Complex navigation can confuse 
users, making it difficult for them to 
find information they need.

Overwhelming Sensory Stimuli
Overwhelming sensory stimuli, such 
as bright colors and loud sounds, can 
be distracting and distressing for 
some users.

Information Overload
Information overload occurs when 
users are presented with too much 
information at once, leading to 
confusion and frustration.

Accessibility Challenges



The Brain as a Prediction Machine: 
How Environments Shape Cognitive Load

A Predictable Environment
• Consistent layout and signage guide users naturally 

through spaces without conscious thought required.

• Expected sensory inputs align with prior experience, 
reducing novelty detection demands.

• Low cognitive load frees mental resources for 
engagement, creativity, and focused interaction.

• Enables sustained engagement and deep focus 
during extended activities.

Neuroscience Principle
The brain runs on prediction — uncertainty is 
metabolically expensive.



Calming Environments
• Warm, indirect, controllable lighting reduces sensory strain
• Acoustic dampening and quiet zones promote relaxation

• Clear personal space boundaries provide psychological safety

• Predictable sensory rhythm supports emotional regulation

The nervous system responds to environmental conditions 
before conscious awareness.



Environments Communicate Before 
Words

Inclusive 
Environment

"You belong here."

Inaccessible 
Environment
"You need to work 
harder to be here."

Reflection: What does your environment communicate to 
someone with heightened or minimal sensory processing? 



• Sensory bags can provide calming 
effects for individuals.

• They can be tailored to meet various 
sensory preferences.

• Using a variety of textures enhances 
the sensory experience.

• Sensory bags promote focus and 
engagement during activities.

• Sizes for adults and kids. 

Museums: Leading the Way 
in Neuroinclusive Practice



Design Principle 1 
Lighting: Influence on Attention, Comfort, and Fatigue

Natural Light

• Supports circadian 
rhythm

• Reduces fatigue, 
improves mood

Indirect Light

• Minimizes glare

• Creates calm 
atmosphere

Glare-
Producing 
Light

• Triggers headaches

• Disrupts attention

Harsh 
Fluorescent

• Causes sensory 
overload

• Increases cognitive 
fatigue 

Lighting is not neutral 
— it is an accessibility 
variable.

Best practice: Maximize natural 
light, layer indirect sources, 
eliminate overhead flicker and 
glare.



Design Principle 2 
Acoustics: Choice Matters More Than Silence

Library Model
Quiet · Focused · 

Predictable

Hospital Model

Zoned · Private · Masked

Museum Model
Gallery-tuned · Mixed · 

Flexible

Office Model
Pods · White noise · Focus 

zones

Variety and agency matter more than any single acoustic ideal

●

●

●

●



Design Principle 3 
 Wayfinding: From Complexity to Intuitive Navigation

Landmarks
Anchors

Color Coding
Zones

Visual Consistency
Icons

Multi-Modal Cues
Senses

Intuitive Arrival
Clarity



Design Principle 5 
 Sensory Choice: One Environment, Multiple Pathways

Sensory Room
Designated low/high-
stimulation retreat space 
for sensory regulation and 
calm recovery

Standing Desks
Postural variety 
supporting regulation and 
focus throughout the 
learning day

Flexible Seating
Range of seating types 
including chairs, benches, 
and soft seating options

Movement Area
Space for physical 
regulation without social 
friction or disruption



Designing for the Senses

Artists & Designers
"Artists have designed for the senses for centuries."

Sacred 
Architecture
Cathedrals use 
light, acoustics, 
and scale to evoke 
awe and calm

Theater 
Design
Spatial acoustics, 
lighting angles, and 
seating optimize 
sensory experience

Immersive 
Installation Art
Deliberately 
engineers 
environmental 
perception

Museum Curation
Controls pacing, lighting, and sound to shape emotional response



Neuroaesthetics and Regulation:  
Where Art, Brain, and Emotion Converge

Art
Sensory richness

1
Brain

Neural processing

2

Emotion
Affect & meaning

3



Community Arts Programs
1

Veterans Arts 
Programs
Creative expression 
supporting trauma 
processing and 
sensory regulation

2

Dementia 
Cafés
Arts-based social 
participation 
reducing isolation

3

Dance for 
Parkinson's
Movement and 
rhythm improving 
motor function and 
social wellbeing

4

Intergenerational Arts
Bridging age groups through shared 
creative practice

5

Community Murals
Participatory public art creating 
shared identity and belonging

Conclusion: Community arts are not supplementary — they are core accessibility 
infrastructure.



Small Changes. Big Impact: Practical Quick 
Wins for Any Organization

Better Signage

Clear, multi-modal wayfinding 
reduces cognitive load

Sensory 
Information

Pre-visit guides and sensory 
maps shared online

Quiet Spaces

Designated low-stimulation 
retreat areas

Multiple Seating

Variety in height, firmness, proximity

Clear Communication

Plain language, visual hierarchy, chunked info

Core Message: Neuroinclusive design does not require a complete redesign — many high-
impact changes are low-cost and immediately actionable.



piperhartneuroarts@gmail
.com


