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Executive summary

Abingdon House School is an independent school catering for students aged 7-19 with 

a range of Special Educational Needs or Disabilities (SEND). Of these students, 98% have 

an Educational Health and Care Plan (EHCP) and their places are Local Authority funded. 

Abingdon House School has two campuses: a Prep School in South Kensington and a Senior 

School in Marylebone.

Abingdon House o�ers a mainstream-style education with a specialist approach. The school’s leadership 

demonstrates a strong commitment to meeting students’ diverse needs holistically, from physical environment 

design to lesson structure and resourcing. The teaching and learning philosophy emphasises practical 

application of knowledge, a multidisciplinary approach and continuous monitoring of student progress. 

This report presents an independent review of the Abingdon House School’s approach to the use of digital tools 

to support learning and teaching at the Senior School campus. 

• Data for this research was collected from February to June 2025 by an independent researcher, primarily 

focusing on Senior School students in the 2024-2025 academic year. The data set included:

• 14 sta� interviews (leaders, teachers, therapists and support sta�)

• 23 classroom visits

• 9 focus groups (students and teachers)

• Analysis of 23 documents (policies, planning and strategy)
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The school’s digital landscape in 2025 is characterised 

by a ‘pedagogy-�rst’ vision. Key features include a 

focus on dignity and equity for all learners, embedded 

inclusive practice, deliberate planning for learner 

autonomy, agency and con�dence building, and a 

focus on students not just meeting, but exceeding 

their previous potential in terms that are meaningful 

to them. To support converting these ambitions 

into reality for young people, Abingdon House have 

embedded 1:1 Chromebook provision for all students 

and teaching sta� and o�er a small, strategically 

chosen digital toolkit that forefronts accessibility 

tools and a single consistent ecosystem. All students 

have an evidence-informed pro�le that sets out 

which accessibility tools enable them to work most 

e�ectively (in terms of both productivity and quality). 

Since the introduction of 1:1 digital provision and the 

embedding of accessibility features as standard across 

the school, Abingdon House students have shown 

consistent additional progress in maths, spelling, 

reading age, �uency and comprehension, exceeding 

age-adjusted benchmarks in nationally benchmarked 

assessments by 1-2% — a particularly signi�cant 

achievement given the pro�le of the school intake. 

A dedicated daily intervention program led by 

therapists and specialist teachers supports students 

in developing skills, including the e�ective use 

of assistive and accessibility tools. Voice typing 

interventions, for instance, have led to improvements 

in speech and language development and social skills, 

and students undertaking typing interventions showed 

an average 63% increase in typing speed over a term.

Digital accessibility tools such as voice typing and 

screen readers have enabled more students to sit 

and pass quali�cations. Students overwhelmingly 

prefer voice typing to human scribes due to increased 

pace and quality of output (average 62 wpm vs. 25-28 

wpm for human scribes). Digital screen readers o�er 

customisable voices and pacing, reducing social and 

psychological distractions often associated with 

human readers. Noise-cancelling headphones have 

been identi�ed as facilitating the use of these tools 

in formal examination environments. 

The report addresses parental concerns about 

screentime by di�erentiating between ‘low demand 

exchange or consumption’ and ‘cognitively active’ 

or ‘cognitively challenging’ uses. Digital screen 

use at Abingdon House falls into the latter two 

categories, focusing on productive and purposeful 

learning. Students clearly distinguish between school 

Chromebooks (for work, accessibility and purpose) and 

home devices (for fun, entertainment and rest). They 

value the digital tools for improving concentration, 

comprehension and supporting working memory.

Abingdon House School’s pedagogy-�rst approach 

to the use of digital technology has created a learning 

environment that empowers students with SEND 

to overcome traditional barriers, achieve academic 

progress and develop essential life skills. The 

personalised use of digital tools, coupled with a strong 

pedagogical vision and comprehensive sta� training, 

has fostered a culture of trust, agency and mutual 

respect, enabling students to not just reach, but 

exceed, their previous potential.
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1.0 Context
Abingdon House Senior School provides a mainstream style education with a specialist 

approach for students aged 11-19.1 Students attending Abingdon House have a range 

of neurodiversities including autism, dyslexia, dyspraxia, dyscalculia, ADHD and speech, 

language and communication needs. All students attending Abingdon House Senior School 

have a formally identified Special Educational Need or Disability (SEND) and 98% have an 

Educational Health and Care Plan (EHCP). There are 42 different formally diagnosed SEND 

categories represented across the student body at Abingdon House, with most students 

having at least two co-existing diagnoses.2 Students all have Individual Education Plans 

(IEPs) with specified long term outcomes and steps towards outcomes to ensure teachers 

and therapists can monitor student progress in communication and interaction; learning 

and cognition; social, emotional and mental health and physical and/or sensory needs.

1  Abingdon House School (2025) Marylebone Senior School [link]

2  Abingdon House School (2025) Census Data Analysis 2024-2025. [confidential]

3  Abingdon House School (2025) Curriculum Marylebone [link]

Whilst Abingdon House School is part of the 

Cavendish Education family of independent 

schools, 98% of students attending Abingdon 

House are funded through their Local Authority due 

to their additional needs. Many of these students 

have had previous unsuccessful experiences 

attending mainstream schools, often including 

internal and external exclusion and academic 

or social disconnection. 

In the school year 2024-2025, Abingdon House Senior 

School had 91 students on roll and 15 teaching sta� 

working across 10 forms. There were three Special 

Educational Needs Coordinators (SENCOs), alongside 

in-house occupational therapists (OTs) and speech 

and language therapists (SALTs). Classes have at least 

one additional adult working alongside the class 

teacher, usually to support young people with speci�c 

behavioural needs or autism. 

Young people attending Abingdon House School 

work in classes which are grouped both socially and 

academically (with both academic and vocational 

pathways available to both). A trauma-informed 

approach is used alongside positive behaviour support 

to ensure the emotional wellbeing, sensory regulation 

and behaviour of students throughout the day. 

This is underpinned by Zones of Regulation and Social 

Thinking programmes. Students follow the ‘Wheel of 

Independence Preparation for Adulthood’ curriculum 

which includes working towards age- and needs-

appropriate life and independence skills, careers advice 

and guidance (in line with the Gatsby Benchmarks) 

and speci�c lessons in employability and enterprise.3

Leaders at Abingdon House School demonstrate 

a relentless commitment to creating an environment 

that enables inclusive and accessible learning 

experiences for each and every student. Strategic 

and operational decision making ensures that young 

people’s physical, emotional, social, academic and 

practical needs are met holistically across the school 

day. For example, the physical environment is designed 

around balanced sensory load, timetabling and lesson 

structure incorporate movement breaks and cognitive 

regulation, and classroom resourcing embeds the use 

of sensory tools as part of standard practice. 

https://www.abingdonhouseschool.co.uk/marylebone-senior-school/
https://www.abingdonhouseschool.co.uk/marylebone-senior-school/curriculum-marylebone/


7

“Leaders’ deep understanding of pupils’ mental health needs, 
and the school’s therapeutic approach to education, ensure 
pupils progress from their starting points… all staff working 
with pupils effectively use consistent therapeutic approaches 
to support learning extremely successfully.” 

Independent Schools Inspectorate (ISI)



8

This provision is evidence-informed, consistent 

and embedded, resulting in focused and purposeful 

learning spaces for young people throughout the 

school day.

The Abingdon House approach to teaching and 

learning4 is articulated as intending to:

• provide opportunities to apply knowledge 

and learning in practical ways;

• shape the curriculum to meet the needs of our 

students through an IEP, involving the children 

in the planning and the direction of the learning;

•  use a multidisciplinary approach to teaching that 

is tailored to the needs of each student;

• provide opportunities for students to extend their 

learning inside and outside the classroom with 

an emphasis on enrichment; 

• monitor student progress according to the skills 

required in the curriculum;

• set common, open ended tasks to elicit a variety 

and depth of response; 

• set tasks of increasing di�culty, sca�olding 

where appropriate;

• group students by ability and di�erentiate 

within tasks.

Teaching and learning is designed around the National 

Curriculum, which is adapted to support the needs 

of the students and enhanced by an integrated 

therapeutic programme. Use of digital tools is 

embedded across the whole curriculum, in addition 

to IT being a subject in its own right. Alongside this, 

Abingdon House has prioritised a whole school 

approach to Oracy, working in partnership with Voice 

21.5 Opportunities for speaking and listening are 

optimised as part of everyday classroom provision in 

harmony with therapeutic interventions that address 

social, emotional and communication skills. 

Students are grouped by need and age, ensuring 

that classes are designed around provision which 

is academically, socially, emotionally and physically 

appropriate for those in the room. 

4  Abingdon House School (2025) Curriculum Policy. [available on school website]

5  Voice 21 (2025) https://voice21.org/ 

6  Health & Care Professionals Council (2025) https://www.hcpc-uk.org/ 

7  Abingdon House School (2024) Abingdon House School Core Provision, 2024-2025 [confidential]

Students in older age groups move along di�erent 

quali�cation pathways that are negotiated by the 

student as well as the educators and therapists 

supporting them. Quali�cations options include a mix 

of GCSEs, Functional Skills and a range of academic 

and vocational subjects from Entry Level–Level 2.

All students have a personalised timetable attached 

to their Chromebook, providing symbol based dual 

coding to encourage greater independence and 

mobility across the school. 

Therapy is provided as an integrated part of

the education programme, rather than as an additional 

service. All therapy provision is led by HCPC registered 

therapists.6 All students receive universal provision, 

alongside targeted and specialist therapy provision 

personalised to their needs by the therapy team in 

conjunction with teachers, professional reports, the 

student’s EHCP and formative assessment of ongoing 

therapeutic needs.7

https://voice21.org/
https://www.hcpc-uk.org/ 
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Universal therapy provision includes:

• In-class speech and language support: which 

is jointly planned by the student’s HCPC registered 

speech and language therapist and class teacher.

• Communication skills: as part of weekly 

communication skills groups delivered by a quali�ed 

speech and language therapist.

• In-class occupational therapy support: which is 

jointly planned by the student’s HCPC registered 

occupational therapist and class teacher.

•   Independent skills: as part of weekly independent 

skills groups planned and delivered by a quali�ed 

occupational therapist.

• Social, emotional and mental health: universal 

SEMH support is integrated into all lessons by 

teachers and therapists, as well as speci�c sessions 

in form time, PSHE classes and wellbeing days. 

This has been recognised through Abingdon House 

being awarded the Silver Carnegie Mental Health 

Schools Award.8

8  ibid

As leaders summarise:

“We consistently use the graduated approach across all areas of school life to assess 
our impact and maintain high expectations for every student. We aim for “appropriate 
levels of challenge,” which means consistently finding the balance between overwhelming 
a student with excessive challenges and under-challenging them, which would hinder 
progress. Our consistent assessment and tracking methods enable us to plan personalised 
provisions effectively. Long-term goals are reviewed annually for all students, including 
those without EHCPs. These goals are broken down into actionable steps, ensuring that 
every staff member understands what each student is working on and can contribute to 
their progress. We believe that AHS is a specialist provision that meets the needs of, 
and is ambitious for, every student.” 

The integrated approach at Abingdon House School, supported by contemporary research evidence and 

contemporary digital tools, was perhaps most neatly articulated by the headteacher when they explained that,  

“the thing we do best is not just about learning. The thing we do best is to get students ready to learn.”
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2.0 Research aim & definitions 
The purpose of this research was to surface and articulate the impact of the Abingdon House 

approach for supporting learning through the use of digital technology. 

The intention of the report is to o�er a summary of the impact of existing practice, in order to inform future 

strategic planning across Abingdon House.

This research focuses speci�cally on the ways in which students experience the use of digital tools within 

classroom activities and how they responded to those experiences academically and pastorally. 

This research did not seek to evaluate the overall quality of teaching and learning, but speci�cally the ways 

in which the presence, role and purpose of digital tools within that a�ected it.  

For clarity, this report uses the following de�nitions: 

• Pedagogy: The structural systems and support 

for learning. This is understood through four 

domains of pedagogy; (i) views on the role of 

a teacher and the process of teaching; (ii) views 

on the role of a learner and learning, (iii) views 

on the nature and formation of knowledge; (iv) 

views on the goals of education and the purpose 

of schooling. 

• Learning: Experiences that are internalised 

by an individual learner and which result in the 

development of their skills, knowledge or character. 

Learning will manifest di�erently depending on 

the prior experiences, individual characteristics 

and needs, cultural and social capital, as well as 

environmental and point-in-time in�uences. 

• Teaching: Actions which are conducted by 

an individual teacher, in order to operationalise 

a speci�c educational intention (which may 

be predominantly focused on social, emotional 

or behavioural needs). Intentions are based upon 

a combination of school policies and curriculum, 

professional training and experiences, alongside the 

cultural and social capital of the individual teacher. 

• Accessibility features: Digital tools used to 

o�er more equitable and inclusive access to tasks 

and actions. These include, but are not limited 

to, speech-to-text (voice typing), auto-predict, 

auto-check (spelling and grammar), screen 

readers, display contrast and brightness and 

screen magni�cation. 

• Impact: A material change to previous or 

alternative practice. This may be articulated through 

quantitative (measurable) or qualitative (descriptive) 

evidence, and may be viewed as positive, negative 

or neutral. 

• Digital tools: Apps or features used by learners 

or teachers in Abingdon House School classrooms. 

• Digital learning: the use of digital tools to support, 

extend or enhance learning. This is conceptualised 

as separate to the IT curriculum

• Environment: The physical environment that 

students and teachers operate within at Abingdon 

House. This includes classroom spaces and their 

equivalent (indoors or outdoors), along with the 

furniture, resources and structures that contribute 

to those spaces. 
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4.0 Background of research 
in this space
There has been a great deal written and spoken — both published and informally — about 

the role of digital tools in relation to schools. The scope of this report excludes a full 

literature review, but it is relevant to highlight that there are some permeating issues which 

affect the related literature. 

9  For further reading about this issue please refer to Chapter 2 in Aubrey-Smith, F., and Twining, P., (2024) From EdTech to PedTech: Changing the 

way we think about digital technology. Routledge: Abingdon.

First, are that research methodologies of studies 

in this space are historically dominated by the use 

of quantitative data (e.g. statistics) or positivistic 

reductionism applied to qualitative data (e.g. 

sentiment analysis). These methodologies tend 

to be favoured by (a) those who are time poor 

or non-specialist, or (b) concerned with the return 

on investment of supply, policy or procurement. 

This tends to over-simplify some very complex 

variables (e.g. human internalisations and consequent 

behaviour over time) and often mobilises the misuse 

of research �ndings (i.e. surface level reporting 

or use by non-specialists).9 

Alongside this, research addressing the use of digital 

technology within schools has tended to report on 

(a) the implementation process of digital tools and 

systems (often from the perspective of operational 

colleagues within a school or organisation or 

a particular supplier or system), or (b) particular 

elements of use (e.g. engagement levels, speci�c 

tools or features). Some studies examine particular 

school improvement considerations (e.g. role of oracy, 

metacognition, retrieval of knowledge, assessment 

systems, productivity etc) and many studies depend 

upon isolated data generation approaches (e.g. self-

reporting surveys as sole data collection tool, one-o� 

or third party observations). These approaches create 

distance between the data and the researcher, often 

creating a wide range of ethical issues and injecting 

complex biases into the dataset. 

From a specialist perspective, the most useful way 

to understand the complex interaction between 

a young person in a classroom and the digital tools 

that they are experiencing requires time spent in their 

classrooms, triangulated by insights directly from the 

student, their peers, their teacher and their family. 

These kinds of small scale studies are often conducted 

by practitioner researchers (e.g. teachers, leaders and 

those studying towards postgraduate quali�cations), 

bene�tting from a detailed knowledge of the context 

and a nuanced understanding of the human beings 

within it. However, those considering policy and 

�nance are often wary of such studies, claiming lack 

of objectivity or codi�cation. 

The gold standard is arguably a combination of 

practitioner research, with its detailed insider-

awareness, and outsider-researcher critique and 

analysis (Hammersley, 2006). Studies such as these 

are time consuming, but yield �ndings that are 

detailed, contextual, balanced and triangulated. 
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5.0 Methodology
The data generation for this research was conducted February–June 2025 and largely focused 

on students attending Abingdon House Senior School in the academic year 2024-2025. 

10  See about the author section of this report for further background

The focus of this research centred upon how students 

experience the use of digital tools within their 

classroom experiences. There were a number of data 

collection and data generation mechanisms used 

to explore this from a range of angles. 

During the period February–June 2025, this included: 

• 14 sta� interviews (leaders, teachers, therapists 

and support sta�)

• 23 classroom visits

• 9 focus groups (students and teachers)

• 23 documents (e.g. policies, planning and strategy)

All of the data collection and data generation was 

conducted by an independent researcher10 and took 

place through a number of phases, summarised 

as follows:

1. Interviews with Abingdon House leaders, teachers 

and therapists

2. Document analysis (e.g. policies, strategy and vision, 

curriculum and lesson planning)

3. Analysis of existing datasets (e.g. intervention 

plans and progression tracking)

4. Classroom observations (including in-class 

research interviews)

5. In-class and out-of-class focus groups and research 

interviews with students and teaching sta�.

For academic clarity, observations, focus groups and 

interviews were all semi-structured, utilising stimulus 

questions or exploratory lines of inquiry in order 

to balance both scoping and e�cacy (Lincoln and 

Guba,1985). Class visits were purposively sampled 

in order to ensure breadth and depth across year 

groups, SEND needs and pathways, subject domains, 

background and experience of teaching sta� and 

diversity of student characteristics and intake 

(Palikas et al., 2015). 

A range of approaches to semi-structured observation 

were undertaken, including whole-lesson observation, 

observing speci�c parts of a lesson, observing pre-

identi�ed activities or transitions, tracking students 

through sequences of events and periods of time 

and unstructured observation which allowed 

for unexpected or unanticipated lines of inquiry 

to develop. 

All of the classroom observations utilised some 

form of pre- and post-observation discussion with 

a leader or teacher who was able to provide speci�c 

insight and context around the relationship of what 

was being observed. This typically included some 

discussion about tasks or activities and their place 

within sequences or planned learning, characteristics 

and context of speci�c learners or teachers being 

observed, and background information about lesson 

planning, features or tools (digital or otherwise), 

relevant policies and procedures and so forth. 

Thematic analysis was used to analyse data from 

interviews, focus groups and open-ended survey 

questions. This approach, drawing on the guidance 

set out by Braun & Clarke (2021), involved data 

familiarisation, identifying patterns and themes within 

the data, reviewing those themes in order to surface 

elements of signi�cance and then collating themes 

of signi�cance in order to contribute towards a deeper 

understanding of the dataset. 

Contributing towards the thematic analysis were a 

number of speci�c analytical techniques which help 

to draw meaning out of small scale datasets. For 

example, aspects of discourse analysis were used in 

order to surface embedded meaning within language 

and communication used by participants in interviews 

and focus groups. This approach involved identifying 

the language used to construct and convey meaning 

speci�c to the researcher and respondent. For example, 

Hammersley (2006) reminds us that specialist 
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researchers bene�t from an assumed shared meaning 

in specialist domains which can be both bene�cial in 

terms of directing attention to salient aspects of data, 

whilst simultaneously risking familiarisation bias. Thus, 

to mitigate for this, it is pertinent to utilise elements 

of discourse analysis that unpack particular forms 

of embedded meaning such as dialogic undertones 

— where meaning accumulates as a result of a 

developing response or discussion (Tannen, 2015), and 

intertextuality — where particular meaning emerges 

from one source only as a result of insight from 

another source (Hodges, 2015). Furthermore, analysis 

drew upon a number of related theories which help to 

elicit meaning from interview, observation and focus 

group data. For example, Centering Theory (Walker 

et al., 1998), posits that when we speak, we utilise 

a number of speci�c linguistic tools to direct the 

attention of our audience towards particular embedded 

meaning. In a school context this is often most 

apparent with the choice of ‘I’ or ‘we’ when referring 

to di�erent aspects of policy or practice, conveying 

embedded meaning about the relationship between 

the person communicating and the organisation itself 

(Gordon et al., 1993). These techniques were combined 

in order to draw out meaning within individual class 

visits, focus groups and interviews, as well as across 

combinations of them. 

Within this research, speci�c consideration was 

given to the ethical domains highlighted by Stutchbury 

& Fox (2009) about the inferred consequences and 

impact on those involved. In particular, ensuring 

balanced, critical and objective planning, sampling, 

analysis and representation. This approach ensures 

that the research enters the domain neither biased 

for or against particular forms of practice, but instead 

surfaces and articulates the impact of speci�c 

practices being implemented on those a�ected 

by them.

As part of the analysis process it was important to 

consider any variation in stakeholder perception, 

particularly in terms of meaningfully valuing the 

voice and insights of students themselves (Hart, 

1992). When seeking insights from young people, it is 

helpful to understand some embedded issues in this 

speci�c space. For example, research addressing the 

uses of digital technology in schools often con�ates 

adult perception with student opinions, resulting in 

adults who advocate for technology believing students 

similarly advocate, and those who argue for less 

technology believing students to share their cautious 

views. These con�rmation biases are common and 

often mask subtle nuances and insights that young 

people can o�er when given the opportunity to do 

so authentically. Students were therefore asked about 

their views multiple times and in a range of settings 

to mitigate for potential bias caused by the presence 

of particular peers or school sta�. 

Similarly, there are some speci�c trends across broader 

literature and narratives focused on young people 

with SEND where learners are often viewed through 

a de�cit lens based on mainstream benchmarking. 

That de�cit model encourages a focus on so-called 

under-achievement or behaviour issues and attempts 

to encourage compliance based models of correction. 

This can create a de�cit framing in language and tone. 

Such approaches too often marginalise the strengths 

and voices of young people with SEND, limiting their 

agency and potential as a result. 

The voice and perceptions of Abingdon House 

students sit at the heart of this research. Great care 

was taken to o�er students the time and space to 

share what they were doing, how they were doing 

it, why they were doing it, and to understand 

the depth and breadth of their perception and 

internalisation of their learning experiences. This 

is best achieved when young people are immersed 

in classroom activities and able to talk in-situ about 

their experiences in relation to their broader holistic 

education and wider life. Every student brings a 

unique set of prior experiences, characteristics and 

needs into their classroom, and every teacher has a 

range of student needs that they seek to meet through 

their provision. Therefore, a detailed understanding 

of the complexity of student experiences and 

internalisation, alongside an empathy for a teacher 

who seeks to meet a highly diverse range of needs, 

is essential if this research is to surface meaningful 

insights that inform future school strategic planning. 

The impact of this approach can be seen throughout 

this review with insights about students’ lived 

experiences revealing more nuanced understandings 

for the wider sector. 



Safeguarding and data security considerations have 

been addressed by the anonymisation of all students, 

teachers and leaders. The report refers to students 

only by year group or SEND characteristic rather 

than name or gender in order to minimise identi�able 

participants whilst maintaining data integrity. There 

is one exception to this — Mason — a student whose 

articulation of impact has led to his speaking at 

national events and therefore existing public visibility.11 

Sta� are referred to by role to maintain con�dentiality, 

although for some senior roles this means that 

participants are ultimately identi�able. Products 

are referred to by their colloquial product name not 

to infer product promotion but in order to maintain 

data integrity. 

As set out in Section 4, there are many embedded 

issues within historical research that focuses on the 

impact of the use of digital tools in schools — not 

least an over-reliance on quantitative data and a well 

meaning but mistaken assumption that impact is 

only of value if it is seen through raised scores in core 

curriculum subject tests and exams. 

The di�culty in articulating the impact of the 

introduction or use of anything in a school context 

is that as Brighouse & Waters (2021) argued in About 

our Schools, there is no widespread agreement 

about the purpose of schooling and therefore the 

benchmark by which a school should be judged. As 

a result, purpose, progress and the impact of actions 

undertaken within the school are dependent upon an 

evaluator’s alignment with the beliefs of the school 

leaders. In other words, when we seek to understand 

the impact of ‘thing x’, we are not necessarily seeking 

to understand its impact in a holistic and open way, 

we are looking for the extent to which its e�ects 

align (or not) with changes to elements that we 

consider to be inherently valuable. In a school context, 

for some this will be about prioritising attainment 

or quali�cations, for others it will be about rates 

of progress relative to a learner’s entry point. For 

some it may be about prioritising overall happiness 

and wellbeing, for others it may be about compliance 

with laws or societal norms. 

This report attempts to articulate the impact of the 

Abingdon House School approach to the use of 

digital to support learning and therefore, to provide 

an o�ering to readers with diverse values and 

perspectives. To attempt to do so, a number of impact 

themes have been highlighted:

• Codi�cation of the Abingdon House approach

• Progress in core subjects

• Personalisation and access

• Expectations and behaviours

• Interventions

• Examinations

• Concepts of purposeful screentime. 

11  Note: Explicit permission for Mason to be named and his image 

used in this report was sought and obtained from both Mason and 

his parents.

14
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6.0 Abingdon House School 
digital landscape

12  Cavendish Group (2025) Abingdon House School becomes the first SEND Google Reference School in the UK [link]

The digital landscape in 2025 across Abingdon House 

School has a number of components, including that:

• The use of digital technology forms an embedded 

part of the overarching pedagogical vision. 

• A core part of the pedagogical vision is about 

forefronting inclusion through design — of 

classroom environments, class groupings 

and format, curriculum and lesson provision, 

interventions and resourcing. 

• A highly e�ective and path�nding Digital Education 

Leader directs the bidirectional relationship between 

pedagogy and digital.

• The pedagogy-�rst approach to thinking about 

digital technology has become embedded across 

the leadership of both educational and pastoral 

support, ensuring coherent, forensic, consistent 

and sustainable practice across the whole school. 

• All students have a learning toolkit which includes 

a personally-assigned Google Chromebook. The 

combination of 1:1 provision alongside individually 

allocated devices has given students both ownership 

and agency over the tools that they use to support 

their learning experiences.

• Students all have a personalised pro�le of which 

digital tools will help them to work more e�ectively 

(taking account of both productivity and quality 

of learning). Students and sta� are aware of these 

personal pro�les, which also sit alongside the 

student’s personalised timetable which is taped 

to their Chromebook for consistent visibility. 

• All teaching sta� have their own personally assigned 

Google Chromebook, similarly enabling portable, 

consistent and reliable access to teaching materials 

and intervention tools across both educational and 

pastoral support.

• Sta� and students use Google Workspace as one 

consistent ecosystem. This minimises training and 

time spent learning individual software or tools for 

both sta� and students and encourages the sharing 

of e�ective practice and mutual support. In 2021, 

Abingdon House became the �rst SEND Google 

Reference School in the United Kingdom,12 re�ecting 

a pioneering approach.

• Expectations about structures and systems within 

this ecosystem have been set to ensure consistency, 

and to minimise the demand on working memory 

and cognitive load burden when students move 

between subjects, rooms and teachers.

• Class teachers have access to classroom 

management tools which enable teachers to see 

what students are doing individually on their 

Chromebooks at any point. 

• Devices provided to both sta� and students have 

safeguarding �lters, monitoring and management 

software in place which provides alerts and reports 

aligned with school safeguarding policies and 

procedures.

• Clear behavioural expectations have been set out 

to all students and sta� regarding appropriate 

digital activity. 

https://www.cavendisheducation.com/post/ahs-c-becomes-first-send-google-reference-school-in-uk
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6.1 The journey
At the time of writing this report, Abingdon House is 

approximately �ve years into the journey of the digital 

landscape seen today. This was described by leaders 

in summary, as: 

• 2018/2019: The school had a small number 

of rarely-used devices. 

• 2019/20: A small number of devices were used 

to explore Google Docs and Google Slides. Google 

Classroom and 1:1 Chromebook provision was 

gradually introduced to speci�c groups of students 

and sta�. 

• 2020/21: All sta� and students started to use 

Google Classroom as the anchor for teaching and 

learning. Accessibility features started to become 

more commonly used. 

• 2021/22: A speci�c focus on widespread use 

of accessibility features across the school.

• 2022/23: A list of non-negotiables put in place that 

set out digital ways of working for sta� and students, 

to be consistently applied across the curriculum and 

school day as ‘normal ways of working’. 

• 2023/24: All students have a most e�cient way 

of working identi�ed, with digital support and 

interventions in place to support productive learning 

and to increase skills in underdeveloped areas. 

• 2024/25: The use of digital tools has directly 

contributed to student preparation and access 

to quali�cations and examinations. 

Leaders explained that the journey towards a 1:1, 

personalised, embedded way of working began with 

exploratory use of a small number of Chromebooks 

by a teacher and a SENCO. Prior to that, leaders 

describe iPads and laptops being available but based 

on trolleys or in an IT suite, alongside aging interactive 

whiteboards and technology provision oriented 

around teacher use and convenience rather than 

student access and support. With decisions about 

investment needing to be made, leaders considered 

replacing existing provision, but instead, made a 

pedagogical decision to pivot the focus from teachers 

to learners. Consequently, a strategic decision was 

made to provide a Chromebook for every student 
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and teacher, complemented by projectors and 

standard front of class boards (rather than interactive 

whiteboards), along with Chromecasts — enabling a 

more democratised and embedded digital provisioning 

across the school. Teachers articulate this as creating 

a shift about technology moving from ‘being for the 

teacher’s bene�t’ towards ‘everyone having access 

to tools that can support learning’. 

The early stages of the journey towards 1:1 provision 

were characterised by sta� as a discovery phase, 

with initial exploration tending towards the use 

of digital tools to mimic o�ine behaviours (e.g. 

digitally annotating a photograph of student work, 

or digitally commenting on typed document in order 

to provide teacher feedback to students, re�ecting 

o�ine marking processes). However, the educators 

involved were committed to professional re�ection 

and discussion, with a clear focus on if, when and how 

the digital tools could be used to extend and augment 

existing pedagogical practices. Teacher marking 

consequently evolved from ‘paper under glass’ 

approaches through to more meaningful pedagogical 

techniques — for example, teachers providing voice-

note feedback so that students with dyslexia or other 

text-based processing barriers could access formative 

feedback at a pace and time that complemented their 

learning. These practices continue today, with teenage 

students at Abingdon House talking about how much 

they value the ability to listen to a teacher’s voice 

providing personalised feedback. 

During focus groups and interviews as part of this 

study, boys and girls across year groups spoke about 

listening to digitally recorded feedback multiple times 

in order to fully understand (and then act on) the 

points raised. Furthermore, students emphasised the 

importance of the dignity that this way of working 

a�ords them. They no longer worry about what their 

peers will think about what they got right or wrong in 

a task, or the conversation between them and their 

teacher taking place ‘in front of everyone’. These social 

dimensions to learning are widely acknowledged as 

creating signi�cant impact on progress for teenagers 

in classrooms in both mainstream and special 

provision (Daumiller & Hemi, 2025; Cushman & Rogers, 

2008). It is therefore likely that the dignity and choice 

provided by the Abingdon House School approach is 

integral to the accelerated progress seen by students 

across the school (see Section 6.1). 



6.2 Personalised access to learning 
During classroom visits and research interviews in this study, staff at Abingdon House 

School frequently referred to the role of digital tools in removing much of what students 

perceive as ‘the negatives of school’ — something particularly important for learners who 

have had previous school related trauma (e.g. internal or external exclusion from mainstream 

schooling). For example, traditional paper based approaches to learning were perceived by 

staff and students alike to value by-hand presentational skills over quality of content. 

Students who struggle with presentation and 

handwriting spoke about the friction that this creates 

— they feel under pressure to create neat and accurate 

work on paper, yet in doing so have little scope to 

develop the quality of the content of their work (i.e. 

edits) without sacri�cing presentational quality in 

the process. With the classroom narrative prioritising 

presentation, students consistently referred to 

choosing not to edit or amend work once committed 

to paper. 

Tasks in mainstream classrooms often require 

students to write, annotate or create by hand, 

with a sub-text on ‘neat handwriting’ or ‘tidy work’, 

only for teachers to then write over that work with 

comments, ticks and highlights often layered over a 

student’s e�orts. Conversely, in educational discourse, 

teacher feedback is rarely spoken about in terms of 

its inherent presentational neatness or cursive script 

quality — creating what students see as contradiction 

and inequality. As a teacher at Abingdon House 

framed it, “Those who argue for the importance 

of handwriting, rarely struggled with presentation 

or handwriting themselves.”

Similarly, another teacher described the “inherent 

bias towards those who excel in handwriting’ in 

the education system — with exams, coursework, 
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During research interviews, one of the occupational therapists at Abingdon House school explained that: 

“A big part of student confidence often relates to the act of handwriting. Handwritten 
work is usually held up as the gold standard in mainstream schools so when these young 
people come to us they feel like they have failed — they have never been offered a genuine 
alternative way of representing their learning or accessing resources. They arrive with 
a degree of educational trauma which affects their self esteem and confidence, and being 
asked to handwrite something might actually be triggering to them — it can make them 
refuse to engage with a task because they will assume they will fail at it. They might 
be able to access GCSE English in terms of ideas, but they just might not be able to write 
them down. But we live in a digital world — they won’t really do anything handwritten 
outside of school so we need to build their confidence and broader skill.”

One of the three Abingdon SENCOs explained further that: 

“Legally, all of our students will have to receive reasonable adjustments in the workplace 
because of their needs. So if they have that need and we know what adjustments will help 
them, we need to ensure that they have the skills to use them effectively.”

traditional classroom activities and administration 

historically being more accessible to those with 

handwriting strengths, and the consequent exclusion 

or discrimination against those who �nd that speci�c 

skillset more of a barrier. 

Issues can also appear for students who excel at 

presentation. For example, in a previous school, 

a teenage girl at Abingdon House had consistently 

experienced public recognition for her beautiful 

handwriting and presentation, despite signi�cantly 

under achieving in terms of content based attainment. 

She had consequently developed a learner identity 

based upon the presentation of her handwriting 

rather than her knowledge and understanding of 

its content. As a result, the focus on presentation 

had inadvertently created a barrier to her seeing 

the curriculum content itself as relevant, accessible 

or motivational to her to learn. 

Related to this, students spoke about historical 

school experiences where they felt that rather than 

sharing their work for formative assessment purposes 

(i.e. to aid their learning) they were instead submitting 

work for presentational approval, only to receive 

their work back, as one student explained it, ‘covered 

in teacher gra�ti’. 
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Leaders at Abingdon House School have invested 

a great deal of thought, time and energy in ensuring 

that the approach to the use of digital tools brings 

greater equity, dignity and resilience to the young 

people across the school. Whilst leaders in most 

schools talk about the importance of meeting the 

needs of all young people, the unfortunate reality is 

that this is often approached by categorising learners 

into di�erent groups based on prior attainment, �rst 

language, gender, SEND need, country of birth or 

citizenship, socioeconomic status or care/guardianship 

status. The unintended consequence of this approach 

is that provision and intervention are then targeted 

towards an ‘average child’ in that category which often 

doesn’t exist in practice. Well meaning interventions 

thus omit the precision and relevance that are at the 

heart of deliberate and impactful practice. However, 

at Abingdon House School, the leadership team 

have taken a very deliberate approach that focuses 

forensically on each individual student — which whilst 

more time consuming, has avoided common potholes 

as set out above. 

There are many elements to the personal pro�ling 

that takes place for young people at Abingdon House 

School, but for the purposes of this review, only 

elements relating speci�cally to digital exposure are 

being articulated here. 

Every young person at Abingdon House has 

completed a task whereby they are given three 

minutes to record their insights, thoughts or feelings 

about an image that they choose (to ensure that 

the stimulus is relevant and familiar to them).13 

They undertake this task three times, recording by 

handwriting, typing and voice typing (dictation). The 

three work samples are then analysed in terms of both 

productivity and quality and nature of content. This 

analysis takes place through a combination of student 

discussion and expert insights from their teachers and 

therapists, taking into account any formal or potential 

SEND diagnosis. The outcome of this process is to 

identify a student’s most e�ective way of working 

(based on both productivity and quality of content) 

and which alternative ways of working that student 

may bene�t from improving if supported with further 

intervention. The output is known as the student’s

13  Abingdon House School (2024) Accessibility Needs — Student Analysis [confidential]

 personal ‘technology diet’ — with a sticker added to 

their Chromebook and the data shared across all those 

working with that student, so that students complete 

classroom tasks using a vehicle (handwriting, typing, 

voice typing) that is most likely to empower them to 

be most e�ective in their learning. The technology 

diet also sets out any accessibility settings (e.g. screen 

colour and contrast) and any speci�c accessibility tools 

which will empower the student to be most e�ective 

when engaging with teaching and learning materials. 

By means of illustration, student Mason arrived at 

Abingdon House School at the age of 14 with very low 

con�dence and reluctance to engage in any written 

work. He spoke about his previous school as having 

no technology available to him and his struggle and 

consequent frustration at being prevented from 

accessing materials and representing his learning 

because of an in�exible approach that his previous 

school had around access arrangements. 

When assessed to identify his most e�ective way 

of working, in three minutes, Mason was able to 

handwrite 35 words with very limited grammar utilised 

(see overleaf). 

As summarised by ISI (2025):

“Pupils are highly adept at using their 
personal computer devices to assist them 
in their learning. For many of them, this 
enables effective engagement in reading, 
writing and numeracy which would not 
be as readily achievable otherwise given 
their learning difficulties. This means 
they receive, produce and interpret 
text and carry out computations and 
investigations to a good standard. 
The school has a clear commitment 
to facilitating pupils’ progress in this 
regard, and is thereby helping pupils 
to achieve more.”
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In a comparable three minute period of time, Mason 

was able to type a little more — 38 words — with some 

basic grammar and more developed sentences: 

“I like playing dnd a lot because its give me time 

to relx and see and play with my friend outside 

of school . i have been playing dnd of about three 

yares now. I have keep the same.”

However, when o�ered the opportunity to use voice 

typing (dictation), Mason was able to produce 163 

words and signi�cantly more complex sentences 

which demonstrated a much higher level of knowledge 

and understanding:14 

“This is Spider-Man 2 which comes out on the 

20th October I have been waiting for this game for 

nearly a year now. The main reason I want to play 

this game is because I’m a very big fan of venom 

and he is the main point of this game. Soon that’s 

going to be a game in Comic-Con and a couple 

weeks time and people think by man might be 

there for people to play a short bit of the game. 

I think I’m mostly going to play as Peter’s Spider-

Man because you can play as both Spider-Man. 

Spider-Man is one of my old time favorite game 

14  Abingdon House School (2024) Keynote from Association of School and College Leaders

and I can’t wait for the sequel. Everyday there 

is new information revealed about the game and 

I like to look on YouTube to see what’s new. In the 

game you can play as both Spider-Man and you 

can use the Venom symbiote for most of the game 

but he’s going to be the main villain.” 

As a result of the assessment process, Mason was 

empowered to utilise voice typing and screen reader 

support as his normal way of working across the 

curriculum and as a result, he was able to engage 

in curriculum content at a much higher level, 

removing historical barriers of reading ability and 

handwriting. Mason spoke about seeing an immediate 

impact when he started to use voice typing, a screen 

reader and a headset: 

“I could understand more about what was going 

on in the lesson straight away. Everything made 

more sense. I could follow instructions better. I 

was working quicker and keeping up, and I was 

doing things in class that I felt proud about. I got 

more and more confident and started enjoying 

school. After a while my spelling and my reading 

improved because I could see, hear and sound out 

the words — I didn’t have to just rely on the word 

on the page or the teacher.”

Four years after moving to Abingdon House after an 

unsuccessful experience in a previous mainstream 

school, Mason entered his quali�cation year and 

passed Functional Skills Entry 2 English, Entry 3 

Maths and Entry 3 IT, later going on to achieve 

iGCSE English grade 5 and GCSE Maths grade 6. 

Mason and his teachers both attribute his success 

to his ability to access materials and represent his 

learning through the use of accessibility tools. This 

increase in con�dence led to him presenting at events 

within and beyond the school and developing career 

ambitions that he felt would simply have been beyond 

his imagination if he had remained in his previous 

school. Notably, Mason talked about how:

“Using these tools has improved all aspects of my 

learning and actually my life. I use these tools on 

my phone too now — I can do things outside of 

school that I couldn’t do before so I’m a lot happier 

at school and a lot happier in all my life.”
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Similarly, a twelve year-old girl arrived at Abingdon 

House, writing 51 nearly illegible words in three 

minutes. Her typing output was marginally more 

(75 words in three minutes). However, through voice 

typing, she was able to produce 180 words of well 

structured, coherent and evaluative writing, improving 

both productivity and an e�ective representation 

of higher level knowledge and understanding. As one 

of the Abingdon House students explained, “I could 

always do this — but now other people can see that 

I can do this.”

Across year groups, SEND diagnoses and learning 

pro�les, it is signi�cant that a majority of students 

have ways of working other than handwriting 

which are more e�ective for enabling them to work 

productively and to produce quality content. For 

a national system that has historically prioritised 

handwriting for the purposes of assessment, this 

is a striking observation. 

Students are very aware of the impact that �exibility 

in recording methods (i.e. handwriting, typing and voice 

typing) o�ers to them. For example, in a focus group 

exploring these tools, students commented that: 

“It gives me more time to think when I’m doing 

something in class. It makes it all a lot less 

stressful. It makes me feel more confident about 

what I can do.”

and:

“It gives me thinking time. Before, I would have to 

spend all my time trying to write my ideas down and 

it would be really hard and really annoying trying to 

do it before the time was up. But now I can get it all 

down and still have time to think about it and then 

add something more or something different [editing] 

that’s better.”

Students frequently referred to the ways in which 

voice typing (i.e. speaking aloud) supported the 

organisation and articulation of their ideas. For 

example, the opportunity to think, speak, listen back, 

re�ne and re-speak multiple times. Broader literature 

surrounding the importance of oracy supports 

this — with a known relationship between the 

opportunity to rehearse and develop ideas orally and 

improvements seen in idea generation, vocabulary and 

structure (e.g. DfE, 2025; Dockrell, 2014; Zimmerman, 

1999). Students regularly referred to this as reducing 

the pressure on them to get something ‘right’ �rst 

time, and the consequent reduction in emotional and 

cognitive stress when compared to traditional forms 

of writing or one-time-only recordings. Directly related 

to this, teachers consistently referred to behavioural 

improvements from students as a result of their move 

to typing and voice-typing rather than traditional 

handwritten methods. Teachers and occupational 

therapists attribute this to a reduction in frustration 

and the consequent historical dysregulation caused by 

the physical, cognitive and historical emotional stress 

associated with handwriting.

Figure 1: Proportion of students who work e�ectively 

(productivity and quality of output), when using 

the vehicle of Handwriting, Voice Typing or Typing.  

Note: The total numbers add up to more than 100% 

because a student may have more than one way 

of working e�ectively.
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6.3 The relationship between 
digital and physical space
Another core element to this is the way that teachers utilise classroom space to encourage 

focus and improve access to learning. In a special school classroom that consists of students 

with multiple SEND needs co-existing alongside each other, attention must be paid to 

enabling self-regulation, co-regulation and preventative strategies to avoid one student’s 

dysregulation triggering another. 

Classroom layout, furnishings and the portability of 

student Chromebooks are a critical part of this. For 

example, whilst most students sit at individual desks, 

typically in rows facing the front of the classroom; 

some students �nd the sensory experience of this 

to be problematic and sometimes prefer to instead 

sit on the �oor, on a beanbag, or to move between 

spaces during a lesson. As a result of the Chromebook 

being the anchor point for lesson resources and 

activities, neither the student’s learning, nor that of 

their peers become disrupted when they move places 

or need a movement break. There is only one object 

to carry (the Chromebook) rather than a series of 

exercise books, text books, printed paper materials 

etc. For students with sensory needs, the �exibility of 

sitting on a beanbag and accessing their learning task 

through their Chromebook is the di�erence between 

remaining in the classroom or becoming dysregulated 

and needing to exit the lesson completely. For a 

national system which is seeing a widespread increase 

of diagnoses of young people with social, emotional 

and sensory needs, this insight is an important call 

to action for further research. 
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6.4 Student digital self-regulation
During class visits, there were some instances of students moving from class-specific materials 

to accessing unrelated materials on their Chromebook. These students were observed over a 

period of time to better understand what they were doing when they were not using lesson 

materials, and then to unpack why their attention had been shifted away from the lesson. This 

kind of observation rarely happens — with bystanders often assuming that these ‘distractions’ 

are simply poor behaviour or impulse control. The fear is often that digital access creates 

additional temptation and potentially worsens behaviour. 

However, from a research perspective, if we take 

the time to observe the individual young person 

(from afar, so as not to in�uence their behaviours), 

to understand their characteristics and needs (in 

discussion with them and their teachers), and to 

listen to their perspectives carefully, some fascinating 

insights emerge. For example, six instances of 

students moving away from lesson materials onto 

leisure materials (e.g. websites, games) were observed 

out of approximately 23 class visits (representing 

roughly 200 opportunities), suggesting a ‘distraction 

rate’ of around 3%. In a special school context 

where students are recognised as having a range 

of di�culties including behaviour, processing, 

social skills and impulse control, this is arguably 

an exceptionally low �gure. 

In �ve out of the six scenarios where students were 

interacting with material on their Chromebook other 

than lesson materials, the root purpose related to 

self identi�ed need for re-regulation. In other words, 

the student had reached a point in their classroom 

task where they felt overwhelmed by the cognitive 

demand (i.e. long period of concentration, challenging 

content or process) and had self-prescribed a task 

which they felt would give them a cognitive rest (e.g. 

playing an online game or browsing a leisure interest 

website). In these �ve cases, this activity lasted less 

than �ve minutes before the student re-directed 

themselves back to the classroom task. Creating rest 

breaks to mitigate cognitive overload is commonly 

understood as necessary for young people to sustain 

attention in classroom environments (Ginns et al., 

2023). Whilst bystanders might have historically 

thought that the students were displaying poor 

behaviour by moving ‘o� task’, perhaps instead, 

students should be commended for self-managing 

their cognitive overload and applying self-discipline 

in returning to their original classroom task rather 

than remaining upon their rest break leisure task. 

Notably, four out of the �ve instances where this 

happened took place during self-paced activities. One 

of the students who had self-managed their cognitive 

overload through a short ‘rest break’ playing a game, 

explained their view that: 

“I went through all that [the work] really quick so 

my head was like used up. I just needed something 

else for a bit so that I could [then] get enough 

energy to carry on again.”

The self-pacing nature of activities thus provided 

�exibility for individual students to choose their own 

speed, but also required them to self-manage their 

cognitive load during the duration of the activity. 

In the single example of an o�-task activity which 

was clearly not a re-regulation vehicle, the student 

explained that they had chosen to play a game 

because they felt disengaged with the lesson itself. 

As this student explained, if the lesson is engaging 

and perceived as relevant to them, then they are 

not tempted to stray — whether with a digital or 

non-digital distraction. The issue was not about the 

tool, but about the student’s perceptions about the 

relevance of the curriculum content.

There were other types of activities where 

Chromebooks were used by students to conduct 

tasks which to a bystander may initially appear to 

be o�-task, but upon closer examination were actually 

instances of autonomous learning and student agency. 

For example, in an English lesson a text about being 
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stranded was being used as a lesson stimulus which 

triggered a query from a student about how long a 

human being could last without food or water. The 

teacher (based on the student’s SEND pro�le) invited 

the student to search for the answer whilst continuing 

the lesson discussion with the wider group, and the 

student then conducted their own search whilst 

multi-tasking and listening to the teacher continue 

talking. A few minutes later, the student volunteered 

the answer to the group at an appropriate moment, 

and interleaved themselves back into the group 

discussion. Pursuing an independent line of inquiry 

whilst continuing in the lesson and without disrupting 

other students would be very di�cult to achieve 

without the digital provision. But notably, the trust 

from teacher to student and the agency a�orded 

to the student to independently conduct a search 

in the middle of a group task was instrumental in 

maintaining class cohesion and independent learning 

skills simultaneously. 



26

6.5 Building on initial impact
With 1:1 Chromebook provision in place for all students and staff, Abingdon House School 

leaders then set out a series of ‘non-negotiables’, including the use of Google Classroom 

to provide a single ecosystem for teaching and learning materials, and the use of Google 

Workspace (including Slides and Assignments) to bring consistency to front-of-class materials, 

student activities, homework, interventions and support resources. 

This reduced the cognitive burden for students 

moving between subjects, teachers and classrooms 

— particularly important for those with processing, 

learning, sensory or behavioural di�culties. Leaders 

spoke about a signi�cant number of students having 

motor planning di�culties creating an additional 

cognitive burden when learning new tasks, and the 

high number of students with ADHD who often 

cannot recall what happened during direct instruction 

or the last lesson. Having materials consistently 

in Google Classroom which are organised in a 

systematic, methodical way; combined with lesson 

prompts within teaching materials which are created 

consistently through Google Slides, are often 

complemented by teacher modelling videos which 

students can watch back multiple times. The result is 

liberating, empowering and supportive for students. 

To enable this to happen in practice, Abingdon 

House sta� undertook clear, personalised and 

forward-facing training to develop skills around 

using Google Workspace for Education. Google 

Educator Certi�cation was utilised as a structured and 

supportive way for sta� to develop an appropriate 

digital skillset, whilst rooting tool familiarity in 

an educational context. All teaching sta� and the 

leadership team now have skillsets aligned with 

Google Level 1 certi�cation, with many sta� being 

Level 2 certi�ed and some being Google certi�ed 

trainers and coaches. In addition, parents are o�ered 

training in Google Workspace for Education tools such 

that they are able to support young people at home, 

and there are regular online and in person training 

top-ups alongside the consistent and regular sharing 

of e�ective practice through normal sta� meetings, 

training and conversations — as part of an embedded 

way of working across the school. 

It is perhaps helpful to surface at this stage that the 

broader culture across sta� and students at Abingdon 

House is instrumental in encouraging a whole-

school developmental ethos. For example, during 

this study, students were routinely observed taking 

part in healthy classroom debates and discussions 

about curriculum topics. This demonstrated skills 

of respectful disagreement, empathy and building 

upon each other’s points. These skills have been 

explicitly taught through oracy and relationships 

programmes, enabling young people with signi�cant 

social, emotional and behavioural needs to access 

equitable experiences to their peers. In addition, 

relationships between sta� and students are 

inspirational. Students respectfully challenge 

instructions or tasks that they don’t understand or 

don’t agree with, and teachers o�er mutual respect 

to students with personalised explanations and a 

willingness to compromise if and when appropriate. 

Students request additional support and intervention 

when they self-identify need, as well as being 

receptive to being guided towards targeted support. 

During class visits and focus groups, students routinely 

referred to their teachers and therapists as people 

who guide and help them to access learning and life 

skill opportunities, support them with academic and 

pastoral di�culties, and as people who they felt safe 

and con�dent working with. That mutual respect and 

shared community of purpose lies at the heart of 

classroom trust, whereby students at Abingdon House 

are trusted to utilise digital tools appropriately and 

purposefully, and teachers at Abingdon House are 

trusted by those students to guide them with the skill 

development that will best help them not just reach, 

but exceed, their previous potential.



Across the range of class visits during this study, 

learning was captured and represented in a range 

of ways — most commonly through documents, 

interactives, photographs or videos, audio recordings, 

diagrams, discussions and physical artefacts. The use 

of Google Drive to store �les, Google Classroom to 

organise lessons and assignments has meant that 

students are able to easily �nd and retrieve previous 

work for both celebration, access and revision purposes. 

Similar principles were observed during whole class 

independent learning activities. For example, teachers 

adding formative assessment via digital comments 

on Google Docs whilst students are working on 

them. Teachers explained this as enabling students to 

remain in �ow and focused on their task, reducing the 

need for the teacher to be in the student’s physical 

space which can be triggering for some students 

with sensory barriers to learning. Students spoke 

consistently about their appreciation of this approach: 

“I like the digital comments that [teacher name] 

adds in because I can edit what I’m working on 

without making it all messy, or crossing it all out 

and ending up looking like I have done nothing 

by the end of the lesson.”

In addition, many students spoke about how much 

they value the use of digital annotation (e.g. English 

anthology) which allowed them to highlight text on 

screen with di�erent colours representing di�erent 

text features, comment and annotate texts, and search 

those texts to compare, contrast, analyse and inform 

their own written work. The digital one-single-place 

approach to storing student work enabled students to 

re-access and use previous work far more than paper 

based equivalents. As one student explained: 

“I wouldn’t be able to go back to it if it was in 

a book. The book might not be in my bag or my 

class. Or it’s more effort to go through to find it. 

But on the Chromebook I can just search it up. 

It’s easy to find things, so I use more things. That 

makes my learning better because I keep going 

back to it over again and that helps me do the 

right things now.”

27
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6.6 Digital expectations
Use of Google Classroom and Assignments are now a deeply embedded way of working 

across the school, with school specific conventions about class and lesson names and images, 

expectations about how and when work will be set and clear communication about the offline 

impact and implications that these consistencies have on young people and efficient class time. 

Students and teachers in focus groups and class 

visits consistently spoke about these expectations 

and norms as making their lesson time more 

e�cient; reducing time spent setting up, organising, 

distributing, explaining and collating materials. Both 

students and teachers shared insights about the 

reduction in cognitive overload and the emotional or 

behavioural responses that historically often came at 

transition points between or during lessons. The clear, 

consistent and embedded ways of working across the 

whole school were seen as key to creating a calmer, 

more predictable learning and working environment. 

Furthermore, the e�ciency was perceived by teachers 

as making a helpful impact on the potential learning 

time during lessons, shifting student energy from 

low level tasks and processes on to more meaningful 

learning tasks.  

Consequently, a higher proportion of lesson time 

is now spent on subject speci�c concepts, targeted 

interventions and support, and active participation. 

In addition, students feel they have more agency in 

their learning as they know when, where and how to 

access support (if they are struggling with a task) or 

stretch (if they are feeling con�dent want to move 

further ahead). As a teacher explained: 

“Every lesson is on Google Classroom, so that 

if a child needs to use a screen reader, or voice 

typing to access resources, direct instruction 

material, learning tasks or whatever, they always 

have the option to use those tools. It’s not about 

what an individual teacher might prefer to do, 

it’s about making sure we don’t remove student’s 

access to learning.”

However, student voice, choice and metacognitive 

strategies have been vital components of Abingdon 

House School’s learning toolkit. Leaders clearly 

explained the importance of standard ways of working 

(e.g. consistent use of Google Classroom to anchor 

lessons and the consistent availability of accessibility 

toolkit) as complementing student’s ability to make 

a choice about what they feel would be best for them 

in that lesson, on that day, for that speci�c task. There 

may be occasions where students prefer to print 

something out or work in another way, where they 

have a clear understanding of why that may be. In 

those scenarios, students are empowered to make 

those decisions as long as they have a clear and 

informed rationale for their choice. 

As one teacher explained:

“There is little value in students 
copying down dates and learning objectives 
— particularly at the beginning of a 
task when their focus and motivation 
are highest. These are not life skills, 
they are things that are done just for 
accountability or out of habit. It’s more 
important to think about that precious 
time when students are motivated, 
concentrating, focused and ready to learn 
— and how we can channel that into 
their learning about subjects and skills.” 



29

6.7 Accessibility as standard for all

15  Google (2025) Chromebook Accessibility Features [link]

16  Everway (2025) Read and Write for Education [link]

A key part of the Abingdon House journey has been 

the introduction of accessibility tools — partly through 

Chromebooks embedded toolset,15 and partly through 

the provision of Read & Write.16 In summary, this 

provides all students and sta� with: 

• Talk to text (voice typing): a voice dictation tool 

for those who �nd handwriting or typing prohibitive 

to working memory or productivity

• Screen magni�cation, �lters, contrast settings and 

screen colour inversion: to support eye health

• On screen and external Chromebook keyboards, 

with options such as dyslexia friendly fonts: 

to support those who �nd oral capture or 

handwriting prohibitive to working memory, 

cognition or productivity

• Screen reader and reading highlighter:  

to reduce cognitive overload for those with visual 

or reading di�culties 

• Split screen, bookmarks, Classroom and desktop 

layouts: to reduce cognitive load for learners 

�nding and navigating to materials

• Cursor magni�cation, highlighting circle and 

touchpad speed adjustments: to support visual 

and cognitive access

• Closed captions and audio options, headphones 

and microphone: to overcome text-based barriers 

to learning and to support audio sensory barriers 

• Shortcuts, sticky keys and external / switch device 

access: to enable those with physical disabilities 

to bene�t from equitable access to learning 

materials and resources

• Co-writing prediction and spelling and grammar 

checkers: o�ering options and coaching those with 

reading, working memory and cognitive barriers 

through suggested words based on sentiment, 

and with spelling and grammar development 

• Text and picture dictionaries, audio dictionary and 

vocabulary lists: to empower growth in vocabulary 

without the expansion being text dependent 

• Understanding about hand positioning when using 

a stylus or typing, screen angle to support neck 

health: ensuring physical health and wellbeing 

when using digital tools. 

https://edu.google.com/intl/ALL_uk/our-values/accessibility/chromebooks-accessibility/
https://www.everway.com/products/read-and-write-education/
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Critically, all students have been introduced to the 

tools available to them over time, with each individual 

student utilising individual tools based on their 

learning needs, pro�le and preferences. This detail 

has been shared with all teaching sta� so that in 

every lesson, that support is available. As a SENCO 

described it: 

“Accessibility features are a student’s real, 

standard way of working — there shouldn’t be 

any lesson or task where that is taken away from 

them. They might choose to use different tools 

based on the tasks they are asked to engage with, 

but it’s not acceptable to take away a child’s ability 

to access and learn. We don’t create barriers for 

our students by making them work in ways that 

we know create barriers — we don’t take learning 

opportunities away from them.”

In class visits across the school and through 

focus groups, students consistently shared their 

appreciation for being able to use tools that removed 

barriers to their access to learning. For example:

“For someone like me who has dyslexia — I can’t 

read. But I can think and I can talk. So if the 

Chromebook can read stuff to me I can think 

about it and I can talk about it. I can show what 

I can do.”

Other students spoke about the pacing of using 

a screen reader:

“I can listen to the text which helps me to process 

it. Instead of having to read it word by word, I can 

hear it at the right pace [fluency]. That makes me 

understand the whole paragraph or the whole 

section not just bits of it or groups of words. 

So then I get what it’s about.”

As leaders described it:

“The use of Chromebooks in classes has removed 

barriers to learning and allowed students to 

engage in learning that, otherwise, would have 

been out of reach.” 17

“Accessibility features are a student’s 
real, standard way of working — there 
shouldn’t be any lesson or task where 
that is taken away from them.” 

17  Abingdon House School (2024) Keynote for Google [link]

https://docs.google.com/presentation/d/1btFcNlhDhyDIlpMxNyqK0gDilyOAq2WsiKQfW3RJyn8/edit?slide=id.g15a751cffb_0_67#slide=id.g15a751cffb_0_67
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6.8 Accessible teaching materials 
as standard

18  British Dyslexia Association (2025) https://www.bdadyslexia.org.uk/ 

19  Permitted use may be for specific tasks in a lesson, and/or ongoing individual support (e.g. SEND or EAL) provision 

Complementing the support made available to 

students through their personal provision and 1:1 

Chromebook device access, Abingdon House School 

have also set out accessibility friendly standards 

for all teaching materials, including those for front 

of class, interventions, sta� meetings and broader 

communications. These were developed in partnership 

with the British Dyslexia Association,18 and include: 

• Use of dark text on pastel background colours on 

materials (e.g. slides, documents, resources)

• Font size 16 as standard for front of room materials 

and size 12-14 for other materials, plus sans serif 

fonts such as Arial, Verdana or Comic Sans

• Avoiding the use of italics or underlining, but using 

bold instead for emphasis

• left-justi�ed, ragged right-alignment

• Plenty of white space, with line spacing of 1.5 

or greater

• Avoiding capitalising words, abbreviations, double 

negatives or long instructions

• Use of active rather than passive voice

• Using visual aids (e.g. images, diagrams, �owcharts, 

pictograms)

• Avoiding busy backgrounds or patterns

• Aim for short, simple sentences, with the use  

of lists where possible

• Use of headings and subheadings to 

structure content.

In terms of teaching digital etiquette and behaviour, 

students are expected to only use their Chromebook 

when instructed or permitted by the teacher,19 closing 

it during parts of the lesson where the teacher or 

peers are speaking to them in order to ensure active 

listening and concentration on the speaker. This was 

observed as consistent and embedded across subjects 

and year groups. Digital etiquette and behaviours were 

consistently observed as being explicitly taught as part 

of everyday teaching and learning, alongside the wide 

range of other social, emotional and pastoral support 

embedded in every classroom. 

The use of AI (through Google Search and Canva) 

was also observed supporting classroom activities. 

Students utilised search results and AI queries as part 

of their independent research tasks during humanities 

lessons, with teachers emphasising the importance of 

discussion and thinking critically about their �ndings. 

“The use of Chromebooks in classes has 
removed barriers to learning and allowed 
students to engage in learning that, 
otherwise, would have been out of reach.”

https://www.bdadyslexia.org.uk/ 
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6.9 Interventions
At Abingdon House School there is an integrated therapeutic approach whereby teaching 

staff work in harmony with speech and language therapists and occupational therapists, 

coordinated by three special educational needs coordinators (SENCOs). Classroom lessons, 

breaktimes and interventions are planned and facilitated by a combination of staff with 

complimentary specialisms. Therapists work in class, and teachers integrate therapy into 

everyday classroom practice. 

 As part of the Abingdon House School timetable, 

one session every day (8:50-9:15 am), is dedicated 

to a personalised intervention programme, de�ned 

by individual targets and needs. There are 19 highly 

specialised intervention programmes led by therapists 

and specialist teachers which include (amongst 

others): dyslexia reading strategies, philosophical 

thinking and debating, working memory, touch 

typing and assistive technology. Over the school year 

every student spends a term focused on one of the 

interventions, with approximately 22% of students 

each year undertaking additional intervention support 

to enable them to utilise assistive and accessibility 

tools e�ectively so that they can work productively 

and positively within classroom environments. 

Critically, an intervention about accessibility support 

such as voice typing is not just about how to use 

the tool from a functional perspective, but also 

includes metacognitive skill development relating 

to the thought processes that surround its use. For 

example, students are taught to think about their 

complete sentence �rst and then speak it into the 

microphone to enable the voice typing to understand 

the context, grammar and syntax of each individual 

word. This approach to sentence construction di�ers 

from the use of handwriting or keyboard typing which 

tends to be more �uid, where sentences evolve as 

the writing or typing commits it to the page. Whilst 

younger children often plan whole sentences before 

handwriting them, older students tend to not to 

do this — and so the importance of reteaching 

(or teaching) sentence planning skills as part of voice 

typing is critical in order to maintain integrity of 

grammar and quality of consequent text. 



Another important element that has emerged through 

the deliberate teaching of voice typing has been 

in relation to speech and language development 

and social skills. A number of students who use 

voice typing as their normal way of working spoke 

about how the process of voice typing had helped 

them to improve what we might describe as their 

enunciation, pronunciation, tone of voice, pace 

of speech and in�ection. 

Over a term, there is an average 63% increase in 

typing speed for a student with multiple co-existing 

special educational needs at Abingdon House School 

— a notable di�erence for students who face multiple 

traditional access barriers to learning.20 

Interventions thus form a vital part of a young 

person’s development in terms of directly taught 

skills (e.g. functional use of voice typing or touch 

typing speed), as well as surrounding skills (e.g. 

metacognition, planning, speech techniques), physical 

skills (e.g. shoulder girdles, core strength and �nger 

isolation exercises), and indirect skills (e.g. improved 

20  Abingdon House School (2024) Typing Speed Intervention Student Analysis [confidential]

social interactions as a result of improved speech 

techniques). The diligent nature of the Abingdon 

House team forms the interventions into social stories 

so that students understand the purpose of their 

interventions in a way that is meaningful to them 

(rather than just being assigned an intervention 

on the basis of a diagnosis, need or issue). As part 

of this process, students set a personal goal and 

their teachers support them to present evidence 

of progress at the end of the Intervention cycle.

This holistic and exceptionally thoughtful approach 

has been instrumental in providing young people 

at Abingdon House School with both the practical 

skills to bene�t from digital tools as part of everyday 

practice, as well as the broader training and support 

so that they do this in a healthy and sustainable way. 

As one student explained: 

“I didn’t like school before I came here. But here 

I feel like the teachers get me. They are giving me 

skills that I really need and helping me show what 

I can do. It makes me believe in myself. It makes 

me try harder and it makes me do better.”

33
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6.7 Accessibility and exams
For secondary aged students attending Abingdon House School, the use of accessibility tools 

can make the difference between their being able to sit and pass a qualification or this being 

a pathway that would be otherwise closed to them. It is notable that since Abingdon House 

School began to utilise accessibility features as a ‘normal way of working’ for all students 

across the school, more young people have been able to sit and pass qualifications and 

progress on to further education, training and employment. 

However, there are a number of systemic issues which 

Abingdon House have had to overcome, even within 

the existing JCQ (2025) access arrangements. 

Leaders explained that the EHCPs which students have 

when they �rst arrive at Abingdon House often lack 

precise detail about support which has been identi�ed 

as useful for the student. For example, an EHCP might 

say ‘needs scribe’ which could mean a human scribe or 

voice-typing/dictation. Historically, most schools would 

assume ‘needs scribe’ to mean a human adult sitting 

alongside the student in their examination, with the 

student dictating to the adult what they want to say in 

their exam answer. However, with the mainstreaming 

of voice-typing features, the human adult no longer 

needs to be a default solution, but instead becomes one 

of a number of options. This study explored student 

perceptions about di�erent forms of scribe through 

a series of discussions with students in focus groups, 

with the majority of students (but not all), expressing 

a �rm view that they prefer to use voice-typing rather 

than a human scribe because they believe it to have a 

direct impact on the quality of their work output and 

therefore their overall attainment grade (and therefore 

the success in their obtaining quali�cations). This is 

because when students use human scribes their pace 

of recording is determined not by the student’s pace 

of thinking or speaking, but by the pace of the human 

scribe’s recording (e.g. writing, typing). Students felt 

consistently that they were held back by the use of 

a human scribe who wrote at a slower pace than the 

student wanted to work to. Students were keen to 

emphasise that whilst their handwriting may be slower 

than average, their thinking was not. As one student 

explained in a focus group: 

“I don’t want a [human] scribe. You get less marks. 

I can speak faster than they can write so they 

hold me back. You have to spell the words to 

them which also slows it down. I can get a whole 

paragraph using voice to text in the time it would 

take them to write a sentence. The tech keeps 

up with you as long as you speak clearly. And it 

stopped my stutter because I had to overcome 

that to use voice text effectively. It actually affects 

the way I talk away from tech because I know I 

need to speak clearly.”

This insight correlates with broader data in this space. 

For example, according to LSE (2025), the average 

speed of a human scribe used in an exam is 25-28 

“I like Trelson [voice to text — with no spell checker] because I can have a go at writing 
something and then think oh that’s not right and change it — it’s quicker getting the 
ideas down which gives me time and less pressure to think more about it.”



words per minute, which is considerably slower 

than the average voice typing speed of a student 

at Abingdon House (62 wpm).21 

Other students in the focus group exploring the 

role of voice-to-text identi�ed notable unintentional 

consequences on broader life skills such as oracy and 

creativity. For example: 

“I can get more marks about my creativity when 

I use voice to text because I can get more ideas 

down. But also it’s making me a lot better at 

speaking to people. With the technology I have to 

think about being clear [with my pronunciation], 

and I have to think about where the punctuation 

is going because it doesn’t do that for me. I have 

to think about how it will sound. Now I’m doing 

that all the time when I speak and I’m better at 

speaking to people all the time because of it.”

21  Abingdon House School (2024) Accessiility Needs — Student Analysis [confidential]

Similar considerations arose when students spoke 

about the use of ‘readers’ in exams. Historically, a 

student may have been provided with someone who 

would read a given text to a student who would be 

otherwise unable to read it themselves. However, in 

this study’s focus groups, students spoke about the 

characteristics of the human reader that sometimes 

created an additional barrier to their quali�cation 

success. For example, citing human accents, volume 

or enunciation, reading speed, voice familiarity and 

personality. As one student explained: 

“I like the screen reader with the Australian accent 

because they sound like my teacher. I don’t like the 

posh voices because they don’t sound like anyone 

I know so that puts me on edge and then it’s hard 

to concentrate on what they are saying.”
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For young people with both reading barriers and 

sensory or social barriers, these presented distractions 

that made an already stressful experience even more 

di�cult. However, with the use of digital screen 

readers, most students felt that these issues were 

removed. For example, with a digital screen reader, 

students could choose a voice accent that they felt 

comfortable with and was familiar to them, and in 

knowing it was a digital tool not a human being, they 

felt liberated away from any social or psychological 

distractions. In a focus group with students at 

Abingdon House exploring this point, one of the 

students explained that: 

“In exams I had voice reading at full speed so that 

I could get through the text quickly so that I could 

use my time on answering the questions. I had a 

time pressure. I can understand it at that speed, I 

just can’t read it myself at that speed.”

There were some students who preferred a human 

reader, but these tended to be based on pre-existing 

relationships with the person doing the reading as 

bringing additional security within a quali�cation 

assessment experience. 

Across Abingdon House, a large number of students 

use voice-typing as scribes and screen readers as 

readers when they engage with text based materials. 

One of the concerns about utilising these tools in 

an examination environment has been the potential 

disruption to other students (with the examination 

requirement that students do not hear or interact 

with each other). When there are small numbers 

of students using audio tools, this can be managed 

for the purposes of exams by allocating students to 

di�erent rooms or adding sound boards and distance 

between them. However, this is di�cult to scale 

in terms of space being available at the allocated 

examination time, and the cost of sta� to invigilate 

and keep students safe. Abingdon House School 

have been exploring this barrier as part of everyday 

classroom practice with a view that an e�ective 

solution in a classroom environment should support 

e�ective at-scale examination contexts. A key part of 

this is the use of headsets with boom microphones 

and noise cancelling for input so that students can 

speak at a lower level. This means that students can 

use these tools whilst working in close proximity to 

other students being neither heard nor disrupted 

by a neighbouring student. Complemented by quiet 

and well regulated classrooms, this allows students 

to work at their own pace, utilise these accessibility 

tools and adhere to the expectation that they should 

neither disrupt or be interrupted by another student. 

In a broader landscape, in 2023-2024, 9.4% of all 

candidates taking GCSE exams in England were 

approved for computer reader or reader access 

arrangements, and 3.5% were approved for scribe 

or speech recognition arrangements (Ofqual, 2024). 

There was a 12.3% increase from the previous year, 

suggesting a growing familiarity with the impact 

of these tools on young people’s ability to access 

examination material and represent their knowledge 

and understanding in examinations. The path�nding 

approach at Abington House School to embedding 

these tools as part of normalised ways of working, 

at scale, is likely to be instrumental in helping both 

special provision, mainstream schools and policy 

shapers better understand contemporary support 

for today’s young people. 
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6.8 Screentime 

Leaders spoke about a small number of parents who express concern about screentime given 

the 1:1 Chromebook provision, with queries raised generally relating to online safety and 

volume of time spent looking at digitised screens. 

This research study did not source data directly from 

parents (e.g. parent survey or parental interviews). 

However, data from comparable studies may be 

helpful to consider. For example, a similar study 

exploring four independent schools using 1:1 device 

provision (Aubrey-Smith, 2025), found two key trends 

which may be applicable at Abingdon House. The �rst 

being that parent concern about classroom screentime 

is often based on their associating device use with the 

sedentary, social and passive use seen in the home 

environment. This is generally compounded by a low 

level of parental awareness about how digital tools 

are used to support, extend or enhance learning or 

teaching in a school environment. The combination 

of these two trends generally creates some mistaken 

assumptions about the amount of time their children 

spend looking at a digital screen, and the nature 

of their experience and interaction with it. 

From an academic perspective, it is also helpful 

to be aware that there are (at least) two permeating 

issues embedded within narratives about screentime. 

The �rst is that current mainstream terminology 

(e.g. words like screentime or device use), con�ates 

positive and productive uses of digital tools with 

damaging and destructive uses. This is an unhelpful 

over-simpli�cation which often encourages polarised 

and emotive debates ‘for’ or ‘against’ screen or device 

use. In a fast-moving landscape, polarised debates 

risk diverting attention away from what matters most 

within an educational context — supporting young 

people who live in 2025 to live healthy, purposeful 
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and ful�lling lives. The other permeating issue 

is a focus on the object (device), falsely separating 

the physical item from the human being whose 

behaviours de�ne its use. 

In an attempt to meaningfully classify variance across 

experiences referred to by the term screentime, three 

categories are suggested: 

• low demand exchange or consumption (e.g. 

watching TV, �lm or videos, games on mobile phones 

or tablets, short messaging or video calls, social sites 

and newsfeeds, taking photos or making videos). 

This tends to be what is referred to as harmful by 

those who campaign against screentime

• cognitively active use (e.g. creating and editing 

documents or artefacts, productivity tasks, 

researching interests or topics, taking part in 

creative or interactive challenges, sourcing a video 

or guide in order to learn and practice a new skill). 

These tend to be associated with ‘work’ by young 

people and adults

• cognitively challenging purposes (e.g. group 

or collaborative creation projects that span multiple 

days/sessions, editing/improving a tangible artefact 

over multiple interactions and timelines, interactive 

discussion that tangibly and meaningfully extends 

thinking beyond that which is possible individually 

or in isolation). These tend to be viewed as complex 

digital interactions and associated with higher 

order thinking.

Use of digital screens at Abingdon House School 

both by teachers and students would all be classi�ed 

into the latter two of the three categories above, 

i.e. cognitively active and cognitively challenging 

experiences, both of which support learning. Low 

demand exchange or consumption was not observed 

as part of the lessons taking place during any of 

the class visits associated with this study. 

Many Abingdon House School students have their 

own smartphones or digital devices which they will 

have and use on their journey to and from school. 

However, these devices are not permitted in lessons, 

being collected at the beginning and returned at the 

end of the day. This sets clear demarcation between 

work-focused digital tools (e.g. on Chromebooks) 

and leisure-oriented digital tools (i.e. smartphone, 

iPad, digital watch, wearables). There were some 

speci�c notable trends, such as tablet / iPad use in the 

home environment being “for the same as what you 

do on your phone, just on a bigger screen.” 
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In focus group discussions, students made a clear 

demarcation between their home devices and their 

school Chromebook, seeing the Chromebook as 

speci�cally for learning tasks, and home devices for 

leisure purposes. Through a series of focus group 

word games, students reported that they associated 

Chromebooks with work, accessibility and purpose, 

but associated home devices such as tablets and 

smartphones with fun, entertainment and rest. 

In focus groups, students were also asked about role 

models for healthy digital use and behaviours. Most 

students described home and social experiences as 

being low demand exchange or consumption (the �rst 

of the categories above) — often referencing their 

use of games, messaging, video or tv to ‘chill out’, 

relax, connect with friends, unwind or decompress. 

Many students referred to being allowed gaming or tv 

time as a reward in the home environment. Very few 

students felt that they had rules about their digital 

use at home or outside of school, but conversely, all 

students were quick to identify acceptable use rules 

and behavioural expectations around device use at 

school, suggesting a very di�erent set of associations 

both practically and psychologically. Students 

acknowledged that their adherence to rules and 

expectations usually mirrored what they felt individual 

teachers would allow or challenge. However, most 

students described school rules around Chromebook 

use in terms of wider school rules — using language 

about respect, aspiration and work ethic. Notably, all 

students reported being pleased that teachers and 

leaders at school use Classroom Cloud, explaining 

that knowing teachers could see and track their 

Chromebook actions encouraged them to ‘behave 

properly’. None of the students however, wanted 

equivalent tools applied to their home devices. 

Students at Abingdon House consistently referenced 

how much they valued using digital tools as part of 

their everyday learning experiences. Students were 

clear that they valued the access and opportunities 

that digital tools had opened up for them and saw 

these as supporting, extending and enhancing their 

education and future wellbeing trajectory. In particular, 

students across year groups in class visits and focus 

groups commonly cited the use of digital tools as:

• Improving concentration: as a result of clear, 

consistent anchoring of resources through 

Google Classroom

• Improving comprehension: due to the use 

of accessibility tools removing traditional barriers 

to learning such as reading and handwriting

• Supporting working memory and cognitive 

load: by allowing students to focus on one thing 

at a time, with consistent models and structures 

for supporting learning processes

Notably, whilst students referred to enjoying other 

kinds of digital experiences (e.g. video), they were 

also largely clear that they did not see the value in 

bringing those kinds of low-demand uses of digital 

during school lesson time. For example, video content 

in lessons was seen as valuable when used for short 

burst stimulus to demonstrate or illustrate something 

that was not otherwise possible in a classroom 

environment, but video was seen otherwise as a 

distraction that encouraged sedentary ‘zoning out’. 

Similarly, gami�cation of tasks was seen by most 

students as enjoyable, but not necessarily bene�cial to 

improving learning and therefore not desirable as part 

of their school experience. 

There are some other, more nuanced issues relating 

to common perceptions around screentime. In the 

many articles, reports, books and presentations 

about criticisms of screentime, it is common to 

�nd that a domain specialist (e.g. ophthalmologist), 

has undertaken detailed research speci�c to their 

specialism (e.g. eye health), but that the bounds and 

limitations of their study preclude multi-disciplinary 

specialist de�nitions speci�c to digital terminology 

(i.e. all screen uses are considered equal rather than 

utilising categorisations such as those introduced 

above). This creates common myths that eye sight is 

worsened simply through the use of a digital screen, 

rather than being the result of lack of variance in 

usage through focal distance, and balancing ultraviolet 

exposure and movement as part of a broader healthy 

lifestyle (Duarte et al., 2015). 

In short, ophthalmologists and eye health care 

specialists advise that all of us — both young people 

and adults — should ensure regular variance between 

close-up work, near focus and far distance focus (Ku 
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et al., 2019). This is to avoid over-straining our eyes 

by sustained periods of focusing on a single object or 

at a set distance. Sustained focus on a single objects, 

particularly at close range, tends to correlate with less 

frequent blinking, leading to dry eyes, leading to eye 

strain, fatigue and disengagement (Moor�elds, 2025). 

The relationship between screen use and eye sight 

is therefore more about the amount of time focused 

on close-up, indoor, seated behaviour, which could 

equally be reading a physical book, working on a paper 

based desk task, or online using a digital device (Ku et 

al., 2019; Huang, et al., 2015). 

Across Abingdon House classrooms, variance in focal 

distance was seen in the majority of classrooms as 

part of embedded everyday high quality provision. 

This was usually achieved through a blended balance 

of learning activities, movement breaks, and avoiding 

long periods focused on front-of-class boards or 

Chromebooks. Furthermore, students at Abingdon 

House bene�t from their eye health and wider 

wellbeing being supported with a range of indoor and 

outdoor physical activities through a wide range of 

embedded therapies, to encourage physical variance 

and to counterbalance seated activities. This is part of 

an established whole-person approach to supporting 

learners which is characteristic of strong special 

school settings, but not necessarily familiar to many 

schools in mainstream contexts (therefore also not 

familiar to many education and health professionals 

or parents). This strong pedagogy is a typical example 

of the Abingdon House leadership team’s approach 

to utilising holistic research about young people’s 

wellbeing to inform exemplary provision and practice.

Alongside this, teachers employ a wide range of 

sensory tools to support student re-regulation, �exible 

physical classroom environments with Chromebook 

mobility to prevent and de-escalate emotional 

triggers, movement breaks to distribute surplus energy 

or frustration and the use of digitally provisioned 

music to support breathing regulation. 
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6.1 Progress in core subjects
Abingdon House captures progress in maths, reading and writing for all students, utilising 

annual WRAT, HAST and YARC attainment checks.23 These produce an age adjusted score 

based on national comparative benchmarks.  

Notably, over the four years since the introduction 

of Abingdon House School’s 1:1 digital provision, there 

has been a school wide modal average of 2 percentage 

points of additional progress above age adjusted 

scores (n=97) in maths, 1-1.5 points of additional 

progress above age related scores in spelling, and 

1 point of additional progress above age related 

scores in reading age, �uency and comprehension.24 

This means that students are not only consistently 

achieving expected progress based on age related 

benchmarks, but the net gains are higher than might 

otherwise be expected, consistently across core 

curriculum areas.

Pre 1:1

WRAT Maths YARC Reading HAST Spelling

Post1:1

0.0

0.5

1.0

1.5

2.0

2.5

3.0

3.5

4.0
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7.0 Conclusion
This independent review of Abingdon House School’s approach to digital technology in 

teaching and learning confirms a highly effective, pedagogy-first model that has profoundly 

impacted student outcomes and student agency. The school’s integrated provision, which 

combines a specialist therapeutic environment with strategic 1:1 Chromebook access, enables 

students with complex SEND to consistently exceed expected age-adjusted benchmarks 

by 1-2% in key academic areas like maths, spelling, reading age, fluency and comprehension. 

The data unequivocally demonstrates the material 

bene�ts of this approach. For example, dyslexic 

students using voice typing (averaging 62wpm) 

rather than human scribes (averaging 25-28 wpm) 

leads to greater pace, greater quality of output and 

the ability for more students to successfully sit 

and pass quali�cations. 

The school has successfully navigated concerns, 

such as the potential overuse of screentime, by 

focusing on the purpose and cognitive focus of digital 

use, with students able to explain and demonstrate 

the di�erence between activities conducted on school 

Chromebooks (work) and activities using home 

devices such as smartphones (leisure). This cultivation 

of self-regulation and digital literacy, alongside the 

robust, evidence-informed framework described 

in this report, positions the Abingdon House model 

as a powerful case study for empowering students 

with SEND to not just meet, but signi�cantly surpass, 

their previous potential.
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