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Education has been 
precariously balanced 
between fulfilling a role of 
historical cultural transmission, 
that is educating a society 
into its past ways, forms and 
value systems, and forging a 
path as a precipitator of new 
ideas, scientific inventions, 
knowledge domains and 
current social and cultural 
debates…’
Trifonas (2012)
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Background

This ‘think piece’ is written by Graeme Athey and Justin 
Philcox from Fosse Way School, which is a generic special 
school based in Radstock, near to Bath. The school caters 
for 206 pupils and students from 3-19 years of age, and has 
a boarding facility for up to 11 students. Three quarters of 
the pupils have autism as their identified primary need.
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This paper articulates three visions that we felt needed 
to be addressed as we reviewed our Information  
and Learning Strategy at Fosse Way School: 

 Ķ The landscape of technological innovation  
within education and how this is used both 
inside and outside of school;

 Ķ The enhanced opportunities to garner such 
developments to benefit young people with 
Special Educational Needs & Disabilities (SEND);

 Ķ How technology is used more sustainably  
and to contest the distinction between school 
and the ’real’ world.

Introduction
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Balancing the quality of provision 
with increasing external technological 
innovation is challenging and costly. 
No sooner has the school invested in 
technology, than an upgraded, super-
advanced edition has been released. 
Challenges for schools are often centred 
on sustainability, upgrading, privacy and 
e-safety. How do we ensure that students 
have access to technology and, are safe 
and able to confidently use technology? 

The potential benefits of technology on 
learning are well-documented (Gee, 2013; 
Gilbert, 2011; Wheeler, 2015), yet, for some 
young people, the use of technology is 
not only necessary, but fundamental in 
bridging the gap between how people 
access and make sense of the world 
around them.

For young people with SEND the world 
can be a challenging and confusing 
place yet is there a potential answer or 
opportunity to address this difficulty 
through the advent of technological 
developments? Can new technologies 
play a central role in providing greater 
opportunity for application, sustainability 
and autonomy over engagement?

Highlighting the argument for increased 
urgency (in the case of young people 
with SEND) is necessary as it moves 
to highlight how twenty-first century 
technology can reconfigure direct 
personal access. The experience for a 
lot of young people is that ‘education’  
is ‘done to them’, and is facilitated by 
a necessity for an intermediary (teacher, 
Personal Advisor, Support Assistant, 
Translator, Teacher etc).

The argument for employing opportunities 
provided by new technologies sees the 
dependency on another person shifting, 
and in some instances it can be transferred 
to technology itself, the caveat being you 
have access to this technology and the 
knowledge and ability to use it.

The engagement of technological 
devices, software and processes for the 
twenty-first century millennials can be 
exemplified by the ways that it reduces 
bureaucratic stultification as it has the 
capacity to evolve and develop at speeds 
hitherto incomparable. The Internet as an 
example, has evolved expectations and 
an individual’s capacities in terms of mass 
distribution, identity and access to the 
networked society that was traditionally 
a bastion of power not available to all. 

Challenges for schools are often centred on sustainability, upgrading, privacy & e-safety. 

Introduction
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Being able to make sense of the world around us is a 
significant priority for education; this is premised on the 
necessity for developing the skills and understanding of a 
range of complex experiences and being able to construct 
and apply knowledge accordingly. In a system of defined 
learner outcomes, rote learning assumes the accumulation 
of a stock, of decontextualised knowledge ready for recall 
at any given point.

The relationship 
between technology, 
home and school 
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The distinction between home and school in this 
context becomes significant, as the knowledge 
required for successful adulthood should not 
be distinct from that which is taught in school. 
Technology on this account can provide the 
connection. Here the key point is to understand 
that a crucial aspect of education, in the formal 
sense (as currently imposed by Government)  
does not guarantee learning. 

The distance between school and home is often 
represented as significant, but recently, technological 
innovations are increasingly considered able to 
mitigate this distance. Legislation acknowledges 
that there is greater interdisciplinary and multi-
agency input into planning for and outline support 
for young people as they move from child to adult. 
Special Educational Needs and Disabilities (SEND) 
have been brought to the fore, with the review of 
the Children and Families Act 2014, that sought to 
tighten the network of professionals working with 
the young people with a diagnosis for SEND. 

One way that this is realised is through the creation of 
an Education, Health and Care Plan (EHCP) that sets 
out aspirations and entitlements in terms of outcomes.

The focus on technology as a mechanism to bring 
about equity in terms of access to life learning 
and the social world for young people with SEND is 
well-rehearsed. Specialist, assistive, augmentative, 
and adaptive technologies are costly, niche 
devices that are time-limited and outmoded in the 
current digital revolution. Assistive technology has 
undergone a revolution in recent years with a wide 
range of established commercial and free and open- 
source software products available (such as screen 
readers, on-screen keyboards and spelling aids),  
as well as in-built accessibility features in computers 
and programs.

Yet there still remains a distance between that which 
is taught and that which is learned within education. 
Traditional disciplinary knowledge as predicated on 
subjects are decidedly separate from the everyday 
experiences and expectations of young people.

This poses the following questions  
which need to be addressed:

 Ķ Do young people with SEND 
require costly, specialist equipment - 
often both in school and at home?

 Ķ Is specialist knowledge and  
training required to make the  
best use of these technologies?

 Ķ Are technologies used for school 
and at home the same?

 Ķ Are school and home distinct  
spaces that require different process, 
technologies and routines?

 Ķ Does the transition between  
school and the real world require 
different skills?

The relationship between technology, home and school
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Traditional approaches to teaching and learning are contentious, with the shifting 
priorities for both preparing young people for an uncertain future, and similarly, 
providing opportunities to acquire a range of qualifications that will ultimately 
lead to success and progression opportunities in adult life and the opportunity 
to make a positive contribution to their community.

The tension between technology and pedagogy is not new and the role of 
technology in education is well rehearsed. Increasingly, young people come 
to the learning process with an increased understanding of digital technologies 
and an expectation for these to be developed within the learning environment. 
This shifting demand is a result of the increased ubiquity of technology in the 
everyday experiences of our young people.

A sustainable model for 
teaching and learning
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A changing 
view on how we 
use technology
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An argument for how the changes brought 
about by technology, and it’s potential 
to impact learning outcomes, is made 
by Lankshear & Knobel (1996) with their 
use of the distinction for ‘Mindsets’ that 
attempts to contextualise how technology 
is considered and used in real terms. 
They support the notion that as a result 
of technology, the ‘way’ that things are 
undertaken is ‘different’ and as such a 
shifting mindset must ensue. How we 
access and make sense of the world is 
changed. Their comparative mindsets are 
used to exemplify the role of technology 
(see page 11).  The shift apparent through 
digital technologies is social in nature and 
points to the capacity not to replicate but 
to build upon or re-configure previous 
knowledge within social practices, which 
are best ‘…understood when they are 
situated within their social, cultural and 
historical contexts’ (Gee et al. 1996: xii). 

It is argued that the current processes for 
knowledge development are dependent 
on cognitive processes and structures, yet 
now if we apply the position set out in 
this paper, the translation of information 
to knowledge is changing as a result of 
technology. Further, the implications of 
interdisciplinarity can now be raised in 
terms of how the cognitive processes  
and structures change. 

The capacity to grow stem cells outside 
of the human body or to construct 3D  
‘printed’ replacements of body parts 
exemplifies the potential benefits of 
using knowledge in an interdisciplinary 
or increasingly transdisciplinary manner 
(Meyer & Schroeder, 2015). 

How knowledge is used and as such 
engaged to make sense of our way of 
being in the world is significant in that it 
is a reflection of ‘…individuals …identified 
and identifiable as members of socially 

meaningful groups or networks and 
players of socially meaningful roles’ 
(Gee et al., 1996. pp.142–3). Lankshear 
and Knobel (2000) propose that as a 
result of technological advance, there 
are two divergent mindsets at play. 

 

The first mindset assumes that the 
contemporary world is essentially 
the way it has been throughout 
the modern-industrial period, only 
now it is more technologised or, 
alternatively, technologised in a 
new and very sophisticated way.

A changing view on how we use technology



In addition, the ‘…second mindset 
assumes that the contemporary world  
is different in important ways from 
the world we have known, and that 
the difference is growing. This is related 
to the development of new digital 
electronic internet worked technologies 
and new ways of doing things and  
new ways of being that are enabled  
by these technologies…’ (pp.52-53).

The latter mindset offered articulates a 
heuristic similar to that of commodification 
as presented by Lyotard (1984) for the way 
knowledge is used to make sense of the 
world. On account of the second mindset 
proposed by Lankshear and Knobel (1996) 
the shifting nature of value is significant 
and can be demonstrated with the shift 
between print technologies such as the 
printing press when contrasted with the 
capacity of the Internet. 
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Extending the nature of value, Lankshear and Knobel (1996) 
argue that value transitions from a function of scarcity to 
one of dispersion demonstrated by their comparative table 
on the following page, which outlines the dimensions for 
knowledge between both mindsets.

A changing view on how we use technology
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Mindset 1 Mindset 2
The world is much the same as before, only 
now it is more technologised, or technologised 
in more sophisticated ways

The world is very different from before and largely 
as a result of the emergence and uptake of digital 
electronic internet worked technologies

The world is appropriately interpreted, 
understood and responded to in broadly  
physical-industrial terms

The world cannot adequately be interpreted, 
understood and responded to in physical  
industrial terms

An ‘industrial’ view of production: products as 
material artefacts, a focus on infrastructure and 
production units (e.g., a firm or company), and 
tools or producing

A ‘post-industrial’ view of production: products 
as enabling services, a focus on leverage and  
non-finite participation, and tools for mediating 
and relating

Focus on individual intelligence Focus on collective intelligence

Expertise and authority ‘located’ in individuals 
and institutions. Social relations, of ‘book space’;  
a stable ‘textual order’.

Expertise and authority are distributed and 
collective; hybrid experts. Social relations of 
emerging ‘digital media space’; texts in change

A changing view on how we use technology



13

How do we make the 
most of technology?
To ensure that our school leavers  
are strategically placed in the  
ever-competitive world.



‘…knowledge is produced and applied…’ (OECD, 2013) and 
similarly, that employers favour and consider the essence of  
truly effective twenty-first education to be focussed toward  
‘an emphasis on what students can do with knowledge, rather 
than what units of knowledge they have…’ (Silva, 2009.p.1).
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There is a practical tension vis-à-vis teaching and learning, principally between preparing 
students for an uncertain future whilst continuing conventional approaches to teaching. 
By reviewing the role of digital technologies in how we produce and use knowledge, 
we can address some of the key pedagogical challenges for the twenty-first century.

School-leavers have impressive academic qualification-laden CVs, which count for little as 
they leave school and move into adulthood. The Organisation for Economic Co-operation 
and Development (OECD) suggests the focus in teaching now should be on how… 

There appears a misalignment between that which is taught and the skills needed 
for successful employment as an adult.

How do we make the most of technology
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What does technology 
do that’s different?
The significance for the learning process is a pedagogy that acknowledges 
the value of knowledge. This is traditionally associated with ‘content’ driven 
teaching such as curricular content, books, websites, podcasts, CD-ROMs. 
However, these are all premised on a transmission model, which it is argued, 
are no longer fit for purpose. The challenge now for pedagogy is to explore 
how content knowledge is combined with effective learning opportunities 
that maintain the interest and engagement of learners and complement  
the increasingly new skill set of teachers. These are contextualised within 
the real-time, real-world opportunities afforded by digital technology that 
the students expect. 



The challenge now for pedagogy is to explore  
how content knowledge is combined with effective 
learning opportunities that maintain the interest 
and engagement of learners and complement  
the increasingly new skill set of teachers. 
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It was around the turn of the 20th Century that the development of 
what is now termed the ‘Knowledge Society’ (Drucker 1969, 2003) 
demanded a very different workforce with the increased emergence 
and construction of systems necessitating the need for different 
workers. The 20th century was a pivotal moment for technology 
in the widespread introduction of ICT. The resultant introduction 
witnessed the construction of new interpretations of reality, developing 
communicative and collaborative capacity, globalisation, and 
broadening vocations that transformed how people behave and 
act (Lyotard, 1984).

The identities requiring revision in our understanding are not solely 
that of the learner or young person but that of the teacher and 
also the identity of the technology in use. There is no singular way 
that technology will transform teaching, but through it’s measured 
and systematic use, pedagogy can be reconceptualised and, more 
importantly, learning for young people can be enhanced and learning 
outcomes improved. The identity of an expert or professional in this 
context is interesting as it is inherently linked to the changing nature 
of that which is taught.

What does technology do that’s different?
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To comprehend fully the impact of technology 
on identity in twenty-first century teaching and 
learning requires a revision of the role of teacher 
as ‘expert’. The notion of an expert or professional, 
particularly in education supports the premise that 
knowledge is embodied within the teacher and is 
stable. In addition, the suggestion is that learners 
have insufficient understanding without this 
knowledge and therefore are reliant on the  
teacher to provide access. 

This sets up a relatively passive model of power 
distribution. In return for accessing of this specialised 
knowledge via a third party, the teacher, and society 
mandate the social control of the educational progress.  
This premise, when made explicit, seeks additional 
exploration, particularly in furthering why such 
social groups have been singularly in control 
of the knowledge acquisition of others.

The rise and fall of technology within twenty-first 
century teaching and learning can provide an 
opportunity to demonstrate this process of thinking. 
As previously highlighted, simply adding technology 
to traditional practice is insufficient and often results 
in failure, reinforcing a self-fulfilling prophecy of 
assumed mistrust and lack of faith (Wheeler, 2015). 

This can be witnessed in the incorporation of 
teaching aids for presentation. The use of a chalk 
board to provide visual stimuli for spoken word; 
the use of a white, dry-wipe board, overhead 
projectors and the more recently, data projectors 
and interactive whiteboards are all examples of 
technological progress. Nevertheless, when coupled 
with passive learning opportunities (sitting and 
listening) and largely exposition-type teaching 
it can be argued that very little has changed in  
terms of the identity of the pedagogy or practice.

Current technology has an extensive variety of 
inbuilt mechanisms that traditionally were costly 
and provided through the purchase and 
employment of specialist additional devices. 

The opportunity afforded by ubiquitous twenty-first 
century technology, brings to the fore, the reality 
that almost all young people have a WiFi enabled 
Smartphone that allows them a multitude of 
accessibility features as standard. What follows is 
an illustrative example of how simple technologies 
bring about emancipation and equity among 
young people, regardless of disability.

What does technology do that’s different?
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Feature & Disability Impact
What does technology do that’s different?

Video Calls/Skype for 
Business/Live Stream

Deafness/sign language users/
speech impaired/visual 
communication users

Feature

Disability Impact

Speech to Text  
Reader/Voice Over

Visual Impairment/Blindness/ 
Dyslexia, Dyspraxia, ADD, ADHD, 
Dyscalculia, Dysgraphia

Feature

Disability Impact

Inbuilt Voice  
Recorder

Visual Impairment/Blindness/ 
Dyslexia/, Dyspraxia, ADD, ADHD, 
Dyscalculia, Dysgraphia

Feature

Disability Impact

Shortcuts/Smart Keys/ 
Alt Switching 

Physical or mobility difficulties/ 
Dyslexia, Dyspraxia, ADD, ADHD, 
Dyscalculia, Dysgraphia

Feature

Disability Impact

Maps/  
Directions

All young people Dyslexia, 
Dyspraxia, ADD, ADHD, 
Dyscalculia, Dysgraphia

Feature

Disability Impact

Translation/ 
Video Recording

Dyslexia, Dyspraxia, ADD, ADHD, 
Dyscalculia, Dysgraphia, VI, 
Blindness/Sign Language Users

Feature

Disability Impact

Spell check/ 
Smart look up

Dyslexia/NSpLD/Dyspraxia, ADD, 
ADHD, Dyscalculia, Dysgraphia

Feature

Disability Impact

Cortana/Siri/ 
Dictation

Physical impairment/ limited 
mobility or coordination, Dyspraxia

Feature

Disability Impact

Fonts/Overlays/ 
Text Size & Changes

Dyslexia, Dyspraxia, ADD, ADHD, 
Dyscalculia, Dysgraphia

Feature

Disability Impact

Voice Operation

Dyslexia, Dyspraxia, ADD, ADHD, 
Dyscalculia, Dysgraphia

Feature

Disability Impact

Portability/O365 Access

All young people!

Feature

Disability Impact
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Reframing how people interact with information 
(rather than knowledge) is significant in that 
technology provides an alternate source of information 
that requires mediation. Whereas traditionally, the 
teacher was tasked with transmission, the role of 
the teacher in the twenty-first century would be  
to demonstrate and support how information 
becomes knowledge.

This affords a new, but important authority for the 
teacher. Notions that one person has the knowledge, 
which they bestow to others is compromised. The 
situation now, as a result of increasing technological 
development is somewhat different.

The antagonistic question posed by Gilbert (2011) 
that enquires why teachers are needed now that 
search engines exist, is indicative of this shifting 
knowledge body of opinion which is often offered 
rhetorically rather than thinking through the 
implications for pedagogy. 

Access to information on the Internet enables the 
capacity to recognise that there are differing 
opinions, and the real skill is the ability to discern, 
qualify, question and consider validity in relation to 
the individual. When such information is translated 
into knowledge the relationship between teachers 
and students needs to be renegotiated. It is suggested 

by Wellmon, (2012) that all technologies bring 
about the opportunity to summarise, compile and 
sort the growing amounts of information available 
as a product of technology and sought to sift and 
constrain the ‘…purview of knowledge.’ (para.23), 
and further encourage the continual collaboration 
within evolving communities. 

The ability to establish, join and engage in communities 
is important, much as the opportunity to confer with 
like-minded people. The opportunities for people to 
build life-worlds (McMillan, 2006) it is argued, allows 
them to become more adept at managing the 
context of their real, offline communities.

Access to information on the 
Internet enables the capacity to 
recognise that there are differing 
opinions, and the real skill is the 
ability to discern, qualify, question 
and consider validity in relation to 
the individual.

What does technology do that’s different?
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In addressing the challenges set out in the paper, Fosse Way 
embarked upon a radical change in the way the school used 
technology. It was decided to use the post 16 Enterprise 
Centre as the catalyst for change, but firstly we needed to 
address our ageing IT infrastructure.

So         
what happened next?



Within the post 16 section, we had recently made the decision to set up 
an Enterprise Centre in a local small business park and we looked for the 
supporting technology. After extensive market research it was decided 
to purchase a class set of Surface 3s. The main reasons being:

 Ķ A flexible device  
that was portable;

 Ķ An adaptive 
device allowing for 
individual needs;

 Ķ Opportunity to blend 
tablet and PC;

 Ķ Students viewed the 
Surface as ‘cool;’

 Ķ A business oriented 
interface

High-tech – Not necessarily high cost
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As we were rapidly forming our Multi 
Academy Trust (The Partnership 
Trust) and opening a new special 
school, The Mendip School, (located 
in Shepton Mallet, Somerset) we 
engaged with Joskos to provide 
a cloud based solution to working 
across schools. 

We fully embraced the idea of working 
with Microsoft Office 365 recognising 
the opportunities it presented for both 
students and staff to work across 
different settings. The Enterprise 
Centre is very much set up as an office 
environment. A generous donation 
of office furniture from a Bath based 
office supply company has enhanced 
the feel of the learning environment.

The structure of the learning reflects 
the vision of the enterprise centre.  
A resident job coach supports the 
work of the students and the centre is 
run on commercial lines. The current 
areas of enterprise activity include the 
making of photo ID badges for local 
companies and schools, gardening 
services and organising recycling.

The entire learning programme is 
organised as if this were a business, 
so the students have access to email 
through Microsoft Office 365, to 
ensure the work they are undertaking 
reflects the way in which businesses 
in ‘the real world’ would operate. 
With directed work experience for 
the students they are quickly learning 

the skills required in order to make a 
positive contribution to any job they 
may subsequently gain.

The Surface 3s have proved to be very 
successful; in one mode they reflect the 
environment found in most businesses 
as a PC based device. Within seconds 
they can be using an interactive device, 
recording the work they are undertaking, 
such as video or photos. Extensive 
use of OneNote allows for students to 
create journals to record their work. 
The staff have ensured that OneNote 
class notebook enables all students 
to be able to work independently on 
their tasks without adult direction 
all of the time. The constant ability 
to refer to work wherever they are, 

interacting in real time with other 
students and staff has revolutionised 
the way students work. This gives 
staff greater freedom and time to 
develop individual skills with students. 
The impact on this style of learning 
has been quick to see; students are 
developing independence and life 
skills that are essential if they are to 
make their own future contribution 
to any organisation. 

The nature of many SEND learners 
means that they can often engage 
much more extensively with their 
learning if it is focused on the use 
of technology, and this seems to be 
evident from the work the students 
are producing in the Enterprise Centre.

So what happened next?
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In ‘the real world’ … with directed 
work experience for the students, 
they are quickly learning the skills  
required in order to make a positive 
contribution to any job they may 
subsequently gain.

Young people hold in their hands such opportunity 
in the form of digital technology, which can still 
be disregarded or rejected in the classroom. Often 
in the past, special schools have lagged behind 
mainstream in the use of technology, other than 
with the use of specialist niche technologies. 

As Kaku (2011) reminds us ‘… today, your cell 
phone has more computer power than all of NASA 
back in 1969 when it sent two astronauts to the 
moon’ (p.3). Maybe finally, we can now begin to 
understand why young people are increasingly 
coming to expect opportunities that have been, 
until now, unimaginable - now there’s a thought!

Justin Philcox: Principal Fosse Way School. 
Graeme Athey: Assistant Principal Fosse Way School, 
December 2016

So what happened next?
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