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1. Working Title 

	Creating Sensory‑Inclusive Learning Environments — A Literature Review of Sensory Environment Issues Affecting ALN Learners and a Toolkit for Educators



2. Project Type and Format 
	
This project reviews existing research on sensory-inclusive classroom environments for pupils with Additional Learning Needs (ALN). It focuses on identifying common sensory challenges within classroom environments by drawing on peer‑reviewed studies selected for their relevance to ALN and sensory processing. The literature is organised into a structured literature review format, enabling clear comparison of findings across studies. The findings will be used to develop a practical toolkit to help educators assess their classrooms, identify sensory strengths and weaknesses, and implement supportive measures to improve participation and well-being among ALN learners.



3. Rationale and Background 
Children with Additional Learning Needs (ALN), including children who are on the autism spectrum, tend to experience challenges within sensory processing. These sensory challenges can heighten their receptiveness to stimuli, creating significant barriers in mainstream classrooms due to environmental factors. Sensory aspects such as lighting, acoustics, and visual arrangement can support or hinder engagement, regulation, and well-being. Classrooms organised according to neurotypical standards can inadvertently exclude students with distinct sensory profiles, resulting in heightened stress, diminished engagement, and diminished learning experiences. (Jones et al., 2026)
The importance of sensory-inclusive practice lies in its ability to transform classrooms into places where all pupils can thrive. Noise levels, distracting visuals, and unpredictable sensory input are particularly difficult for children with ALN, who may have trouble with speech perception and lack focus in overly stimulating environments or when their sensory needs are not being met. (Mealings et al., 2025)
 
These findings show that educators need to make thoughtful adjustments to reduce barriers and support inclusion by viewing the classroom from the perspective of a child with sensory difficulties.
Despite increasing awareness among teachers and teaching assistants, there remains a lack of confidence in implementing systematic sensory strategies, often leading to informal adjustments rather than using evidence-based approaches to inform environment-specific adjustments (Petersson-Bloom & Holmqvist, 2022). The need for easily accessible tools that translate research directly into practical recommendations is highlighted by this gap between recognition and practice. Structured interventions, such as Multi-Sensory Environments, show that students' engagement increases and their level of distress decreases when they have control over their sensory input. (Unwin et al., 2021)
This project draws on recent research to address the importance of creating classrooms that truly embrace sensory diversity. In doing so, the project aims to support inclusive education and provide teachers and support staff with practical, evidence-based tools to improve participation and well-being for ALN learners.
4. Aims and Objectives 
Aim
To synthesise research on sensory‑inclusive classrooms, identify common challenges for ALN pupils, and highlight evidence‑based adaptations that enhance comfort, participation, and engagement. The findings will then be used to create a practical toolkit to help educators assess and improve sensory aspects in their classrooms.

	Objectives
· Identify sensory challenges experienced by ALN pupils within classroom environments.
· Examine effective environmental adaptations that reduce sensory barriers and enhance engagement.
· Create a toolkit translating review findings into practical guidance for educators.
Research Questions
· How do sensory aspects of the classroom environment affect the learning, engagement, and well-being of pupils with ALN?
· What common sensory challenges or barriers within classroom environments are identified in peer‑reviewed studies involving ALN learners?
· How can findings from the literature be translated into a practical toolkit to help educators assess and enhance sensory inclusivity in their classrooms?


5. Literature Overview (approx. 400 words - include citations)
The sensory environment in classrooms plays a crucial role in shaping the learning experiences of children with Additional Learning Needs (ALN). Many pupils with autism and related sensory processing differences are highly sensitive to sensory inputs, which can make it harder for them to concentrate, regulate their emotions, and stay engaged in a classroom full of distractions. 
Classrooms designed mainly around neurotypical norms may unintentionally create barriers to inclusion (Jones et al., 2026). Poor sensory conditions in classrooms often lead to distraction and discomfort, highlighting the need for thoughtful, responsive design. 
Research shows that visual overload and inappropriate sensory settings significantly hinder pupil engagement, making targeted, evidence-based changes essential for inclusive classrooms (Dynia et al., 2022). Mealings et al. (2025) found that autistic children struggle more to understand speech in noisy classrooms and are especially distracted by visual clutter, emphasising the need for sound control and minimising overstimulation. 
Together, these studies underline that visual overload and overwhelming sensory environments are major obstacles to engagement, and that carefully planned, evidence-based adaptations are key to creating welcoming learning spaces. Beyond noise and clutter, broader research emphasises the importance of actively designing classrooms to support diverse sensory needs. 
While teachers often recognise how the environment impacts learning, many feel unsure about how to make systematic changes. Petersson‑Bloom and Holmqvist (2022) found that although educators value visual supports and structured routines, they frequently rely on informal strategies rather than evidence‑based methods. Tools such as the Classroom Sensory Environment Assessment have been shown to support teachers in identifying sensory barriers and planning targeted adjustments (Miller, Kuhaneck, & Kelleher, 2018), highlighting the need for accessible, structured guidance.
This gap highlights the need for professional development and accessible tools to help teachers make purposeful changes to their classrooms. Pupil-centred input and structured approaches show promise in closing this implementation gap. Unwin et al. (2021) studied Multi-Sensory Environments (MSEs) for autistic children. They found that when pupils could control sensory elements such as lighting, sound, and touch, their attention improved and distressing behaviours decreased. 
This suggests that giving students choice and control over sensory input can significantly enhance engagement and reduce stress in schools. These findings support combining universal design principles with targeted, user-focused interventions such as assistive technologies and environmental adjustments to break down barriers and promote inclusion.
Overall, the literature suggests that sensory-inclusive practice requires more than occasional adjustments. They need structured, evidence-based approaches that include teacher training, environmental assessments, student input, and collaborative problem-solving. 
Without these measures, classrooms risk unintentionally continuing to exclude those with sensory needs. On the other hand, when educators use sensory-responsive strategies such as reducing visual overload, improving acoustics, giving pupils control over sensory input, and applying structured assessment tools, students with ALN can better regulate themselves, engage, and participate meaningfully in learning. 
Hence, the above identifications support the development of a practical toolkit to turn research into direct and supportive classroom guidance, helping teachers and support staff to create environments where all children can succeed.

6. Methodology / Project Approach 
This project uses a structured literature review to synthesise research from the past 10 years on sensory environments in mainstream classrooms and their effects on pupils with Additional Learning Needs (ALN). The goal is to create a clear, evidence-based foundation for developing a practical sensory-inclusive classroom toolkit. 
Since the project does not collect new data, the focus is on systematically searching, critically evaluating, and thematically synthesising existing peer-reviewed studies and high-quality professional reports. The review began with a targeted search of academic databases, including PubMed, Google Scholar, and JSTOR, using keywords such as sensory environment, classroom, autism, sensory processing, acoustics, visual clutter, and inclusive design. Only English-language publications from the last decade were included to ensure the findings are current and relevant to today’s educational practices. 
Grey literature from government and specialist organisations was also reviewed to capture applied evidence relevant to UK schools. Because the studies varied in design, a narrative and thematic synthesis was used. Quantitative results were summarised descriptively, while qualitative data were coded to identify common themes, including the effects of visual overload, acoustic challenges, and the importance of pupil control in sensory regulation. 
These themes were then linked to practical classroom strategies, forming the basis of the toolkit. Combining findings from different types of studies strengthened the conclusions by highlighting consistent patterns and contextual influences.
The methodology also recognises its limitations, including the potential for publication bias and the exclusion of non-English studies. Despite these challenges, this structured approach provides a credible, up-to-date evidence base that directly informs the creation of a practical, classroom-ready sensory toolkit.

7. Ethical Considerations 
This literature review's ethical issues emphasise the appropriate use, interpretation, and reporting of current research. Only studies published within the last 10 years that demonstrate clear ethical approval, informed consent, and safeguarding measures, particularly when including autistic children or children with Additional Learning Needs (ALN), are included. All sources are clearly represented, cited, and critically evaluated to avoid misinterpretation or the presentation of a biased perspective.

Awareness is maintained by openly acknowledging how the researcher’s own perspectives and assumptions can shape the interpretation of findings. The review also recognises its limitations, including publication bias, the exclusion of studies not published in English, and the fact that most research comes from Western countries like the UK, the USA, and Western Europe. This focus may affect how well the findings apply to different cultural and educational contexts. By being transparent about these challenges, the project demonstrates a genuine commitment to integrity.
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