
Making Technology 
Musical: 
Embedding iPads in the SEN/D Classroom

Progress Report



“My confidence in dealing in a musical way with these pupils has grown greatly...I now have 

a knowledge of the apps on the iPads and how to begin to use them with the pupils and 

adapt them to their specific needs.”  - LSMS Specialist Leader of Education in Music
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Summary
This project engages with the highly 
diverse needs, strengths and musical 
tastes found in SEN/D schools. 

It introduces a variety of iPad apps that 
offer pupils powerful new methods of 
playing, visualising, organising and 
manipulating music. 

The project works with both Hub and 
school based music specialists, as well as 
non-specialist teachers and TAs, to 
develop a ‘toolbox’ of lesson plans and short activities for classes and individuals. 

The goal is for staff across the Hub to use iPads with confidence and creativity, 
moving beyond ‘play’ to deliver clear progression and outstanding musical 
outcomes.

The first half of the project took place over five days between January-March 2017 
at Nether Hall Special School in Leicester. Each day combined group classes, one-
to-one tutorials and informal staff training. All pupils at Nether Hall are described 
as having Severe Learning Disabilities (SLD) or Profound and Multiple Learning 
Disabilities (PMLD).

This progress report collates feedback from staff and pupils, and provides 
recommendations for the second half of the project: five teaching days at West 
Gate School in March 2017 and a hub-wide CPD day in October 2017.

I
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Project Need
A needs analysis provided the information that teachers in Leicester-Shire were 
struggling to provide high quality musical provision through the use of music technology, 
particularly with SLD and PMLD students. 

Often pupils were given the opportunity to play on music apps but the teaching and 
outcomes were not as musical as they could have been. For music technology provision 
in SEN settings to be musical teachers required CPD and teaching resources.

In addition, the lack of specialist music teachers in schools has been identified as 
a significant barrier to music making. A major survey of special schools in England, 
concluded that ‘over half the music coodinators have no significant background or 
qualification in music or music education. Most pupils received music tuition from their 
own class teacher, who tended to classify themselves as ‘non-specialists’ in music’1

1 Ockelford, A. et al (2002) ‘ , Music education for pupils with severe or profound and multiple difficulties - 

current provision and future need’, British Journal of Special Education, December 2002 178-181

The project is a partnership between Leicester-Shire Music 
Education Hub and Transformance Music. 

Leicester-Shire Music Education Hub provides opportunities that reach beyond 
school boundaries and draw in the expertise of a range of education and arts 
partners. Leicester-Shire Schools Music Service is the lead partner for the Leicester-
Shire Music Education Hub and works with local and national partners to deliver the 
aims of the National Plan for Music Education. LMEH works in partnership to: 

• Respond to the needs of children, young people and schools
• Generate new ideas, through innovative, enterprising and inspiring approaches
• Provide, commission and ensure high quality musical learning and experiences 

for all children and young people
• Encourage maximum participation

Transformance Music specialises in the use of iPads to provide access to 
composition, improvisation and performance for all pupils, regardless of ability 
or need. We embed our practices through in-session staff training and resource 
development.



Planning
We feel that a large part of the success of the project is down to the inclusion of all 
staff in the planning process, with an emphasis on developing a timetable that fits 
both the needs of the pupils and the training requirements of staff. This resulted in 
the bringing together of two small classes for the group session, one-to-one PMLD 
sessions that allowed staff training to be built into the sessions, and space each day 
for staff questions, discussion and reflection.
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Outputs
– One observation day and meeting with teaching staff involved in the project.

– 5 x 1 hour classroom sessions with 10 SLD participants.

– 25 x 30 minute ‘Explore’ sessions with two students at a time (a total of 14 pupils took 
part in up to five sessions).

– A set of lesson plans for music specialists, and activities for non-specialists.

– A short series of videos that demonstrate the use of technology in response to 
a variety of needs and strengths. These will be used as part of the CPD day and 
published online.
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The LSMS curriculum specialist (JF) is a former Head of Music in a Secondary 
School. She had ‘never encountered any pupils in a special school at any level of 
disability’, and described herself as having ‘little knowledge of music programmes 
used in this project– had used garageband a lot in the mainstream classroom but 

on macs.’ The aim was for her to develop 
the skills and confidence to roll out the 
project across the Hub.

She reflected at the end of the project:

“My confidence in dealing in a musical way with these pupils has grown greatly...I 
now have a knowledge of the apps on the ipads and how to begin to use them with 
the pupils and adapt them to their specific needs.

“My observation [of the facilitators] in action was very inspiring and I learnt a 
lot from their approach to the pupils and their expectations of what they could 
understand and achieve.

“The feedback sessions were also incredibly interesting and invaluable, there were 
always so many questions going round in my head and it was good to discuss 
these.

Evaluation: Staff CPD
We received verbal feedback from 
approximately half the pupils, and verbal and 
written feedback from staff.

Staff on the project included: 
- A LSMS Specialist Leader of Education in Music 
and Music Leader.
-The Nether Hall music specialist, who works 
two days a week at the school and teaches all 
students on a rota basis.
- Eight Teaching Assistants with little or no 
experience of delivering music activities.
- Ben Sellers and Peter Keserue, Lead Musicians 
at Transformance Music

“There were always so 
many questions going 

round in my head”
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“I learnt a lot about how to use traditional instruments alongside the iPads. I 
somehow wasn’t expecting to see this but I can now see how this adds to create the 
best possible musical experience for the pupils – I enjoyed using my ukulele in this 
way.

“My stand out moments were the 
unexpected reactions and smiles 
from the PMLD students, and the 
sense of pure enjoyment in the 
group performances, especially in 
the performance of our very last song with the group – very emotional and uplifting 
for everyone involved.”

The school music specialist (AH) had some experience of using iPads but “although 
I had a grasp of the technology, this did not necessarily cater to the needs of my 
group.” She wanted additional strategies for using iPads in the classroom.

She now feels she has “a much broader knowledge of a range of apps, with in depth 
knowledge of several. I am much more confident to use iPads in group settings.” 
She states this came from “having time to explore a range of apps with students and 
having the opportunity to troubleshoot on site. Specifically, having someone with in 
depth skills to discuss issues and developments with.”

Both specialists felt that they could deliver the 
project themselves either now or after more 
practice/observation sessions.

Eight teaching assistants were involved in the 
project. All TAs stated they ‘planned to use the resources and/or teaching ideas from 
the project in my own classroom’. They noted that the sessions offered something 
‘different and easy to do as a class, giving them something to do independently’. 
Several TAs noted the emphasis on ‘appropriate methods’ for PMLD settings, and the 
facilitators’ consideration of each pupils’ needs in terms of both the apps used and 
how they can be adapted to each pupil.

Recommendations for further learning
JW: “I feel there are still further elements of functionality that I need to get to grips 

“I learnt a lot about how to use 
traditional instruments alongside 

the iPads”

“I have a much broader 
knowledge of a range of 

apps”



Resources
We developed a booklet of activities and lesson plans with staff over the course 
of the project, trying them out each session and modifying them based on staff 
feedback. This was presented to them at the end of the project. All staff agreed that 
they were ‘accessible and easy to follow’. AH: “There was a good range of resources 
that catered well to the needs of all the students; whether at the more sensory, 
lower skill level using Bloom and Bebot, up to those learners who were able to create 
repeated ostinatos with a good sense of rhythm and awareness of others’ sounds in 
the group.”
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with. I noted the ease and speed with which [the facilitators] both adjusted settings 
and set up apps to get the most out of the students and I feel I need to develop 
this skill... I also need to develop more confidence and skill in facilitating group 
instrumental/ipad work with SLD groups.”  

AH: “Carefully planning and support for staff would need to be put into place to 
ensure that learning/progression took place without ... the potential for the work to 
fall back into being purely a recreational resource.”
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Progression in SEN/D settings is often only apparent over longer periods of time. 
However, staff reported clear progression within the project timeframe in several 
individuals. This was especially true in the group sessions, where pupils ‘showed 
clear progression with rhythmic patterns and many responded well to playing their 
‘solos’... M stands out in his progression from not being able to focus on anything, 
to being able to play the glock and African drum and being much calmer in later 
sessions.’

Focus
TAs also consistently commented on an increase in focus during the project ‘D 
just loved it. He was looking at the ipad when he was playing it, got right up close, 
looking, and he realised again that that was him. Rather than having an instrument 
and just banging at it he was quite gentle, whereas normally you give him a 
tambourine and a drum and he will just go hell for leather at it.’

Normally N just throws everything in sight, but after a few minutes she was ... really 
focussed on it and was really holding on to it’

Cause and Effect
Developing awareness of cause and effect is a key component of PMLD 
progression. AH stated that it was ‘particularly promising to see the PMLD students 
engaging so well, and with a continuity that suggests that they had a real awareness 
of cause and effect’.

This was echoed by several of the TAs. ‘R and A are unable to access instruments 
very well but because the iPads are at their fingertips they accessed it better. R had 
smiles, lots of great eye contact, and they were aware that it was them doing the 
music, which doesn’t happen often.’

Cross-curricular
Much of the feedback from the TAs was around non-musical progress. This included 
social skill development – eye contact, sharing, listening, confidence-building. They 
also described increased movements: ‘My best moment was working with B when 
he reached out and touched the screen, as that is his target. He also really focussed 
on the screen which is one of B’s learning outcomes’. A class teacher suggested she 
would use the apps to create background music for drama, and develop some of 
our activities to support speech and language classes. 

Evaluation: Progression
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Recommendations for future projects
• Include two group sessions, with facilitators modelling the first session, and JF  

repeating the session with support in the second.

• Three staff members suggested we set aside time for staff only CPD, perhaps at 
the beginning and end of the project. This should include all staff involved in the 
project.  

• One TA suggested ‘fewer longer sessions would be better than more short ones 
[for PMLD] as children only just developing an understanding by the end of the 
session. Maybe 45 minutes’ 

• A classroom teacher suggested that it would be ‘fantastic to involve the whole class 
and take turns in groups’

Consider:     
• How do we move beyond playing/experimenting with PMLD groups? 
• How do we recognise whether or not a sound is made intentionally by a PMLD 

student?

Conclusion
The first half of the project has fulfilled the stated aims and drawn consistently 
positive feedback from staff and students. In the words of one TA: ‘It is great to see 
pupils whatever their ability able to make music, contribute within a group and build 
their confidence’

Compiled by Ben Sellers (Transformance Music) & Sarah Share (LSMS Specialist Lead in Education) 

For more information email ben@transformancemusic.org


