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Abstract

In this paper, we discuss how iPads offer innovative opportunities for early literacy

learning but also present challenges for teachers and children. We lent iPads to

a Children’s Centre nursery (3- to 4-year-olds), a primary school reception class

(4- to 5-year-olds) and a Special School (7- to 13-year-olds), discussed their potential

uses with staff in pre- and post-interviews and observed how they were integrated into

practice over a two-month period. We found variability in the ways iPads were used

across the settings, but a commonality was that well-planned; iPad-based literacy activ-

ities stimulated children’s motivation and concentration. They also offered rich oppor-

tunities for communication, collaborative interaction, independent learning, and for

children to achieve high levels of accomplishment. In some cases, this led teachers

favourably to re-evaluate the children’s literacy competence, and enabled children to

construct positive images of themselves in the literacy classroom. Practitioners particu-

larly valued the opportunities iPads afforded to deliver curriculum guidelines in new

ways, and to familiarise all students with touch-screen technologies.
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Introduction

The literacy practices of young children and their families are currently char-
acterised by the everyday use of an array of digital technologies, which over
the past decade have become increasingly portable, affordable and efficient
(Lynch and Redpath, 2014). Together with these new and powerful cultural
tools ‘we all create and shape the learning environments in which our chil-
dren grow up’ (Kucirkova, 2013), so it is hardly surprising that young chil-
dren are keen to master their use. Yet research evidence has consistently
shown there is ambivalence towards the incorporation of new technologies
into early literacy education. While some enthusiastically embrace new media
(e.g. Galloway, 2009), others argue vociferously that they have no place in
early learning (House, 2012), that they are developmentally inappropriate
and risk exposing children to unsuitable content and uncritical engagement
with information (Miller, 2005). Many early-years practitioners have found it
difficult to integrate digital technology into their literacy planning and prac-
tice due to several constraining factors, including a curriculum focus on lit-
eracy as primarily paper-based, lack of time to explore available digital
resources, absence of guidance about the potential of new technologies to
promote early literacy and low confidence in using digital devices effectively
in the classroom (Carrington, 2005; Lankshear et al., 1996; Turbill, 2001).
In the meantime, technological invention has continued apace, with a step
change in functionality following the development and widespread use of
mobile touch-screen devices such as the Apple iPad.

We therefore devised this study with the aim of enabling education
practitioners to explore the potential of iPads for supporting classroom-
based early literacy learning. We were interested in how the affordances of
these portable devices (with touch screen sensitivity and a multiplicity of
‘apps’) might open up new possibilities for learning and teaching early liter-
acy in diverse educational settings, including mainstream nursery and early
primary classrooms, and also in special education where teachers support the
early literacy development of young and older children with learning
disabilities.

Early literacy, digital devices, power and identity

A growing body of research evidences how integral digital devices have
become to early experiences of literacy in homes and communities
(Flewitt, 2011; Plowman et al., 2010; Wohlwend, 2010; Wolfe and
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Flewitt, 2010). Much of the emerging research in this field is founded on
sociocultural conceptualisations of learning (Vygotsky, 1978), where by
mental processes are viewed as social in origin and mediated through inter-
action using symbolic representations such as language and cultural artefacts
that have evolved over time (Wertsch, 2007). In the communication practices
of contemporary culture, these artefacts include an array of digital devices,
including iPads. New terms have been coined, such as ‘Digital Natives’
(Prensky, 2001) and ‘the Net Generation’ (Tapscott, 1998) to describe the
first generation of children growing up in Westernised societies surrounded
by increasingly ubiquitous and powerful digital media.

Children’s immersion in digital communication occurs at a critical period
in their lives when their emerging literacy skills (speaking, listening, reading
and writing) and identities as effective and competent learners are being
moulded by the conventions of the social and cultural worlds in which
they live. As part of a larger theory of self and identity, Holland et al.
(1998) discuss how children ‘figure’ whom they are through the ‘worlds’
they participate in, through the cultural tools they use in those worlds, and
through their relationships with others. They coined the term ‘figured worlds’
to describe a ‘realm of interpretation in which a particular set of characters
and actors are recognized, significance is assigned to certain acts, and particu-
lar outcomes are valued over others’ (Holland et al., 1998: 52). That is,
through action and interaction with human and physical resources in particu-
lar social worlds, individuals engage in collective imaginings of themselves as
‘competent’, ‘smart’, ‘incompetent’, ‘delinquent’, etc. As mediating artefacts,
we posit that iPads are one of many cutting-edge, culturally powerful yet enig-
matic technological tools with the potential to invoke empowering ‘figured
worlds’ for young learners concerning themselves and their attitudes towards
literacy. This important issue is one that we return to in the discussion.

Research suggests that the potential of new technologies for young children’s
literacy development remains largely untapped in educational settings, with a
‘digital divide’ such that some children develop considerable digital skills and
knowledge by participating in supported activities at home, whilst others have
little or no opportunity to engage with new media at home and even less so in
education (van Dijk and Hacker, 2003; Wolfe and Flewitt, 2010). As Burnett
(2009) discusses, there is a growing call from education researchers for curri-
cula to incorporate digital media into literacy teaching programmes and to
reflect children’s interests and the profound and extensive changes in con-
temporary literacy practices (Hisrich and Blanchard, 2009; Kalantzis et al.,
2010; Underatuin, 2011). Yet in the UK, government-sponsored evaluations
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of early years, primary and secondary education report that technology has only
erratically been integrated into learning (Office for Standards in Education,
2008). Although educational curricula may nod towards the need for the
innovative use of technologies in the literacy classroom (Department for
Education, 2012), there remains a dominant focus on print-based alphabetic
skills. Recently, in England, this focus has narrowed even further with an insist-
ence on the teaching of synthetic phonics, which is portrayed in policy docu-
mentation as the key to early reading and writing (Flewitt, 2013). Even in
classrooms where new technologies are used, there is a tendency to replicate
existing pedagogical approaches rather than realise their potential to transform
learning and teaching (Burnett, 2009). This is partly due to a lack of curriculum
guidance, whole school support and ICT teacher training, but also because
many teachers and practitioners need time to build their familiarity, confidence
and expertise with new media before they can begin to change their practice in
ways that will raise the quality of pupils’ experience of learning with a range of
technologies (Moss et al., 2007).

Empirical research has begun to piece together evidence regarding the teach-
ing/learning potential of new technologies, including phonological awareness,
vocabulary learning, reading comprehension and language development
(Burnett, 2010; Burnett and Merchant, 2012). The potential of specific
media has been studied, including interactive whiteboards (IWBs) (Moss
et al., 2007; Smith et al., 2005; Twiner et al., 2010; Warwick et al., 2010),
computers (Flewitt, 2012; Plowmanet al., 2010), digital games (Apperley and
Walsh, 2012), digital texts (Labbo et al., 2002; Thoermer and Williams, 2012)
and diverse new media (Burnett and Merchant, 2012; Calvert and Wilson,
2008; Carrington and Robinson, 2009; Wohlwend, 2010). With regard to
iPads, research has found that their user-friendly design presents very few
technical challenges for young children, who quickly become enthusiastic
and competent users (Lynch and Redpath, 2014) although some encounter
difficulties, such as unintentionally deleting their own work (Hutchison et al.,
2012). With older children, iPads have been found to encourage intuitive
participation in open-ended games (Verenikina and Kervin, 2011). However,
to date, very little is known about how touch-screen technologies can be used
to enhance classroom-based early literacy learning.

Early literacy as embedded in everyday practices

Rather than adhering to approaches to literacy that focus on the decoding and
encoding of meaning in paper-based texts, we draw on sociocultural
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conceptualisations of learning processes (Vygotsky, 1978) and broader defin-
itions of literacy as embedded in social practice (Street, 1995) and mediated
through action and interaction using cultural artefacts. These artefacts evolve
over time as societies develop; and in the current era, literate activity is
characterised by the use of both print and digital media, where meanings
are often expressed through multiple modes of symbolic representation, such
as combinations of spoken and written language, images, icons, sounds,
layout and animation (Flewitt, 2013). As Zammit and Downes (2002)
argue, an understanding of literacy in the current era must include a diverse
set of texts and technologies.

In our study, we therefore aimed to investigate the potential of a specific
media device, the iPad, in order to investigate the opportunities created by its
affordances for early literacy learning. We were interested in the views of
practitioners working in nursery, early primary and special education, par-
ticularly regarding their experiences with iPads, the possibilities they felt that
iPads provided for early literacy, and whether using iPads in the classroom
might change their perceptions of individual children’s literacy competence.

Methodology

The methods chosen for this study and the processes of data interpretation
reflect our sociocultural perspective that children’s learning is defined by
interpersonal, institutional and socio-political circumstances (Vygotsky,
1978). The methods also reflect our aim to gain insights into how children’s
literacy learning is mediated through the use of one contemporary literacy
artefact – the iPad – across a range of settings delivering early literacy. We
therefore observed episodes of interaction around iPads, conducted interviews
with staff to explore attitudes towards new technologies before and after
using the iPads in class, and we talked with some of the child participants
about iPads. The participating schools were sent a preliminary research report
and were invited to comment on it.

The sites for study were chosen purposefully, as they represented variation
in local provision for early literacy in terms of the ages of the children and
types of setting. The three chosen sites were located relatively close to each
other, in central England, and had responded positively to our initial enquiries
about using new technologies to support learning. They included: a city
suburb Sure Start nursery with places for 16 three- to four-year-olds (with
variable attendance) led by a practice manager, lead practitioner and support
workers; a primary school reception class for 4- to 5-year-olds on the outskirts
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of a city (class size 30 children) led by a class teacher, teaching assistant and
volunteer teaching assistant; and children aged 7–13 with learning disabilities
in a special school on the outskirts of a nearby town, led by a class teacher and
three teaching assistants. At the outset of the study, none of the settings had
any iPad for classroom use, but all regularly used digital cameras and com-
puters. IWBs were used daily in the primary and special school, but were not
available in the nursery. This project therefore offered an opportunity for staff
to explore the potential of a new device for a limited period of time, sup-
ported by our team.

The research followed the British Educational Research Association’s (BERA,
2011) ethical guidelines and approval for the study was obtained from the
Open University Ethics Committee. In line with the research team’s estab-
lished ethical practice (Flewitt, 2005), once initial consent had been granted
by the lead practitioner in each setting, we asked all practitioners for opt-in
written consent, and all parents were offered opt-out consent for their chil-
dren to participate. During the study observations, we gained the verbal, and
in some cases non-verbal, assent of participating children, and all participants
were made aware they could withdraw from the study at any time.
Pseudonyms are used in research write-ups, and each setting was given a
full final report of the study findings.

We conducted pre- and post-study semi-structured interviews with practi-
tioners about their beliefs and practices regarding early literacy and new
technologies, using ‘responsive interviewing’ (Rubin and Rubin, 2005:
79), whereby the researcher and interviewee establish a conversational part-
nership which facilitates discussion (see Appendix 1 for an outline of inter-
view questions). We also video-recorded interactions during diverse literacy
activities with new and traditional technologies (books/comics/computers/
alternative and augmentative communication systems), discussed with staff
the possible uses of iPad in their setting, and lent each setting an iPad for two
months. To give staff a starting point, each device was pre-loaded with a
research-based, multi-media app Our Story1 (developed by us and colleagues
at the Open University to promote early story writing), and we encouraged
staff to download and use further apps as they deemed them appropriate to
their particular educational context. Throughout the study, we offered support
for any queries or problems.

We conducted a second round of video-recorded observations after a fur-
ther three to four weeks, and conducted a second round of interviews with
staff regarding their experiences of using an iPad to support early literacy.
Finally, we contacted staff during the following term to see if they had
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integrated iPads into their longer term literacy practice. Limited funds did not
permit us to gift iPads to the settings, only to allow practitioners to experi-
ment with them prior to deciding on their longer term usefulness (see Flewitt
et al., 2014).

The interviews were transcribed, and after multiple viewings of the video
observations and data discussions, patterns were recognised and categories
agreed by the research team. The interpretive framework and systematic
coding were supported by Atlas.ti, a computer-assisted qualitative data ana-
lysis software package. Overarching conceptual themes emerged through a
process of inductive and deductive coding and theme development, constantly
comparing across the data sets (Fereday and Muir-Cochrane, 2008).

Findings

We begin by reporting on practitioners’ views about classroom uses of new
technologies, which set the context for the key themes in our findings. These
include: how iPads offered scope for adults and children to be regarded as
experts in the classroom; how different apps shaped teaching/learning oppor-
tunities; how iPads contributed to children’s motivation and concentration,
enriched the communicative environment and facilitated collaborative, cre-
ative and independent learning in playful ways that slotted into curriculum
delivery, yet also presented practical challenges.

Practitioners’ views on new technologies in the classroom

At the beginning of the study, all practitioners recognised the potential of new
technologies for learning, yet many also voiced concerns about their potential
harm. Some were wary of the addictive and ‘over-stimulating’ nature of digital
gaming and felt children were spending ‘not enough time outside. . . too
much time sitting down’. They were also concerned about children being
denied early language learning opportunities as their carers/parents spent
time ‘texting rather than talking’ to their children. Others feared that the
fast-moving pace of digital games would ill prepare young learners for the
patient perseverance needed when learning to read and write. The cost of
digital equipment was a further issue, along with concerns about technical
problems, a lack of confidence in their ability to overcome these and a lack of
technical support in the classroom.

Despite their concerns, there was a strong consensus amongst practitioners
that, in order to help prepare children for life in a digital world, schools
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should ‘make sure they’re ready for all the other things that are happening so
quickly’, ‘keeping a balance’ between learning activities with traditional and
new media, and making the most of technology ‘to enhance teaching’;
as expressed by one nursery practitioner:

. . . one of the things we’re supposed to teach them in the new EYFS is about the
world as a whole and how those children are going to be able to move into that
world and technology that is there for them in the future and it’s forever
evolving . . . introducing it to them is one of those key skills.

After they had been using iPads in the classrooms for a few weeks, most fears
began to subside, and through our analysis of the interview and observation
data, we began to identify themes which we elaborate upon below.

Experts and novices in the classroom

Through interviews and observations, we identified a progression of shifts
in practitioners’ attitudes towards using iPads in class, with most staff
initially adopting the role of either ‘expert’ or ‘novice’ user. When asked
about their confidence as computer users before using iPads in class, staff
responses fell into three categories: (1) ‘confident, regular users’ of com-
puters and/or touch screen devices (primarily iPhones) at work and home,
including social networking, (2) ‘less confident but keen’ and (3) ‘lacking
confidence and fearful’, or as one early years practitioner put it, ‘frigh-
tened of breaking it’. In each class, one self-identified ‘confident’ adult
technology user was assigned or assumed the role of iPad expert. Although
less confident staff initially steered clear of responsibility for the iPad,
towards the end of the study many had been drawn to the devices by
the children’s enthusiasm.

Yet adults were not the only experts: staff commented on how some
children were familiar with touch-screen devices at home, particularly
smartphones, whilst ‘novice’ children were keen to learn and ‘picked it
up really well’. Some were considered to be ‘ahead’ of staff with new
technologies, ‘brilliant at computers’ and able to ‘teach the teacher’. Our
findings suggest that using these popular new cultural artefacts in the class-
room creates opportunities to redress the knowledge/power imbalance
between teachers and children, offering young learners empowering
‘expert’ roles, whilst at the same time increasing their knowledge and
skills with digital devices.
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How ‘open’ and ‘closed’ apps shape learning

Throughout the study, we heard how the adult technology ‘experts’ dedicated
hours of personal time searching for suitable apps to include in their literacy
planning. They found a surfeit of commercially available ‘edutainment’ apps
(purporting to combine education with entertainment), which had interactive
yet repetitive game formats with ‘closed’ content, i.e. the content could not be
changed or extended by the user. As Lynch and Redpath (2014) discuss,
whilst commercially produced apps may use state-of-the-art imagery, they
are mostly based on outmoded behaviourist and/or transmission theories of
learning, where the user practises particular skills and is rewarded with tokens
of accomplishment and progress. We observed how these games were some-
times used effectively to develop learners’ vocabulary or phonics, yet they
positioned children as recipients of narrowly defined literacy knowledge,
rather than as creative producers of original materials, and some children
soon tired of their repetitive format. The most effective use of these
‘closed’ content apps was when they were introduced strategically by teachers
to offer alternative routes for children to master particular skills through
practice, such as processes related to letter recognition and spelling.

By contrast, ‘open content’ apps, where users could personalise activities,
engaged children more deeply and creatively in learning tasks. For example,
while using the Our Story app, children collaboratively created their own
stories, initially by selecting a sequence of photographs which they or their
teacher had taken, then developed this by adding voice recordings and/or
typed text (Kucirkova et al., 2013). In the special setting, Our Story was
developed into a drama project, with children collaboratively writing, plan-
ning and acting out a play based on a school outing. Across the settings, the
flexibility offered by open content apps permitted all children and adults with
the opportunity and motivation to develop digital expertise whilst also enga-
ging in the creation of personal stories in multiple media.

Motivation

In interviews, teachers commented on ‘the magical awe and wonder’ engen-
dered by iPad activities, and how this motivated children to learn. Our obser-
vations confirmed that children particularly enjoyed the facility to undo and
review stages of their work, which reduced the perceived consequences of
making mistakes and appeared to increase confidence. As one of many
observed examples across the settings, we noted how 13-year-old Robert,
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who had limited fine motor control, became engrossed in using ‘My Colouring
Book FreeTM’2 app to colour in animal-related scenes. Although this had
‘closed’ content, it promoted fine motor control, offered a wide range of
colouring template options and allowed users a degree of creative expression
by selecting colours from an on-screen palette, tapping the chosen colour and
then the chosen section which coloured in automatically (see Figure 1).

Robert’s attentive teacher supported him by verbalising his actions, for
example, when he pointed to the cow’s legs, the teacher responded: ‘his
legs, you could colour his legs in’. When he took time to choose a colour
and tap precisely on a small section to colour it in, his teacher smiled at his
accomplishment, gently congratulating him. Throughout, both teacher and
app were responsive to Robert’s choices and rewarded the considerable effort
he expended in controlling his hand movements. This was a highly satisfac-
tory learning and teaching episode, whereby Robert was motivated to reflect
carefully on his colour choices, to reverse his decisions if he did not like the
result, to try out new ideas, to take pleasure in the successfully accomplished
process and product of colouring in – something which he could not achieve
with traditional pencils or pens. As Underatuin (2011) discusses with regard
to online literacy practices, we observed how the flexibility and responsive-
ness of digital media offer students new hybridised activities that combine
some of the characteristics of traditional literacy resources with the speed and
feedback of oral literacy.

Figure 1. Colouring activity which motivated independent activity.
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Children in all the settings relished the responsive nature of iPad activities
and the immediacy of the results they produced. For example, reception class
children used the iPad to take photographs of their outdoor activities and
imported them to ‘Our Story’ as the basis for story creation – just moments
after the photographs had been taken. These instant products were much
appreciated by teachers, who valued the way they motivated children’s
engagement, and they could also be used to print out displays of classroom
work with comparative ease. Children’s motivation to succeed in iPad activ-
ities sometimes led them to display more advanced literacy skills than staff had
previously given them credit for. For example, the reception class teacher was
‘blown away’ by the quality of some children’s iPad work, including those
who were not keen on conventional writing activities:

what they really like is . . . filming activities they’ve done . . . putting together
little plays . . . based on what we’ve been doing . . . certain children who if it
was a written exercise they would do nothing but they are in the fore-
front . . . children who do lots of writing are also at the forefront.

For some children, the iPad offered gateways into revealing their true reading
potential. For example, the reception teacher was taken aback by 5-year-old
Harry’s spelling when using the app ‘DoodlefindTM’3:

he’s been reading Level 7 reading books and all of a sudden he could read every
single word that flashed up and get really high scores and I sat down with him
with the reading books and we’ve moved him up 7 reading levels because
I didn’t realise . . . you show them the reading books and they think ‘oh that’s
boring I don’t want to read that’ but then because he could read these words
(on the screen) we went back to the reading books and he was zooming away
with his reading so we’ve moved him on now.

These examples evidence how the combination of immediate feedback with
tangible and satisfying end products motivated children to engage with and
commit to iPad-based literacy activities, and to be drawn to them like ‘bees to
a honeypot’ (nursery practitioner).

Independence

A key contributory factor to the children’s motivation appeared to be the
possibilities offered by the iPad for independent work. In the special setting,
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the device’s mobility enabled students’ independence, and their touch screens
were more accessible than computer keyboards, which require precise touch
and pressure on each key. The iPads also enabled students with limited mobil-
ity to access the IWBs, where the issue of their inaccessible height was over-
come by connecting the iPad to the IWB.

As one of many observed examples of independent learning, Figure 2
shows a series of video stills where 11-year-old Matthew is tapping screen
icons to progress through the app ‘English Alphabet for kids4’. In the initial
two frames, the teacher helps Matthew to make a pointing gesture, and then
gently supports the weight of Matthew’s hand as he taps the screen. In the
third video still, we can see how the teacher continues to support Matthew’s
hand near the screen as he watches the story activity unfold on-screen, so he is
able independently (and with comparative ease) to point to and tap the rele-
vant on-screen icon to make the story progress.

This setting developed purpose-made devices to secure an iPad to the arm
of a wheelchair, hence the small size and portability of the iPads opened up
multiple new independent spaces for learning.

Concentration

Linked to children’s motivation and independence, staff in all settings com-
mented on how iPads heightened children’s concentration levels, describing
iPads as ‘a good way of engaging the children in the work you’re trying to get
them to concentrate on’. Part of the reason for this may have been the novelty
of the apps, but we have subsequently observed similar effects after iPads had
been available for a longer period of time (Flewitt et al., 2014). Children were
willing to go through multiple levels of planning with iPads: writing, acting
out their writing and then making recordings ‘because at the end they get to
use a camera or to film it, that’s their goal and they’re quite willing to do all

Figure 2. Supporting Matthew’s iPad use.
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the work that leads up to it. . . (that’s a) huge factor and relevant to their lives’
(Reception Class Teacher). Across the settings, staff noted how children with
usually short attention spans persisted for extended periods with the iPad,
possibly due to the interactive nature of certain apps which helped focus their
attention.

Enriched communication and creative collaboration

Staff in all settings commented on the children’s collaboration around the
iPad: they frequently and patiently shared activities, took turns, supported
each other’s learning and rejoiced in each other’s successes. Teachers were
able to build on this spirit of collaborative endeavour by sharing their achieve-
ments as a class (see Figure 3).

We observed how more knowledgeable children frequently supported their
peers during iPad use, and staff commented on the value of iPads in stimulat-
ing and enhancing language and communication. Nursery staff in particular
noted how children with English as an additional language were able to name
things on apps, and shy children started talking more:

. . . even the quiet ones were gaining an awful lot out of it . . . it was making the
noisier ones be quiet because they were concentrating and the quiet ones use
more language.

Figure 3. Sharing an iPad activity in reception class.
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We observed many instances of teachers using iPad apps to extend and embed
new vocabulary that had been introduced during other activities. In line with
official guidance on using new technology for creative and independent work
(OFSTED, 2008), iPads offered rich opportunities to work creatively across
modes and media and diversified communicative possibilities by offering
pictures and icons alongside or instead of words. This enabled quiet children,
children with English as an additional language and children with motor
difficulties to communicate and collaborate more effectively in whole class
and small group activities.

Furthermore, teachers found that iPads offered new ways to deliver the
curriculum: ‘to do the (same) thing over and over again but to engage them
as well as. . . get more work out of them’. For example, as part of a class project,
the reception teacher used a jigsaw app to make a jigsaw image from a digital
photo and uploaded this to the classroom IWB. Together, the class then com-
pleted the puzzle, providing a rich platform for language and communication,
collaborative problem-solving, negotiating meanings and sharing experiences.

Challenges of using iPads in class

Despite the many advantages described above, there were drawbacks. Notably,
teachers had to spend many out-of-school hours searching for appropriate
apps to support learning objectives, and they dedicated considerable effort and
time in planning activities around apps. Teachers also encountered technical
difficulties which sometimes disrupted the flow of learning–teaching epi-
sodes. Nevertheless, they were hopeful this would improve as they gained
more confidence and expertise in using iPads.

Furthermore, rich learning outcomes for children were not always assured.
In the nursery setting in particular, we observed children becoming frustrated
if they did not know how to complete activities. Unsupervised children often
vied for possession of the iPad, causing considerable friction, and too many
fingers on the screen led to apps not functioning as intended or content being
lost, causing frustration for the children who had produced it (see Figure 4).

Discussion

In line with a growing body of research into technology and literacy, our
findings suggest that incorporating touch-screen devices in the repertoire of
classroom-based activities offers promising opportunities for early literacy
education. The portability of iPads and their touch-responsive interface
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make them particularly conducive to stimulating children’s concentration and
engagement with early literacy activities in both independent and collabora-
tive learning environments. Yet for learning/teaching episodes to be reward-
ing, careful planning and sensitive support are needed by confident
practitioners, with clear learning goals so that the use of iPads is embedded
within the broader context of children’s learning. Unless ‘new’ digital devices
are woven innovatively into the fabric of classroom practice, then their poten-
tial could all too easily be reduced to being no more than a device for deliver-
ing repetitive curriculum content, albeit with added interactive multimedia
appeal. As Parette et al. (2010) observe, substantial changes are needed to
professional training so that practitioners are supported in their endeavours to
integrate new media creatively and effectively in the literacy classroom.

Hall (2008) suggests that the ‘contexts and histories of participation, in this
case (teachers’) digital histories, are highly relevant to how they support their
learners’ digital literacies’. In this study, practitioners’ own experiences and
expertise in using digital technologies inevitably shaped how they and the
children used the iPad in each classroom. Initially, more experienced and
confident staff more readily embraced the possibilities of the technology

Figure 4. Unsupervised use of the iPad in the nursery class.
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and they were more familiar with the ways of operating the iPads, whilst less
confident adults stood back. Over time, we saw small but significant shifts in
how less-confident practitioners began to respond to the children’s enthusi-
asm and encouragement, and ultimately engaged actively in creating
iPad-based learning activities.

The children, seemingly regardless of their expertise, were all keen to use
iPads. Their interest may be partly attributable to the kudos associated with
new media, the novelty of using iPads in school and the iPad’s easy-to-use
interface, which children were soon able to master, even if they experienced
technical glitches and frustration if their work was lost. A significant point
here is that motivation was present, and this could be harnessed to enable
more autonomous forms of learning which involved both independent and
collaborative activities, along with sustained concentration and opportunities
for communication and creative endeavours across diverse expressive modes
and media.

All in all, the iPads enabled children and practitioners to experience enjoy-
able and flexible learning episodes that enhanced literacy learning. At the
outset of this study, practitioners in all the settings were somewhat reticent
about using iPads in the literacy classroom. Certainly, as Lynch and Redpath
(2014) identify, the broader policy and curriculum context for early literacy
provide ambiguous encouragement for meaningful engagement with new
media. However, with just a little support from our team and a lot of teacher
dedicated time – spurred on by the children’s enthusiasm – the practitioners
discovered creative uses for the iPads in their classrooms, and recognised
benefits for children’s self-esteem and enthusiastic engagement with a range
of reading and writing activities. In addition, creative tasks, such as the Our
Story picture-based narratives, corresponded to the outcome-based teaching
and statutory responsibilities for which the teachers were accountable.

Whilst there may well have been a certain novelty value to staff and chil-
dren’s initial responses to the ‘borrowed’ iPads, we have found sustained
interest during our continued contact with these settings, particularly in the
primary and special schools. For children with learning and physical difficul-
ties, iPads offer more affordable and more flexible learning opportunities than
some static, highly expensive devices. This school subsequently purchased
multiple iPads for each classroom, and these have been incorporated creatively
into daily classroom practice (Flewitt et al., 2014). The primary school has
purchased and begun to use iPads across age ranges, but due to staff changes
in the nursery, the iPad project has been interrupted – this points to the key
role played by enthusiastic ‘expert’ individuals in educational settings.
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The study further evidenced how these new media devices were valued as
highly desirable artefacts by young learners, whose ardent enthusiasm to use
them suggested a nascent awareness of their power, prestige and gratification.
In this respect, we argue that digital technologies have a role to play in
developing children’s identity as effective learners in the classroom, through
their potential to offer not only stimulating and varied pathways into literacy
but also ‘figured worlds’ (Holland et al., 1998) that are empowering for
young learners in mainstream and special education. Children’s engagement
in iPad-based literacy activities sometimes brought about changes in the ways
they were perceived by their peers and teachers in the classroom, which in
turn offered the potential for them to form new identities as ‘good spellers’
and/or more able readers (as in the case of Harry), or as ‘good drawers’ (as in
the case of Matthew) or being seen as ‘talkers’ rather than ‘quiet’ children (as
mentioned by the reception and nursery teachers). Furthermore, introducing
new media into the classroom enabled practitioners and children to develop
digital skills and move towards being expert users. This in turn could help to
bridge the differential access experienced by many children, due to a lack of
material access to physical devices and a lack of support to develop digital
skills (Flewitt, 2010; van Dijk and Hacker, 2003).

For children growing up in today’s world, digital technologies are ‘as
unremarkable and ubiquitous as electricity was for our generation, becom-
ing visible only in their absence’ (Carrington, 2007: 105). Yet, integrating
iPads (or any new device) into classroom literacy practice requires a great
deal of thought and commitment from teaching staff. This includes not just
finding and selecting appropriate software, but also developing a local cur-
riculum and pedagogy that supports their creative use. As Reinking et al.
(2000) perceptively argue, new technology is often merely assimilated to
existing teaching practices, yet greater use can be made of its potential if
practitioners are supported in its creative use. Our study was exploratory, we
had no particular agenda other than enquiry. However, having completed the
study and maintained contact with the participants, we stand convinced that
if innovative uses of new technologies continue to remain absent from the
school curriculum and from pedagogy, then we risk failing to turn on a
powerful switch that can light up this generation’s learning.
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Notes

1. The Our Story app is picture-based and allows children, their parents and/or
carers to create, record and share their own digital stories (see http://www.you
tube.com/watch?v¼ Z76jcP-np60).

2. My Colouring Book App is a free app for iPhones, iPads and iPod touch which allows
children to colour various pictures with a simple finger tap. There are several tem-
plates which can be coloured in, e.g. animals, flowers, popular scenes, etc.

3. Doodlefind is a ‘closed’ content app designed to promote accurate word spelling.
It is free and based on a social hidden object game where users can play alone or
compete against their friends connected via social networks. This latter feature was
not explored in the present study.

4. English Alphabet for kids for iPadTM is an app developed by Capitan Media Ltd. It
offers 26 cartoons, verselets and pages of an audiobook for each letter of the
English alphabet.
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Appendix 1. Semi-structured staff interview schedules

Pre-interview schedule

1. What are your views and feelings on the role of new technology in your setting
and young children’s lives?

2. What do you think ‘literacy’ means these days for young children?

3. What do you see as the advantages/disadvantages of providing children with a
computer and digital technologies?

4. Would you describe yourself as a confident computer user? How often do you use
a computer?

5. How confident do you feel using new technologies like the iPad and other touch-
screen devices?
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6. How do you view your role in facilitating the use of new technologies in your
setting?

Post-interview schedule

1. What activities did you carry out with the iPad? What was good/less good?

2. Did you find the children needed to work alone or was it possible to have group
work?

3. How did you help the children use the iPads?

4. Did you have any difficulties using the iPad, if so, how did you overcome them?

5. Do you think iPad activities help the literacy provision in your setting?

6. What are, in your view, the challenges and opportunities of iPads in your setting?

7. How useful would you say the iPad has been for educational purposes?

8. How much did you/the children like having the iPad in the classroom?

9. Are there any other differences the iPad made or more general comments that you
would like to make?

10. Did you use the Our Story app? Did you/the children enjoy it/find it useful?
Why/why not? Any problems?

11. What other applications did you use? How did the children enjoy these? What
learning opportunities did they offer?

12. What are your views and feelings on the role of new technology in an early years/
primary/special school classroom?
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