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Foreword 

When I first rolled out 1:1 devices in a school in 2014, we were breaking new 
ground and had to overcome many challenges. In the intervening years, 
hardware has become much cheaper and more capable, and the software 
necessary to support teaching and learning has blossomed. Our students 
think of their iPads as just another piece of school equipment, like a pencil 
case, but this attitude belies the significant positive impact that this 
technology is having on their education. During Covid lockdown, we were 
able to run a full timetable of lessons and exams, fully remotely, with staff 
and students communicating using the tools with which they were already 
familiar. 1:1 devices are a great tool for education and a great leveller. 
However, the path to school-wide rollout still requires a clear strategy and 
care that a checklist of items are considered, something that our partners at 
Sparkjar have laid out with comprehensive clarity in this excellent white 
paper. 

 

José Picardo 

Deputy Headteacher at Embley, Apple Distinguished Educator 
and author of Using Technology in the Classroom 
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Background 

Sparkjar was launched in 2015 as a workflow solution to transform teaching 
and learning in the 1:1 classroom. Since the impact of school closures in 
March 2020 due to COVID-19, Sparkjar’s versatility has proven to be a major 
strength for schools as they have transitioned from classroom to remote 
learning.  

Over recent weeks, we have worked closely with teachers and school leaders 
to support their use of Sparkjar for remote teaching. We’ve learned a lot and 
we’ve introduced some major new features.  

While Sparkjar remains an effective long-term investment for schools, it has 
also adapted to create a structured and highly effective route through the 
upcoming turbulent months, as the UK navigates its way through recovery.  

This paper shares our learning and is aimed at helping school leaders 
identify the pros and cons of various technology investment strategies. It 
encourages any investment to be relevant to both the short and long term.  
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The need for a clear technology strategy 

Disruption, in terms of school closures and attendance, is likely to be the 
pattern for the foreseeable future. Technology can play a key part in the 
school’s strategy for keeping teaching and learning going.  

Schools will need to evaluate their options, making choices between free 
systems and potential workarounds or investing in new, designed-for-
purpose technology. School leaders will need to consider how their existing 
infrastructure and hardware will influence their path forward. 

A good strategy will define its aims and desired outcomes, which can then 
be used to assess technological options. For example, if two of the aims in a 
strategy are to:  

1) Improve the quality of (remote) education delivery, and  

2) Save teachers time (or at least not add to workload),  

then technology which helps meet one aim to the detriment of the other 
(e.g. that improves the quality of education but adds to teacher workload) 
should be avoided. 

The following insights are designed to help leaders make decisions on their 
technology strategy. It combines key decisions around both hardware and 
software, putting end users and outcomes at the forefront of the decision-
making process.  
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Hardware 

1:1 Devices  

With more time focussed on remote 
study, every student will need 
access to a device at home, whether 
a laptop, tablet or desktop 
computer. The government has 
provided funding for schools to 
purchase devices for a small number 
of students, but this assumes that 
the vast majority of learners can 
access a family device or that 
schools are able to supply devices 
for non-qualifying yet still 
disadvantaged students to take 
home and use. It does not address 
the challenge of multiple family 
members all requiring access to the 
same family device(s).  

Over the next few months, localised 
outbreaks of the virus or a national, 
’second-spike’ will likely lead to 
school closures at short notice. It is 
also eminently possible that this 
pattern of reopening and then 
closing at short notice may continue 
intermittently for a longer period. 
For schools and students to be 
prepared, a system of 1:1 devices – 
where students have their device 

with them and can access their 
resources at any time – is the most 
reliable and flexible solution. Its 
flexibility allows schools to quickly 
switch to fully remote learning 
where needed, creating a resilience 
and continuity of education and 
enables all students to remain 
engaged with their studies.  

The benefits of 1:1 devices are not 
limited to just supporting students 
during a lockdown situation. When 
schools return to normal, 1:1 
devices ensure equality in terms of 
access to learning resources, whilst 
having everything accessible in one 
place ensures students are never 
without the tools and information 
required to enable them to learn, 
irrespective of location. With their 
own school-focussed device, 
students find it easier to 
communicate with their teachers in 
order to seek support and ask 
questions. In addition, iPads in 
particular are valued for their wide 
range of apps for creativity, allowing 
students to find new ways to 
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express, explore and potentially 
deepen their understanding. For 
teachers, 1:1 devices present many 
opportunities to make teaching, 
planning and assessment more 

efficient and often paperless, as well 
as providing novel ways to teach 
concepts that simply weren’t 
possible before. 

Range of devices 

The argument for schools to commit 
to a standard platform has been 
borne out in initiatives in countries 
all over the world, including Hong 
Kong, Singapore and the UK. After 
trialling various 1:1 device policies, 
including bring your own device 
(BYOD), limited-specification 
devices and standard-specification 
devices, schools have found both a 
teaching benefit and cost benefit 
when committing to a standard 
platform and standard device.  

Considering cost, the more broad 
the range of devices supported by a 
school, the higher the IT support 
and maintenance costs.  

Considering teaching benefit, 
standard devices allow teachers to 
select resources and apps they’re 
confident all students can access, as 
opposed to having their choice 
limited to the most basic resources – 
to the lowest common denominator.  

Where teachers need to guide 
students around a screen, it’s also 
far less disruptive to classroom 
management and easier to explain, 
if the student and teacher have the 
same device.  

In terms of maintenance and 
updates, a standard device means 
IT teams are only required to 
support one system, allowing 
devices to be swapped, exchanged 
and upgraded more easily. Where 
teachers are only dealing with one 
kind of student device, they will 
learn at least the basics of using it 
much more quickly and be able to 
solve simple recurrent issues for 
students without needing to involve 
dedicated IT support. A stock of 
standard specification hardware is 
easier to maintain and can be 
bought in bulk, saving costs and 
making replacements readily 
available. Communications to 
teachers and students relating to 
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devices can be school-wide and easy to manage. 

Device specification and platform 

Tablets are lightweight, easy to pack 
into a school bag, robust when 
encased and easy to move around 
the classroom. Students are used to 
using touchscreen technology and, 
with the use of a stylus and/or 
detachable keyboard, students can 
take notes, create content and 
access a range of resources in a 
highly versatile way. 

iPads are widely regarded as the 
best option in terms of tablets for 
school use. Apple’s closed system 
provides a level of security that is 
attractive to schools, with a well-
developed device enrolment 
programme that ensures devices are 
set up in advance of students and 
staff receiving them and without any 
manual set-up of individual devices 
required. Centrally controlled, 
mobile device management (MDM) 
software makes it straightforward for 
IT or other staff in schools to 
manage device settings, internet 
filtering and student access to apps. 

Whilst many students and staff may 
already be familiar with iPads or 
iPhones, Apple place a high 

importance on training for staff, in 
order to ensure they are aware of 
how to get the most out of devices 
for education. Therefore all sales of 
devices to schools come with free, 
high quality CPD to support the 
schools’ device strategy. This can be 
used however the school wishes but 
is often targeted according to 
existing levels of expertise amongst 
staff. Training such as this is an 
essential feature of a successful 1:1 
device roll out, as high teacher 
confidence will help to mitigate any 
uncertainty staff may have around 
the new approach. Training can be 
easily carried out via video 
conference or webinar, allowing all 
staff to take part, regardless of 
whether they are onsite or working 
remotely. 

iPads are also recognised as one of 
the leading tablets when it comes to 
accessibility, which relates to how 
well the device supports those with 
sensory impairments and/or specific 
learning, communication or mobility 
needs. 
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Software 
  

Easy for teachers and students to use 

Technology should support teachers 
in their work and not be a burden. 

When you’ve defined what you want 
technology to achieve in your 
strategy, drill down further into the 
actual stream of work-related tasks 
that users will repeatedly undertake 
on a piece of software, also known 
as ‘workflows’. 

For instance, setting and marking 
assignments, collecting grades on 
marked work, finding and sharing 
resources with students, 
communicating with classes and 
individuals, and running video 
lessons for students who are 
learning remotely. 

Choosing an intuitive system that 
speeds up teacher workflows such 
as these is key to a successful 
implementation. It’s also a great 
opportunity to reduce teacher 
workload and support wellbeing. 
Look for key timesaving features like 
MIS integration and tools that speed 
up repetitive marking tasks. Look for 
communication tools like whole 

class and 1:1 chat; personalised 
feedback opportunities that are 
streamlined to reduce teacher 
workload and simple ways for staff 
to find and share resources both 
with each other and with their 
classes. 

Teachers need to be confident that 
the system will remain accessible to 
students if, for example, the WiFi 
network goes down temporarily or if 
students do not have consistent 
WiFi access at home. Therefore it’s 
wise to look for software that 
functions effectively even when 
offline. 

For students, it makes sense to 
provide software that is simple and 
straightforward to use, so that they 
can get started using it with minimal 
training required.  

For school leaders, it’s worth 
considering how new software and 
technology will fit into existing 
school processes and policies (such 
as homework, lesson observations 
and learning walks). Ideally, to limit 
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stress and increased workload for 
staff, any new online environment 
for teaching and learning needs to 
be capable of being incorporated 
seamlessly with existing practices, 

or even potentially be capable of 
helping to streamline them. 

Feedback & differentiation 

A key challenge with remote 
teaching and learning is the lack of 
instant verbal and non-verbal checks 
that teachers use to tell if students 
are progressing or struggling.  

Technology doesn’t replace a 
classroom; however, there are 
features that can facilitate a good 
classroom environment even whilst 
in an online teaching scenario. 
Teacher-moderated class chats are 
liked by many teachers and students 
and can help to extend learning 
beyond the lesson, keeping lines of 
communication open even when 
students are isolated from one 
another.  

Where separate groupings of 
students can be created within 
classes, specific tasks, activities and 
resources can be targeted at 
students according to learning 
needs or ability. 

Verbal or text feedback that is 
simple and fast to provide on 
student work can help teachers to 
create personal responses to 
student work without being 
overwhelmed by marking load. 

Alongside chat, video lessons are 
considered essential for effective 
and interactive learning when 
teaching remotely. However, they 
can be fraught with safeguarding 
and security issues. Video 
conferencing solutions for schools 
are often simply business software 
that has been repurposed for use in 
education. They can therefore be 
complicated to set up and use and 
the software may struggle to cope 
with whole classes of students being 
connected at once. Such systems 
prove challenging for staff to 
administer whilst they are focused 
on teaching. It’s therefore worth 
carefully checking how well any 
chosen software manages each of 
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these aspects, in addition to the 
safeguarding controls it provides. 

Resource library 

The inclusion of an online resource 
library, including an effective school-
wide filing system, saves teacher 
time and allows the sharing of 
resources among staff.  Switching to 
online resources reduces paper 
usage and photocopying.  

It also promotes the use of powerful 
interactive resources, aligned with 
students' experience of online 
content.  

Leadership visibility and support  

Technology not only provides a 
connection to school for students, 
but also for teachers.  

A challenge of online learning, and 
of moving to digital devices for daily 
use in school, is how difficult it can 
be for teachers and leaders to view 
the online classrooms of others. 
Remote learning technology that 
makes it simple for leaders to view 
the classrooms of staff in their 
departments, so that they can 
support and celebrate great 
practice, is essential for keeping 
staff morale high when school 
closures are in place.  

It also comes into its own when 
sharing with inspection teams, 
school governors and so on. 

Using a school-wide system, school 
leaders can set clear policies for 
online learning, ideally with access 
to usage reports to make 
monitoring of the use of digital 
platforms easy to administer. 
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Bringing the school together 

Embedding a single school-wide 
system to underpin teaching and 
learning, which is used everyday by 
every teacher and every class, helps 
create a virtual school environment 
that students and teachers are used 
to using. If and when the school 
closes or members of the school 
community are self-isolating, lessons 
can continue being delivered and 
students can continue to feel 
connected to school, accessing the 
timetable via an already familiar, 
online environment.  

It might seem impossible to begin a 
journey with such a system when the 

school community is separated from 
each other; however, if the hardware 
and software chosen are user-
friendly enough this shouldn’t be an 
issue. Look out for providers that 
can offer remote training and 
support to get staff up and running, 
and which students will find easy to 
get started with. This may feel like 
an odd way in which to begin a 1:1 
device programme; however, 
getting all users onto the same 
devices and software will ease the 
transition back into school and make 
future periods of self-isolation or 
wider lockdowns much simpler to 
navigate. 

Safeguarding and security 

If you’re choosing free, adapted-
from-business software, be aware of 
the levels of security it can offer. For 
example, some video conferencing 
providers have been called out for 
being susceptible to unsolicited 
access by strangers, or may be 
overly complicated for staff, 
impacting their ability to run video 
lessons effectively. School-focussed 
video systems allow for students to 
raise their hands, speak to the class 

without interrupting the teacher or 
each other and enable schools to 
limit or allow student video feeds, in 
line with the acceptable use policy 
agreed by parents. 

Likewise, social media or business 
chat forums often don’t provide the 
level of safeguarding, recording, 
reporting or monitoring that schools 
require. Chat systems that provide 
teachers with sole moderator status, 
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that allow inappropriate posts to be 
removed, store copies of deleted 
posts securely for schools to address 

as needed and that protect teachers 
are more appropriate.  

Speed and reliability 

Choosing software that is resilient to 
WiFi issues prevents disruption in 
lessons. School WiFi networks will 
fail and using software that can 
continue to operate when that 
happens means lesson flows will not 
be disrupted.  

Software that is optimised for speed 
and reliability is a must. Schools will 

have many hundreds of children 
accessing the system at the same 
time and pressure on school WiFi 
can be a concern. Using a system 
that is built to maximise connectivity 
and speed, whilst using as little 
bandwidth as possible is preferable, 
as this will keep the software fast 
and responsive, even with many 
users accessing it at once.  

The big question: ‘Free’ vs ‘Paid for’ 

Teachers account for 70-80% of a 
school’s budget. They’re a school's 
most valuable and high cost 
resource. Providing quality online 
tools to support teachers in their 
work and help them manage their 
workload, stress and wellbeing will 
be top of the agenda for school 
leaders. It probably goes without 
saying that teachers who find that 
technology helps them to do their 
job more effectively – reducing their 
workload and not overcomplicating 
everyday tasks – will be more likely 

to remain healthy and happy over 
the course of each term. 

The cost of recruiting supply 
teachers to cover long-term staff 
sickness is high. Arguably, the 
choice isn’t about committing 
school budget or not, it’s about the 
balance of teacher wellbeing and 
whether the budget is allocated to 
progressive technology or securing 
cover teachers.  

In considering investment in 
technology for schools it is 
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important to bear in mind that the 
old adage ‘you get what you pay 
for’ invariably holds. While school 
budgets are obviously under 
pressure from numerous angles and 
the temptation to cut costs is ever 
present, the negative consequences 
of compromising on technology are 
hard to over-estimate, whereas the 
positives of making the right choice 
are equally profound and long-
lasting. 

Investing in 1:1 tablet technology 
for every student and teacher, to 
implement a high-quality toolkit for 
classroom and remote teaching may 
seem like an unaffordable 
extravagance at first glance. But 
schools that have embarked on this 
journey have seen the rewards both 
before and during this current crisis, 
and are looking on these uncertain 
times with optimism.  
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Checklist 

1 Business case ✓

Do you have a clear rationale for moving to a 1:1 device, blended learning 
strategy that you can share with stakeholders to get them onboard? 

Have you considered:

a) The changing landscape of teaching in ‘the new normal’ and its 
associated challenges

b) The short, medium and long term costs and benefits of moving to 1:1 
devices (teacher time, teacher well-being, cover teacher costs, impact on 
logistics, creating a level playing field for students, other costs)

c) How quickly the school should transition from its existing device set-up 
to 1:1 devices (e.g. iPads for all)

2 Aims, outcomes and objectives

Have you defined the aims and intended outcomes of your strategy, along 
with timeframes for achieving them?

a) Do you know what you are intending to achieve with your strategy?  
For instance:  

i. Your aims – such as establishing a school-wide approach to blended 
classroom and remote learning 

ii. Your ‘why’ – your intended outcomes / benefits, such as improving 
quality and continuity / resilience of education 

iii. When you intend each aim to be achieved

b) Do you know what objectives you will need to achieve and when, in 
order to meet your overall aims?

c) Have you ensured that your targets are realistic and are factored in as 
part of a clear implementation plan?

d) Have you clarified what support and assurances your technology 
suppliers can provide you with to help you meet your goals?
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3 Breadth and depth of blended education technology

Do you have a clear picture of the role and scope for technology in your 
school?

Have you considered:

a) Will the technology you employ support you in driving a whole school 
culture of blended learning? 

b) What role will 1:1 technology play when the whole school is onsite? How 
will it need to function when there are large sectors of the student and 
teacher population working remotely? 

c) What changes (if any) will be required in your teaching and learning 
policy to support the embedding of technology in lessons/home 
learning? For example:

i. Will it be used to set, complete, mark and return assignments?  
ii. Will it be school policy for teacher resources to be stored in the 

online resource library?  
iii. Could parents evenings be held face-to-face over video? 

4 Inclusivity and accessibility

Is your blended learning strategy inclusive?

a) Does it provide the same level and access to technology for all students?

b) Can it be used offline? For instance for students with limited access to an 
internet connection out of school hours?

c) Does the device specification provide a better experience for some 
students than others?  

d) Does your chosen device include accessibility features to support 
students (and/or staff) with SEND?

e) What extra support and/or software will your SEND students need in 
order to use technology most effectively?

5 Time-saving and classroom management tools for teachers

Does the technology support teacher workflows and save teacher time?
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Have you considered: 

a) How much time will the technology potentially save teachers each week?

b) Does the technology allow teachers to easily integrate subject-specific 
online content?

c) Are class video lessons easy to set up, manage and run?

d) Can teachers share or mirror their screen on student devices?

e) Can teachers use the technology for setting tasks and organising 
teaching resources for both home-based and classroom-based students?

f) What classroom management tools are available to teachers? 

For instance:

i. Can teachers control who talks online during lessons? Does this apply 
to both chat messaging and during video lessons? 

ii. Can teachers open and close video meeting spaces and limit student 
access before and after the lesson? 

6 Personalised and differentiated learning

Does your blended learning technology allow for teachers to provide 
personalised feedback to students?

a) What types of feedback are supported by the technology? Good systems 
should allow for recorded voice feedback, written feedback, chat and 
video communication. 

b) Are students able to indicate their level of understanding during lessons? 
For instance via chat, raising a hand, giving a thumbs up?

c) Does the technology allow teachers to easily group students? Does it 
support the provision of differentiated assignments, resources or 
messages to groups of students?

7 MIS Integration

Does the system offer MIS integration?

a) Do student details have to be manually entered into the system(s) or is 
data transfer automated? 
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b) Are classes and teachers automatically linked to students? 

c) How frequently do these updates take place? 

8 Reporting and dashboards

Does your blended learning technology provide teachers, department heads 
and senior leaders with visibility of activity?

a) Can teachers see who’s attending a video class at a glance? 

b) Can teachers check on assignment status and automatically chase 
overdue work?

c) Can department heads and senior leaders conduct online learning walks? 
For instance by checking in on video lessons, class chat etc? Are these 
processes simple for leaders to access and action, without cluttering up 
their own digital workspaces?

9 Safeguarding and data security

Does the blended learning technology meet your safeguarding and data 
protection requirements? 

a) Are all the systems being used compliant with GDPR? 

b) Are live video lessons and chats automatically recorded and archived for 
safeguarding purposes? 

c) Does the system allow for your school video policy to be applied to all 
users? For instance, can student video feeds be automatically disabled?

10 Training

Is adequate training included or is there an additional charge for this? 

a) What training and support is included and is this time-limited or 
ongoing?

b) Is the provider able to support remote training sessions? Staff will likely 
have differing technological capabilities – it can be helpful to have 
training that is tailored to these different groups
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c) Is there provision for training new staff as they going the school and/or 
providing refresher sessions?

11 Implementation

What is the suppliers’ timescale for implementation?

a) When and how will staff and students receive devices and get started 
with software?

b) How much staff time will be required for set-up and training?

12 Annual and ongoing costs

Ensure you have a clear picture of ongoing costs, payment terms and what’s 
included.

a) Are the costs fixed for the lifetime of the contract?

b) How are fluctuations in student numbers during the academic year 
handled?

c) Occasionally suppliers will provide a low cost price for the first year, 
loading additional costs into subsequent years. Do you have it clearly in 
writing what the costs for each year of the contract will be? 

13 The package

Are you clear on what is and isn’t included? 

a) If you’re purchasing devices, do you know the device spec? Are styluses / 
keyboards / protective cases included?

b) What warranty and insurance is included? What kind of faults and 
damage are included? Is an excess applied to claims?

14 References

A case study is a start, but not enough. Good suppliers will always be happy 
to provide a reference school for you to speak to firsthand. Ask about their 
experience of the product, training and customer support. 
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15 Access to support

Have you tested the support number? 

a) Look online for the customer support number. Good businesses will 
make this easy to find. Call the number and if it isn’t answered 
immediately, leave a message and see how quickly you get a call back.  

b) Have you asked existing customers about their experience of support 
response times?

20



July 2020 v7B

https://sparkjarapp.com  hello@sparkjarapp.com 

© 2020 Touch Fantastic Ltd. All rights reserved.

https://sparkjarapp.com
mailto:hello@sparkjarapp.com
https://sparkjarapp.com
mailto:hello@sparkjarapp.com

