NPC23 Planners’ Day of Service
By Caroline Dwyer, AICP
Chair, APA Women & Planning Division
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APA Women & Planning Division

PLANNERS GIVING BACK

Each year, thousands of planners descend upon a host
city for the American Planning Association’s (APA)
National Planning Conference (NPC). The collective
impacts of up to 5,000 conference attendees, vendors,
and staff are significant. While the local economy benefits
from the influx of visitors, NPC also interrupts the daily
rhythm of people living and working in our host cities. Fruitvale TOD and Village
Planners’ Day of Service (PDoS) gives visiting planners Beautification Project N
an opportunity to positively impact NPC’s host community NPC22 San Diego: 47th
while  building and strengthening inter-Divisional Strest Station corridor
relationships, raising awareness of Division benefits, assessment and clean up
generating leadership development opportunities, and
exchanging information about important planning issues.
This year’s PDoS, held on March 31, 2023 in Philadelphia, introduced participants to Planning
for Neurodiversity, providing opportunities for professional development and knowledge
transfer, a hands-on application of new skills, and a service project.

A LEGACY OF SERVICE

Past PDoS events include:

* NPC18 (New Orleans):
District B neighborhood
clean-up
NPC19 (San Francisco):

“Planners’ Day of Service (PDoS) gives Vvisiting planners an
opportunity to positively impact NPC’s host community while building
and strengthening inter-Divisional relationships, raising awareness of
Division benefits, generating leadership development opportunities,
and exchanging information about important planning issues.”



WHAT IS NEURODIVERSITY?
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we are elevating the needs of people who experience the world from outside of a neurotypical experience.

LEVERAGING THE POWER OF PLANNING

Most planning professionals are familiar with the
importance of physical accessibility in our
communities (ex. ramps for people using mobility
devices, accessible pedestrian signals (APS),
elevators, etc.). But sensory accessibility and other
accommodations for people experiencing
neurodiversity are not yet commonplace in our
offices, public spaces, and built environments.
Planners are uniquely positioned to normalize

sensory accessibility and implement
accommodations for people experiencing
neurodiversity.

Planners can support more inclusive environments
for people with neurodiversity in the same ways we
support more inclusive environments for physical

access - by assessing existing conditions,
identifying  barriers  and/or  challenges to
accessibility, and rectifying conditions limiting

accessibility. A sensory audit identifies potential
challenges and triggers, creating  more
accommodating, productive, and comfortable

WHAT IS SENSORY DYSREGULATION?

Many people who are neurodiverse
experience sensory dysregulation, meaning
they receive, interpret, and process everyday
sensory information such as sounds, sights
and smells much differently than someone
who we would describe as neurotypical,

These differences, often
imperceptible to most people, can make
certain  environments  challenging  (or
impossible) to endure for people experiencing
sensory dysregulation.

unnoticed by or

Assessing our environments (for sights,

sounds, feelings

signage, visual clutter, liminal sp:
boundares) and making
accommodations  dramaltically  improves
quality of life for people with atypical sensory
perception.




environments for people experiencing sensory dysregulation as a result of neurodiversity.

WHAT'S A SENSORY AUDIT?

sory audit assesses the environment for

5 o sensory or cognitive ac sibility.
This may include:
Visual: Light (levels, flickering),
reflections, colors, and patterns

Olfactory: Strong or u

smells or odors (exhaust, perfume,
food, and cher Is)

Tactical: Fabrics, seating, and
ambient temperatures

Spatial: Wayfinding, floor plans,
furniture placement

Postural: Alternative work or rest

Opportunities for sensory
modulation: Quiet, comfortable

PDoD participants conducted a sensory audit of Reading Terminal Market. Image Credit: APA Women &
Planning Division

EACH ONE, TEACH ONE

Bright and early on Friday March 31, one day before NPC23’s official start, APA Divisions
members convened at the Downtown Philadelphia Marriott for PDoS 2023. Over the course of
three hours (with plenty of coffee, fruit, and pastries, of course!) planners were introduced to the
concepts and language of neurodiversity and sensory accessibility, and participants discussed
the planner’s role in advancing neurodiversity acceptance, accessibility, and accommodations.
Attendees gained hands-on experience, knowledge, and tools to bring home to their own
communities by participating in a group sensory audit of the Marriott’s lobby, Reading Terminal
Market, and the Pennsylvania Convention Center. For the service component of PDoS,
participants assembled 100 Calming Kits (sensory friendly care packages) that we donated to
Kamp for Kids, a Philadelphia-based non-profit organization providing fun experiences for kids
on the neurodiversity spectrum.

"Thank you so much for this wonderful gift! We plan on giving them
[Calming Kits] out at our autism camp this summer and our autism groups
at the Youth Center.” - Penni Morton, Kamp for Kids


https://www.kampforkids.org/

WHAT'S A CALMING KIT?

Calming :ontain items to stimulate and/or soothe the sens : sing attention on the acts of feeling,
smelling, hearing, and breathing. They are a useful tool to relieve anx 55, anger and other unwanted
emotions. Calming Kits benefit all people, but they are esp

1se they are easily c ted or overwhelmed by external
y Disorder (ADHD), Generalized Anxiety

es. Managing stress is a
ation skills. Even the act of
retrieving the Kit establishes a habit of stepping away from overwhelming problems before confronting them.

The Calming Kits created for PDoS included mindfulness exercises, ear muffs, slime, play foam, “chewlery,”

wheel, to help talk about feelings.

/i - 3 V—-\‘ dl ! / b =
- =R il X — SR =
PDoD participants assemble Calming Kits to donate to Kamp for Kids Image Credit: APA Women &
Planning Division

KEEPING UP THE MOMENTUM

The Women & Planning Division will continue raising awareness of the need for enhanced
sensory and cognitive accessibility. As a follow up to PDoS, we will synthesize our sensory audit
observations, feedback from NPC23 attendees, and information from conference sessions
focused on neurodiversity (Future of Neurodiversity-Inclusive Jobs; Mental Health and
Neighborhood Design; Work Adaptation: Flexibility and Staff Investments; Future of Work and
Inclusive Design, etc.). We will use these findings to develop a brief set of sensory accessibility
recommendations, including instructions for performing a sensory audit, to share with APA staff,
leaders, Divisions, and Chapters for future conferences and events. We hope that, over time,



sensory accommodations become normalized in the same way that other, once rare
accommodations (i.e., rooms for lactating parents), are now commonplace.

Mindfulness Scratch & Sniff Set of Bandless Playfoam (1) Mechanical
Exercise Cards Sticker Sheet (1) Earmuffs (1 set) Fidget Toy (1)
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Calming Kits included a variety of items to stimulate and soothe the senses. Image Credit: APA Women &
Planning Division

STRONGER TOGETHER

This year’s Planners’ Day of Service was an overwhelming success, in no small part due to the
help and support of multiple APA Divisions, the Divisions’ Council, and individual APA members.
PDoS was undoubtedly one of the most memorable parts of the conference and, this year, there
was some heavy competition for that honor! Together, we met all our goals - giving back to our
host city; contributing to professional growth; and cultivating new connections between Divisions
and Division members. It may be hard to believe, but discussions about NPC24’s service event
are already underway. We’d like to take this opportunity to extend an early invitation to join us in
Minneapolis for what's sure to be another rewarding Planner’s Day of Service. Hope to see you
there!

Planners Day of Service (PDoS) is an initiative conceived and led by APA Divisions, and supported by
Divisions Council grant funding. This year, PDoS was led by the Women & Planning Division, with
additional financial and in-kind support from the Environment, Natural Resources and Energy Division;
International Division; Planning and the Black Community; Small Town and Rural Planning Division; and
the Transportation Planning Division. For more information or to participate in and/or support NPC24
Planners’ Day of Service, please email women.apa@gmail.com.

Please use the resources below to learn more about neurodiversity, sensory dysregulation, and
sensory accessibility.
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ADHD and the Built Environment OCD and Anxiety in the Workplace

Design for the Mind - A toolkit for cognitive inclusion Sensory Sensitivities

Supporting a Neurodiverse Workforce A Mental Health and Well-being Resource and Training Package
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https://youtu.be/DgDR_gYk_a8
https://blog.pridigital.com/designing-for-neurodiversity
https://bbc.github.io/uxd-cognitive/
https://education.gov.scot/media/i3nm5bkt/sensory-audit-tool-for-environments.pdf
https://www.neurodiversityhub.org/enabling-spaces-2
https://theworkingbrain.net/wp-content/uploads/2020/01/Sensory-Processing-and-Design_LR.pdf
https://theworkingbrain.net/wp-content/uploads/2021/11/The-Working-Brain_Issue-02_ADHD_LR_v2.pdf
https://theworkingbrain.net/wp-content/uploads/2021/09/The-Working-Brain_Issue-03_OCD_LR.pdf
https://www.bbc.co.uk/gel/features/design-for-the-mind-toolkit
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5a88ab00f43b552a84c3b7c9/t/6009cb6b34e4973122cf08d8/1611254649047/Autism+%26+the+workplace+-%20+Simple+adjustments.pdf
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5a88ab00f43b552a84c3b7c9/t/6163973b9341510007724463/1633916732446/Mental+Health+Package+-+Fi%20nal+Report.pdf
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5a88ab00f43b552a84c3b7c9/t/5ef7af662801f1255ced9ee0/1593290657559/NeurodiversityWorkplace_REPO%20RT.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1089/aut.2022.0024
https://cognitiveresearchjournal.springeropen.com/articles/10.1186/s41235-020-00243-4

