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consequent reduced experiences with such activities 
(Fay, 2013) and a negative effect on later handwriting 
(Church et al, 2000; Fuentes et al, 2009; Johnson et al, 
2013). Furthermore, Early Years Foundation Stage Profile 
(EYFSP) results have revealed that progress across the 
scales of learning and development are notably lower in 
the scales for writing with a marked negative differential 
for boys (Department for Children, Schools and Families, 
2008), giving further incentive for exploring innovative 
ways of engaging young children on the autism spec-
trum in positive mark-making experiences.

Technological interventions have often been used to 
assist in the learning of children on the autism spectrum 
with some evidence of success in the use of iPads to 
teach literacy (Spooner et al, 2014; Oakley et al, 2013; 
Johnson, 2013). Interactive whiteboards and keyboards 
have been used to increase motivation when writing for 
children on the autism spectrum (Fay, 2013; Ashburner 
et al, 2012) and iPads have begun to be used for 
teaching mark-making with mainstream children (Price 
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Background
The development of pen control and early writing skills 
through different forms of mark-making is an important 
focus of the early years curriculum (Department for 
Education, 2014). Mark-making in the early years 
develops the foundation for later literacy and handwrit-
ing (Graham, 2010), and confidence with mark-making 
can improve a child’s self-esteem and willingness to 
engage in written work (Feder and Majnemer, 2007). 

Mark-making involves the integration of a number of dif-
ferent skills including fine-motor skills, visual-perceptual 
and visual-motor integration, and central coherence. 
These are often areas of difficulty for children on the 
autism spectrum (Kushki et al, 2011). At a socio-emo-
tional level, mark-making links to the development of 
both self-expression and communication which are 
also vulnerable to significant delays and differences in 
children on the autism spectrum (Prelock and McCauley, 
2012). This means children on the autism spectrum can 
have great difficulty in understanding the purposes of 
mark-making, leading to their poor engagement and 
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Editorial comment

This paper explores the use of iPads in a nursery setting, particularly to promote 
mark-making. Mark-making is important to help children develop pen control and 
writing skills. With the increase in the use of technology to support learning in both 
mainstream and specialist schools, this paper is an important glimpse into the chal-
lenges and benefits of introducing iPads into early years settings. Although this is a 
case study, it provides useful information on some of the reservations and difficulties 
staff came across over the course of the study. The results of this case study are 
overall very positive and the authors suggest further research that would add to this 
area. This paper will be of interest to staff working in school settings and parents of 
children with autism. 
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Data collection
As part of the project evaluation schedule we con-
ducted in-depth narrative interviews with the Early Years 
Lead in Nursery A and the Special Educational Needs 
Coordinator in Nursery B. These interviews explored 
the expert practitioners’ views and experiences 
of introducing iPads in the Early Years Foundation 
Stage as an additional learning tool and strategy for 
developing mark-making. Each interview began with a 
narrative prompt in which the practitioners were invited 
to discuss the success and challenges of the project 
and reflect on the lessons learnt during the study.

The interviews were transcribed verbatim and analysed 
using thematic analysis to identify themes across the 
two nursery settings; similar to that of the framework 
analysis of Spencer et al (2013) and Ritchie and 
Spencer (1994), including a phase of familiarisation 
and subsequent indexing, mapping and interpretation 
of the data leading to the development of a thematic 
framework. The themes were then discussed and 
agreed between the authors of the research before the 
extracted data segments were mapped and interpreted 
and then condensed and synthesised.

Findings
The thematic analysis of the interviews produced three 
main themes in relation to the introduction of the iPads:

  motivation and support for staff

  engagement

  integrating iPad use into the curriculum 

Motivating and supporting staff
As the practitioners reflected on the project during their 
interviews they noted that there were both challenges 
and opportunities to using multiple iPads within a 
Nursery setting. Motivating and supporting staff across 
the setting was essential for success; as well as under-
standing the individual needs of staff. Both interview-
ees acknowledged that initially there was considerable 
variation in the digital literacy skills of staff and that it 
was important to use the skills of those who were most 
knowledgeable and interested in the iPads to act as 
‘champions’ for other staff:

et al, 2015; Clarke and Abbott, 2015). However, there 
is a lack of research looking specifically at the use of 
iPads to promote early mark-making in children on the 
autism spectrum in an early years setting. This project 
explored the introduction of iPads into two early years 
settings, their use in the promotion of mark-making in 
children on the autism spectrum and the benefits and 
difficulties associated with this.

The study
This case study was part of a wider project that intro-
duced iPads into two early years settings and supported 
the settings to use the iPads to enrich aspects of the 
curriculum to supporting learning and communication. 
The aims of this strand of the project were to evaluate 
the usefulness of iPads in both aiding communication 
and fine-motor skill development. Nursery A was based 
within an autism specialist school for children aged 3 – 
18 and Nursery B was an inclusive nursery for children 
aged 3 – 5 years. Both settings were initially provided 
with a start-up kit consisting of a set of iPads, a charging 
case, a MacBook and credit for purchasing appropriate 
apps. To support the project, staff teams were also 
offered bespoke training on how to use the iPads, par-
ticularly the accessibility settings which allowed the iPad 
to be set-up to meet the specific needs of each child.

Nursery A shared 14 iPads across the whole school 
and had access to them at planned times several times 
during the week. Following a review of the curriculum 
and the developmental goals of the individual children 
they chose to focus on integrating mark-making apps 
and systematically introduced these in small group work. 
The use of iPads expanded during the project and they 
subsequently also used them to support the achieve-
ment of other learning goals and in free play. Nursery 
B shared 17 iPads throughout the nursery. They used 
the iPads to support a range of activities and develop-
mental goals that included mark-making. Nursery B also 
arranged for children with additional learning needs to 
have a loan iPad that was used partially for home school 
liaison and for supporting learning.
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The introduction of the iPads also appeared to increase 
the children’s engagement as they were more likely to 
engage with mark-making using iPads than using tra-
ditional mark-making activities. Further, one practitioner 
described how children would spend longer using a 
mark-making app than other traditional materials.

“One of our teachers today observed one of the 
boys complete some really nice mark-making 
for 20 minutes. He was just enjoying making the 
marks and creating and changing the page.” 
Nursery A

It was also noted that the use of iPads and mark-mak-
ing apps offered novel features that were effective at 
gaining the interest of some of the young children on 
the autism spectrum:

“We had one app that plays back the mark-making, 
so children could watch their own marks being 
made again. It added something different that 
they could re-see the marks they’d made.” 
Nursery A

“He has been fascinated by the drawing 
programmes; as soon as you squiggle your finger 
across, you get an immediate feedback. It helps 
him to stay sitting for longer periods of time where 
he would’ve got a bit agitated before.”  
Nursery B

Both settings also believed that the use of iPads and 
mark-making apps encouraged interpersonal interac-
tion between the children, particularly when used in a 
group setting.

“You can sit side by side and see what the 
other person’s doing so that’s a shared focus 
particularly for children who find that hard. If 
they develop an interest in something, it allows 
somebody else to draw alongside them, you 
take it in turns and it facilitates group activities.” 
Nursery B

“We had half of the staff team who were very 
familiar with iPhones, iPads and half for whom  
even just switching it on and off was a bit of a 
daunting prospect.” Nursery A

Both settings also noted that it was important to ensure 
that parents of the children using iPads were included 
and supported:

“We put a lot of emphasis on making sure that 
we’d met with the parents and created that point 
of liaison.” Nursery A

Fundamental to successful integration was an underpin-
ning technical support structure for staff. Both settings 
experienced the challenges of unexpected technical 
difficulties with managing and synching multiple iPads; 
and were concerned that technical difficulties could 
distract staff from the purpose of integrating iPad use 
into sessions:

“It’s fine if you’ve only got one or two iPads 
but when you go to multiples, that’s a bigger 
management issue and any nursery doing that 
needs to know they’ve got access to the technical 
support and access to guidance.” Nursery B

“The purpose of the project was lost at times in just 
trying to resolve some of those technical issues.” 
Nursery A

Engagement
Each of the practitioners noted that the initial purpose of 
using the iPads was to offer an alternative to children who 
did not engage with traditional mark-making activities: 

"Boys traditionally don’t want to mark-make.  
Boys with autism certainly don’t want to mark-
make, we needed to find creative, innovative 
ways of trying to deliver it to them."  
Nursery A

"Boys don’t like mark-making a lot of the time.  
But give them the stylus and the screen and 
you’ve motivated them."  
Nursery B
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Furthermore, in Nursery B, where iPads have been 
used to support home-school communication, sharing 
information with parents on children’s development that 
has been context specific to the nursery has been an 
added bonus:

“One of the successes was seeing that the iPad 
has allowed us to share skills with parents where 
the children are contextually bound, so the child 
has been able to show skills they have at home 
and vice versa.” Nursery B

Discussion
In common with other forms of technology, the use of 
iPads within the nursery settings was found to be very 
motivating for children on the autism spectrum and 
increased the children’s engagement in mark-making 
tasks (see also Ashburner et al, 2012; Fay, 2013; Neely 
et al, 2013). More surprisingly, and contrary to the 
expectations of the practitioners interviewed, use of 
the iPads also increased the children’s personal inter-
actions with other children. Before starting the project, 
the practitioners were worried that the opposite would 
be true, that children would get so involved with the 
iPad that they ignored other people. Clarke and Abbott 
(2015) found that iPad use with mainstream 4 and 5 year 
olds increased peer collaboration so it is interesting 
that most children on the autism spectrum in this study 
found it easier to share attention and work with other 
children when using the iPads than with other tasks. 
The National Literature Trust (Formby, 2014) found that 
children preferred using iPads for literacy when working 
with an adult and both the settings interviewed for this 
study found that children were more likely to interact 
with each other when using an iPad if it was adult led.

Other studies have found that staff often have anxiety 
about using iPads in a classroom setting (Clark et al, 
2014; Price, 2011; Cumming et al, 2014) and this was 
confirmed by the practitioners in the current study. 
However, it was felt that motivating and supporting staff 
and ensuring that they had sufficient training was effec-
tive in overcoming these challenges. The practitioners 
in this study suggested that useful training might focus 
on the technical difficulties of managing multiple iPads 

Integrating iPad use into the curriculum
While acknowledging that the iPads increased chil-
dren’s engagement, both settings also strongly empha-
sised the importance of integrating the iPad use into 
the curriculum and setting goals for iPad use related 
to current learning. The practitioner in Nursery B noted:

“In the early years, the curriculum is all about  
the underlying skill that’s going to assist  
you in learning for life.”  
Nursery B

Therefore, for some children it was necessary to trans-
fer use of the iPad from a reward or something used for 
entertainment, to a tool for skill learning:

“The use of the iPad as an entertainer is very 
different from it as a tool as an educator.”  
Nursery A

“We’ve looked at our additional support plans  
and seen how they (the iPads) empower  
what we know is a good objective for the  
child rather than it being just for its own sake.” 
Nursery B

The practitioners believed that this approach offered 
a clear framework for development and children had 
opportunities to generalise skills learnt on the iPad to 
more traditional methods:

“Every child has got involved, we’ve made this 
fantastic collage of work which we couldn’t have 
done 12 months ago, the children wouldn’t have 
known what to do, that they had that power to 
make marks and be creative so, for us, it’s had 
big implications to start on the iPads.”  
Nursery A

“In the past we had interactive whiteboards  
but you can’t bring it down to become a table-top 
activity and the iPad lets you do that. It lets  
you take that skill and bring it into a position  
ready for the next step of bringing in a pen  
and a piece of paper.”  
Nursery B
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to ensure that they were all charged and synched and 
available for use.

They also suggested a need for a database of useful 
apps which teachers can use to choose suitable apps. 
As with other studies (Johnson, 2013; Cumming et al, 
2014; Price, 2014), difficulties in using the iPads were 
mostly technological and organisational and having 
multiple iPads seems to increase these difficulties. 
Technological support was seen as important for this 
reason and Nursery A in particular found support in 
networking with other schools who were using iPads. 
This kind of support may become more available as 
iPad use in schools increases but these technological 
difficulties could be a barrier to using iPads for some 
schools. This would be a shame, as both settings found 
definite benefits in using the iPads at this early stage of 
education, particularly with children who had a diagno-
sis on the autism spectrum.

Limitations of the study
This case study focused on just two settings and relied 
on reflective retrospective reports of the practitioners in 
those settings. As such this information is not directly 
generalisable to other settings but does provide an 
insight into the experiences of iPad use in the early years. 

Suggestions for future research
It would be beneficial for future research to look at 
quantitative evidence for an increase in mark-making 
engagement in children on the autism spectrum across 
a wider range of settings and how this engagement 
impacts on their handwriting progression and use of 
writing as a communicative act later on in school.

Concluding comments
This study found that the use of iPads can be beneficial 
for early years children on the autism spectrum as they 
increase their engagement in mark-making activities 
and their interpersonal interaction with other children. 
However, training and support for staff is essential for 
the successful use of iPads in schools; as is carefully 
planned integration into the curriculum and ensuring 
that technical support is available so that technological 
difficulties do not detract from the usefulness of iPads.
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