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ABSTRACT
There are many physical factors that 
can affect a learner’s concentration 
in the classroom, ranging from 
lighting and acoustics to temperature, 
but what about the objects on the 
walls surrounding them; are highly 
decorated primary classroom walls 
attractive or distractive? Research 
suggests the visual environment can 
be a source of distraction for children, 
reducing attention to instructional 
tasks and learning outcomes (Godwin 
et al., 2022). This literature review 
opens up the discussion on the visual 
environment and use of wall spaces 
to engage children with their learning, 
questioning where more may be less, 
and sharing a range of best practice 
from several research studies. There 
is debate on whether displays should 
be colourful or pastel hued; interactive 

or static; or perhaps walls should be 
blank and seen only as places to hang 
student work. Student co-creation and 
ownership is oftentimes overlooked 
when it comes to what is stapled 
onto the classroom walls, but perhaps 
the best way to engage learners with 
their environment is through the 
delegation of agency in the design. 
Co-authored by two practitioners, this 
paper offers constructive strategies for 
teachers to consider when planning 
and designing their wall spaces, in 
order to find a balance that will inspire 
student engagement and creativity 
and promote positive learning 
opportunities and wellbeing.
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INTRODUCTION
Display walls are a creative, versatile tool 
that can transform a classroom from a 
static space into a dynamic and engaging 
environment conducive to learning at 
any age. When thoughtfully designed 
and implemented, displays can serve as 
powerful motivators, sparking curiosity 
and fostering a love of learning, which can 
also promote behaviour management. 
However, research also suggests the 
visual environment can be a source 
of distraction for children, reducing 
attention to instructional tasks and 
learning outcomes (Godwin et al., 2022). 
It is for this reason that displays should be 
planned and considered with care. Wall 
displays can support children’s learning 
through providing information on their 
current learning (Marlow et al., 2024) 
and have been proven as a useful way 
to display target vocabulary (Grucelski, 
2024), especially for multilingual learners. 
It may be speculated, however, that 
walls and their coverings can be so much 
more. Ovington and Albin-Clark (2024) 
propose that as walls in the classroom 
change during the academic year, being 
stapled with children’s work and teacher 
examples, the walls are part of the 
documentation–children–teacher walls 
that materialise experiences. When a 
classroom is well-organised, a positive 
space for learning can thrive, and displays 
are part of this organisational toolkit 
(Marlow et al., 2024). 

Physical spaces and their features, such 
as light, climate and aesthetics, are 
increasingly seen as correlating with 
academic success (Ford, 2016). But how 
well are teachers prepared for displays? 
Are they an essential part of the teacher 
training curriculum? The importance 
of learning objectives and learning 
outcomes is shared, so the teacher’s 
role is to consider how to support and 
bring these to life through the displays 
they create. Working in a larger school 
may help, where teachers can share 
ideas and learn from each other, but 
where else can teachers find classroom 

display inspiration?

For teachers looking to social media 
platforms for inspiration, often the views 
on the purposes and designs of classroom 
walls are divided. A set of carefully 
laminated signs for a display board 
have been seen to divide the internet, 
with some people worrying about 
the environmental impact; laminated 
materials can take hundreds of years to 
decompose. But the questions on displays 
surround not just how they look, and 
whether or not they are laminated, but 
also what purpose displays should serve. 
Sustainability is a vital consideration when 
we are working in a world that is being 
drained of natural resources. Sustainable 
displays use recycled materials and 
change with learning needs.

In a recent quantitative study by Çakıcı 
(2024), information was hung on the walls 
that was not taught directly to students. 
A test that students took after 30 days 
confirmed that students had absorbed 
the information from the walls; it was 
concluded that using classroom walls 
as an indirect teaching method has a 
positive effect on students’ learning of 
the target subject (Çakıcı, 2024). This 
article dives deeper into how to get the 
most from classroom displays, whether 
they are indoors or outdoors, and hopes 
to inspire the reader to reflect upon what 
they next attach to their walls to provide 
motivational and purposeful spaces.

DISPLAYS: 
INTERACTIVE OR 
DECORATIVE? 
Think about the school display walls that 
have stayed in your memory; ones you 
have seen in schools or even those that 
you have created yourself. Were these 
displays colourful or monochrome? Were 
they teacher-made or co-created with 
students? How long did the display stay 
upon the wall, and did it change during 
that time or stay the same as the day it was 
stapled up? Research suggests classroom 
displays are creational processes rooted 
in constructionism; and that interactive 

classroom wall displays are generally 
more effective than purely decorative 
ones (Cooper, 1996). Interactive displays 
encourage student involvement and 
stimulate their questioning. Displays 
can include elements like manipulatives, 
where students can move, add or 
rearrange items on the display; questions, 
where displays can pose questions that 
prompt students to think critically; 
and open spaces, where students can 
contribute their own work or ideas to 
the display. Interactive displays can also 
provide a useful formative assessment 
if the teacher or teaching assistant 
observes the student interacting and 
perhaps answering a question correctly 
or incorrectly by the way they match the 
cards or link the objects on the display. 

Displays can also support behaviour 
management. Behaviour issues can 
be affected by room arrangement 
(Menzies and Bruhn, 2010). Think 
about the placement and positioning of 
your display; does the class sometimes 
become bored when lining up before 
assembly or breaktime? Is there a wall or 
worktop where they line up that, instead 
of being a space that is ignored, can be 
revitalised with some objects linked to a 
current topic? For example, a tray could 
be filled with sand and some buried 
replica Egyptian objects for the children 
to uncover quietly while they wait in 
the line.

Interactive displays can be used to 
reinforce learning concepts. For example, 
‘number lines’, where students can 
physically move numbers or counters 
along the line; ‘word walls’, where students 
can add new vocabulary and use them in 
sentences; and ‘science experiments’, 
where displays can showcase the steps 
of an experiment or the results. This 
short case study example from Reception 
teacher, Poppy LeMar, explains how her 
school has adopted a uniform approach 
to working walls across the year groups.

Working walls or Instagrammable laminates: a reflection on creating purposeful learning environments in the primary 
classroom
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Miss LeMar 
We have working wall displays that 
follow the same format through KS1 
and KS2. As a teacher, I really like it 
because, on the whole, it stays the 
same year to year. Lots of it is already 
laminated and in a folder, ready to 
go for the units, as this is the third or 
fourth year we've been doing it. Each 
foundation lesson, including science, 
has its own topic board. In each lesson 
we teach on that topic, we will put 
up the learning objective and any key 
vocab that would be added to the key 
vocab bank from that lesson. As well 
as any other visuals and vocabulary 
linked to the key concepts that are 
delivered within that lesson. It will then 
remain on the board and be added 
throughout the unit. In Year 1, it starts 
with visuals, with the keywords, and 
by the time you get to Year 6, there is 
more accurate photography to go with 
the keywords and other more complex 
concepts. As we start this in Year 1, 
and the children are taught to use the 
working wall effectively, directed to 
use it by the teacher, by the time the 
children are in older year groups, they 
know how to access it and use it to 
help their learning independently. Each 
topic has the same colour throughout 
the school and it makes it a familiar 
resource for the children. We use 
corridor displays to show children’s 
work, but inside classrooms, we have 
working walls to aid learning.’

However, decorative displays can also 
have their place; decorative displays 
can create a welcoming and inspiring 
classroom environment, conjure intrigue 
and wonder, and they can showcase 
student artwork, writing, or other 
creative projects. Considering motivation 
in primary schools, decorative displays 
can be motivating for students. Students 
may feel a sense of ownership when they 
contribute to the display and see their 
work showcased; sometimes the most 
simple display can be thirty clipboards 
safely attached to a wall, where each 
clipboard is designated to one of the 
children in the class, and children can clip 

up work they are proud of throughout 
the year. As students are at the heart of 
the education system, it is vital that they 
are consulted and feel a degree of agency 
over the displays in their classroom. 

The best approach is often a combination 
of both; focus on incorporating interactive 
elements into your displays but use 
decorations to make the displays visually 
appealing and engaging. Some examples 
of engaging display ideas:

•	 ‘I can’ statements: Create a display 
showcasing students’ personal growth 
and accomplishments to cultivate a 
growth mindset.

•	 ‘Wonder wall’: Encourage students to 
share their questions and curiosities 
about the world.

•	 ‘Maths problem-solving corner’: 
Display challenging maths problems 
and solutions for students to explore.

•	 ‘Creative Writing Gallery’: Showcase 
student writing pieces, accompanied 
by illustrations to shine a spotlight on 
their work.

•	 ‘Science Experiment Showcase’: 
Display the results of student 
science experiments with photos 
and explanations.

•	 ‘Birthday Charts’: Create a 
classroom calendar celebrating 
children’s birthdays to foster unity 
and community.

There are also barriers that must be 
acknowledged, however. Teachers face 
time constraints, lack of funding for 
materials, limited resources, and varying 
student needs. Maintaining relevance 
amidst curriculum changes and diverse 
learning styles also poses significant 
challenges. Teachers should consider 
‘display swaps’ with other teachers in 
their school and wider networks; pooling 
and sharing materials is an effective 
sustainable way of keeping displays new 
and exciting without extra cost.

By carefully considering the purpose of 
displays and incorporating both interactive 
and decorative elements, teachers can 

create a dynamic and effective learning 
environment for their students that is 
developmentally appropriate for them.

OUTDOOR LEARNING 
ENVIRONMENTS 
Teachers must also remember the value 
of making the most of outdoor spaces 
(Back et al. 2016). Outdoor learning can 
be enhanced with the use of weather-
resistant materials. Laminated paper 
shields displays from rain and sun, while 
durable vinyl banners withstand the 
elements for long-term use. Chalkboards 
and dry-erase boards offer interactive 
surfaces for student exploration in a more 
accessible way than may be possible 
inside of the classroom. Creative display 
ideas include nature-themed exhibits 
showcasing student observations, 
interactive maps highlighting local 
discoveries, storytelling corners with 
weatherproof books and science 
experiment stations displaying outdoor 
findings. Teachers could create a wall space 
or table space for an art gallery, where 
students could either display natural art, 
or photographs could be taken of the 
things that they make and printed out 
for display. To maximise the engagement 
of the class, educators should remember 
that simple can be effective; keep displays 
simple and visually appealing with bright 
colours and interactive elements. Always 
ensure safety by securely fastening 
displays to prevent damage from wind 
or weather. By implementing these 
strategies, teachers can create inspiring 
and informative outdoor learning 
environments that encourage exploration 
and discovery whilst making the most of 
outdoor spaces.

But is there an even greater reason why 
educators should plan their displays so 
carefully? As Maxwell and Chmielewski 
(2008) found, there is a clear causal 
relationship between certain types of 
visual displays and increased self-esteem 
in young children (Barlow, 2021). We will 
consider the links between displays and 
wellbeing in the next section.
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LEARNING 
ENVIRONMENTS AND 
WELLBEING
There is a bi-directional relationship 
between the physical learning 
environment and the emotional security 
of students. In other words, positive 
classroom environments make students 
feel calmer and happier at school. 
Thoughtfully designed displays promote 
self-esteem, a sense of belonging and 
solidarity (Hanley et al., 2017). Further, 
showcasing students’ work externally 
and tangibly validates their efforts and 
achievements, as well as encouraging 
pride and autonomy (Hanley et al., 2017). 
It is crucial that aspects of the classroom 
wholly reflect the pupils in it, whether 
this is individual work showcased on the 
walls, photos on their trays or pegs or 
even montages that the students have 
created together, as these are intertwined 
with participation and willingness to learn 
(Barrett et al., 2021).

Additionally, displays featuring calming, 
neutral colours along with motivational 
quotes support socio-emotional learning, 
reduce anxiety in the classroom and lessen 
the likelihood of the classroom being too 
overstimulating, as ‘overdoing’ displays 
can cause sensory overload, especially 
for neurodiverse learners. Conversely, 
visually rich environments inspire, 
enthuse, and in turn, improve cognitive 
performance, which is correlated with 
wellbeing (Hanley et al., 2017). 

Classroom displays have the innate 
power to embed core messages of 
kindness, respect, empathy, resilience 
and perseverance into the learning 
environment to accompany subject 
knowledge. Displays featuring visuals 
about emotional regulation provide 
constant non-verbal reinforcement of 
socio-emotional principles and augment 
emotional literacy skills (Davies et 
al., 2020).

The physical placement of displays also 
plays a role in the impact they have on 
wellbeing. Eye-level displays ensure 

accessibility, allowing all students to 
engage, regardless of height or ability 
(Stapp, 2019), which fosters an inclusive 
space for all learners. This, consequently, 
nurtures tactile engagement and 
active learning pertinent to the current 
curriculum and themes within the 
classroom. Inclusive design prioritises 
clear visuals, varied formats (tactile, audio) 
and reduced sensory overload for the 
learners. Strategies like visual timetables 
aid learners with difficulties, while 
diverse representation fosters belonging 
in the classroom, where learners see 
themselves and others like them reflected 
back from the walls around them. This is 
shown in a quote from secondary school 
Pupil A, reflecting back on a display that 
they remember:

Pupil A: 
One display that stays in my mind was 
from drama club; it was a small board 
that was encouraging other people to 
join drama club at lunchtimes. I was 
in lots of the photographs that the 
teacher put up on the display and it 
made me feel proud of myself! Seeing 
myself, and all the other people like the 
stage crew, it seemed really inclusive'.

TOP TAKEAWAY TIPS 
FOR PURPOSEFUL 
DISPLAYS
•	 Strike the balance between aesthetics 

and functionality: Displays should 
spark discussion and curiosity, which 
entails making them visually appealing 
and enticing, but this should not 
come at the expense of their utility 
or usefulness. 

•	 Consider sustainability: Use recycled 
materials and reuse materials each 
yearly cycle when possible, or swap 
resources with another teacher to 
keep displays fresh without extra 
funding or creation needed.

•	 Involve students in the process as 
much as feasibly possible: Allow 
students to help design displays by 
having them create artwork, write 
reflections or even add to them 

themselves. For instance, with nature 
displays, students could add their 
own artefacts.

•	 Promote interactivity: Change working 
walls daily and ensure they are 
relevant to the learning, which will 
encourage students to look at them 
during lessons. If you see students 
looking at the working walls, you 
know they are serving their purpose. 
Changing displays is also paramount in 
maintaining student interest.

•	 Cater to classroom dynamics and 
learning needs: Incorporate visuals, 
textures, images and vocabulary. 
Images on displays often speak 
for themselves.

•	 Celebrate diversity and inclusion: 
Acknowledging heritage, culture and 
languages on displays demonstrates 
an inclusive, welcoming environment 
where pupils feel seen and heard. 

CONCLUSION
When used effectively, display walls 
can be a valuable asset both indoors 
and outdoors. Well-designed displays 
foster intrinsic and extrinsic motivation, 
boosting student pride and confidence 
in their school work and also in their 
abilities. By showcasing student work, 
displays enhance self-esteem and 
encourage collaboration.  Involving 
students in the design process fosters 
ownership and engagement. Effective 
displays prioritise clarity and conciseness, 
avoiding information overload. By 
carefully considering the research and 
implementing the strategies outlined 
above, teachers can create engaging 
and inspiring learning environments that 
foster a love of learning in their students, 
whatever their age. n

Working walls or Instagrammable laminates: a reflection on creating purposeful learning environments in the primary 
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ABSTRACT
In England, 83,630 children are in care 
(DfE, 2024). Disproportionately poor 
educational outcomes for children who 
are looked after have been documented 
for decades, with research highlighting 
a persistent pattern of disadvantage 
(Fletcher-Campbell, 1997, p. 11). 
The complex and interrelated 
factors have been explored in detail, 
revealing systemic challenges such 
as placement instability, disrupted 
schooling, lower expectations and 
insufficient support (Mendes and 
Moslehuddin, 2004, p. 334). 59.5% of 
young people who are looked after 
have a special educational need, 
compared with 18.1% of the general 
population (DfE, 2024). Temporary 
exclusions are three times higher for 
this group compared with children 
who are not looked after (DFE, 2024). 
The disparity continues into adult life; 
health and wellbeing is lower (Teyhan 
et al., 2018, p. 5), unemployment 
rates higher (Social Exclusion Unit, 
2003, p. 32). Imprisonment rates are 
a staggering ten times higher than 
the general population (ONS, 2022).

The purpose of this paper is to explore 
the experience of the child’s voice in 
the Personal Education Planning (PEP) 
process, enabled by technology. There 
is no space in this research to critique 
the statutory requirements of the PEP 
process. It is already widely accepted 
that educational planning can be 
productive and that incorporating 
person-centred approaches into this 
practice can lead to positive outcomes 
in educational attainment, behaviour 
and attendance (DfE, 2015). In this 
paper, the methods and opportunities 
provided by technology to incorporate 
a young person’s voice into the PEP 
process begins to be explored. The 
findings reveal that young people can 
confidently adopt new technology 
and enjoy using it to tell their story 
in preparation for, and within, a PEP 
meeting. Adults find this approach 
refreshing and valuable, learning 
something new about the child, their 
hopes, dreams, gifts and talents. 
There is value in looking afresh at the 
PEP process and where appropriate, 
adopting technologies that could 
improve the experience for young 
people and the adults involved.
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AN IMPORTANT NOTE 
ON TERMINOLOGY
The terminology used to describe these 
children has evolved over time. The 
most recent term is Children who are 
Looked After (CLA), though some local 
authorities still refer to them as Children 
In Care (CIC) or, as previously used, 
Looked After Children (LAC). Regardless 
of the terminology, the local authority 
assumes the role of a corporate parent, 
bearing responsibility for their welfare, 
education,and support (Care Act, 2014).

BACKGROUND
The power of educational attainment 
to protect against exclusion and poor 
outcomes later in life has been evidenced 
(Peruzzi, 2015, p. 119). Countless 
connections have been made between 
the quality of educational experience and 
life chances (OECD, 2018, p. 24). Planning 
could be part of the key to improving the 
educational experience for young people, 
providing a greater focus on educational 
needs (Hayden, 2005, p. 343). Co-
producing an effective educational plan 
for young people in care is critical for their 
educational journey (DfE, 2018).

In England, every young person in care 
is required to have a Personal Education 
Plan (PEP) within a statutory timeframe. 
This plan records what is going well in 
school and what things could be better. 
It sets out targets and ambitions for the 
future. The young person is encouraged to 
input to this plan prior to, and during, the 
meeting. This does not always happen and 
when it does, it does not always happen 
well (Seba and Berridge, 2019, p. 549).

Evidence suggests that children with an 
up-to-date PEP made greater progress 
in school, particularly in terms of 
attendance and avoiding exclusion (DfE, 
2015). Based on 25 years of experience as 
a teacher, and later, local authority senior 
advisor, I believe there are opportunities 
to improve the PEP process to make it 
more useful, by applying person-centred 
principles and accessible technology.

INTRODUCTION
PEPs were introduced by the Department 
of Education and Department of Health in 
2000. Hayden reviewed the strengths and 
weaknesses of the PEP implementation 
process. She sets out the challenge to 
improve person-centred practice in PEPs 
for young people in a ‘meaningful way 
that is also a comfortable experience for 
them’ (Hayden, 2005, p. 351).

Throughout this article, I refer to person-
centred and student-centred practice 
interchangeably. Rogers (1995) describes 
the importance of positive psychology and 
solution-focused working, channelling 
a person’s strengths and capabilities 
rather than dwelling on deficiencies. 
Flutter and Rudduck (2004, p. 2) outline 
how the ‘essential first hand evidence’ 
from students is critical in the decision-
making process, leading to increased 
engagement and personal development. 
Person-centred practice is most powerful 
when people can take an active role in 
planning rather than being consulted. 
This means that as educators, we need 
to contrive situations and processes that 
are accessibly designed to move beyond 
lip-service – seeking authentic, active, 
meaningful opportunities for young 
people to take the lead.

Seba and Berridge (2019, p. 549) reflect 
on interviews with Virtual School 
Headteachers (VSH), many expressing a 
keenness to make PEPs more interactive, 
increase student participation and avoid 
tokenistic gestures around the voice of 
the child.

Updated statutory guidance by the 
Department for Education states: 

All of those involved in the PEP process 
at all stages should involve the child 
and, where appropriate, the child’s 
parent and/or relevant family member. 

(DfE, 2018, p. 14)

The definition of the word ‘involve’ 
creates ambiguity and lacks the 
specifics needed to support and direct 
professionals to authentic, person-

centred working practices.

Change is happening. More recently, 

researchers recognise the power of 

personal stories to communicate views 

and aspirations (Seba and Berridge, 2019). 

Rivers describes how young people were 

sharing their views using a digital PEP in 

her local authority (cited by Seba and 

Berridge, 2019, p. 11). What is emerging 

is a clear desire to improve the PEP 

experience, to change what is happening 

and to do that through innovation, 

creativity and technology.

My research seeks to continue this 

exploration by utilising person-centred 

software – namely, Rix Wikis. This 

provides space for text, images, videos 

and audio; which are natural, familiar 

communication modes for young people 

(Bhojwani and Wilkie, 2018, p. 13). We 

know that person-centred planning is 

valuable (Kwiatkowska, Minnion and 

Watts, 2023), but how can it be done in 

a meaningful, powerful way that benefits 

young people and professionals without 

being tokenistic or traumatic?

AIM
The aim of this research is to explore the 

experience when an agentive approach 

to person-centred technology is applied 

to the PEP process to make it more 

person‑centred.

METHODOLOGY
The following key activities were 

completed as part of the project.

•	 The project leads at two local 

authorities were identified through a 

snowball and convenience sampling 

(Robson and McCarten, 2016, pp. 208, 

280). I worked with UEL colleagues 

to identify VSHs in their network 

that would be open to research into 

improving person-centred practice.
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•	 A project overview was shared with 
the project leads to explain the scope 
and expectations.

•	 Documentation and agreements were 
completed between parties with a 
memorandum of understanding. 

•	 The existing PEP process was captured 
and documented.

•	 Students who were thought to 
benefit from the project and had PEP 
meetings scheduled for the following 
few months were identified and 
invited to take part.

•	 Existing PEP documentation for 
students was collected and digitally 
reflected into a Rix Wiki template.

•	 Supporting adults were identified, 
trained in the use of the Rix Wiki 
software and given guidance on 
collecting research data.

•	 Wiki accounts were created for young 
people with PEP Wiki template applied 
according to the students’ needs.

•	 The young person completed an 
agreement to participate in the 
research and agreed to work in a 
responsible, thoughtful way online.

•	 The young person completed the 
PEP Wiki, with adult support where 
needed, adding images, videos and 
audio to the template.

•	 The young person and adult shared 
their views about the activity, and this 
has been captured and analysed by 
the research team.

•	 The PEP Wiki was shared at a PEP 
meeting and feedback from the use of 
the Wiki was captured and analysed.

Whilst this research used Rix Wiki 
software, the method could be 
replicated with other popular, readily 
available technologies such as Microsoft 
PowerPoint or Apple Keynote. Rix software 
was chosen because it is highly accessible 
and already evidenced as a useful tool 
in storytelling and using multimedia 
advocacy to ensure the needs, aspirations 
and choices of vulnerable children remain 

central to accessibility and amplification 
(Kwiatkowska et al., 2023).

The research was tailored to each local 
authority’s structure and relationships 
with schools. A technology training plan 
ensured that local authorities and schools 
were supported with tablet technology 
and software training according to 
their needs. 

Local authority teams report that they 
are under increasing pressure (London 
Innovation and Improvement Alliance, 
2023, p. 4), so it was important to 
develop opportunities to collect data 
from participants in a way which 
was meaningful yet manageable in 
conjunction with their existing workload. 
We did this through informal video 
conference sessions where participants 
used a framework to guide their 
responses to the things they noticed on 
the project. Asking ‘what did you notice?’ 
became our go-to phenomenological 
questioning device as we were keen not 
to lead or alienate professionals by using 
academic language. The objective was to 
bring the participants to pause and reflect 
on their lived experience (Van Manen, 
2014, p. 57). 

Inspired by Clarke and Braun (2016) 
I used a thematic analysis research 
method, giving me maximum flexibility to 
fluidly explore beyond the edges of the 
research question led by the participants. 
The method required me not only to 
summarise the data but to identify and 
interpret features of the interviews and 
draw connections and themes from 
these. This qualitative approach has at 
its heart the human experience, being 
subjective in interpretation and rich in 
context and descriptions.

In this research, students shared their 
feedback through their key workers, 
virtual school staff and designated 
teachers. In future research, I plan to 
collect student feedback directly from the 
students through audio voice recordings 
in the Wiki, surveys and Microsoft Teams 
or face-to-face interviews. I would look 

to plan the approach based on the 
preferences of the young people, so they 
feel comfortable and relaxed when they 
give their direct feedback.

Feedback from young people after their 
PEP meeting was extremely limited 
and more structured questioning and 
dedicated de-briefing time in a face-to-
face session may have yielded richer 
responses, especially if this was completed 
on the same day of the PEP meeting when 
memories and experiences were fresh.

Young people taking part in the 
project

Age range Student 
participants 
in Authority 
1

Student 
participants 
in Authority 
2

Primary 3 2

Secondary 1 3

Table 1

Six Education professionals took an 
active part engaging with young people 
in the project. Professionals included 
two designated teachers and four Virtual 
School achievement officers. In total, I 
conducted two in-depth interviews.

ETHICAL 
CONSIDERATIONS 
Prior to the research, the students gave 
permission for their feedback to be 
used in research. I shared an easy-read 
information sheet and consent form for 
them to review and sign. The children’s 
social workers represented the role of 
legal parent, giving their permission for 
the child to take part in the research. The 
easy-read information sheet emphasised 
the right to withdraw at any point in 
the research. In addition, we reinforced 
key digital safety themes. One student 
declined to take part in the research 
without giving a reason. The use of the 
Rix Wiki software was freely granted by 
the University of East London (UEL) to the 
students for the duration of the academic 
year, with guidance provided during 
the training on how their work could be 
exported and saved as a PDF download. 
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Important reassurance was given that 
their ‘work’ in the Rix Wiki would not be 
lost or deleted at the end of the project.

ANALYSIS
Two hour-long interviews took place online 
using Microsoft Teams and were recorded 
and transcribed. The professionals kept 
notes and reflections that recorded 
the young person’s engagement during 
the project. I have reviewed the data 
and identified recurring and emerging 
themes. The following themes emerged: 
choice and personalisation, accessibility, 
connection and performance.

DISCUSSIONS
Choice and personalisation
Involving young people in person-
centred planning (PCP) is crucial 
for fostering agency over their own 
educational planning. Increasing choice 
and personalisation of the PEP process 
could improve the experience of the PEP 
meeting (Gregory and Atkinson, 2023, 
p. 184). Evidence of active participation 
in the PEP process – children talking 
about making choices that reflect their 
personal preferences – was evidenced 
throughout the interviews with 
education professionals.

R personalised his Wiki. He asked me 
to write his name. I then showed it to 
him and he nodded. He then added a 
picture of his favourite cuddly toy to be 
his picture.

Achievement officer

Throughout the activities, many young 
people consistently sought to personalise 
their Wiki by making choices. For example, 
by changing the colour of their Wiki and 
adding images and text.

B said, ‘I added my name. If I knew 
how to change the background I would 
have. I would have made a TARDIS 
(Time and relative dimension in space, 
from Dr Who).’

Achievement officer

Accessibility and autonomy
Accessibility and autonomy was another 
theme that surfaced throughout the 
interviews. Young people, previously 
required to write by hand or have their 
words scribed onto a paper form, were 
now using the accessibility features in the 
tablet to support their own independent 
writing, which increased their autonomy 
and confidence, both crucial for 
achievement in education.

Feedback from the PEP yesterday 
was overwhelmingly positive – the 
children said they found it more fun 
and easier than completing a paper 
version. One of them loved the video 
option and made a couple of videos 
and the other child had a great time 
searching for pictures of clipart to go 
with their slides.

Designated teacher

Examples of the use of the word prediction 
feature and speech-to-text feature were 
described. These features are natively built 
into the iPad operating system and are 
fully compatible with the software. Such 
features support access and encourage 
autonomy, strengthen confidence and 
build self-belief (Stewart, 2024).

The child was coming up with ideas; he 
said, ‘I like that I type, I can speak and 
type.’

Achievement officer

The Rix software supports multimodal 
responses (sound, writing, image, 
movement) where students can use 
audio, text, image and video. Examples of 
mixed media (paper drawings and digital 
photos) evidenced the student’s mastery 
of multimedia and multimodal activities. 

She was a really good drawer as well. 
So she'd actually draw a picture before 
she came along and then wanted to 
colour it in in the session. And then we 
took a picture of that and attached 
that to a wiki. And I thought that it 
was really good to share her own 
drawings there.

Achievement officer

Crucially, the young person exploited 
new and different ways to present their 
voice. This plurality of expression was a 
significant difference to the traditional 
responses of pupil voice activities in 
the past.

Connection
A successful PEP process relies on strong 
relationships and reaching consensus in 
the best interest of the young person. 
The process captures the place the child 
is now, where they need to go and how 
they will get there. It is interpretive in 
the sense that each of the participants 
brings their experience and knowledge 
to the production space. There is not 
one solution, but multiple. The process 
is a socially-constructed experience, 
therefore, strong, trusting relationships 
should be the foundation of the PEP.

Social workers will often chair the PEP 
meeting, yet their work pressure, case 
load, staff turnover will make establishing, 
maintaining and developing relationships 
with many students across different 
schools difficult (Hayden, 2005, p. 347). 
The Wiki supported professionals to 
quickly reconnect their past experiences 
of the child through the images of the 
child and their life. 

This research explores the adult's 
response to the child’s voice, represented 
inside the Wiki. There were examples of 
adults responding positively to the new 
things that they learned about the child.

I personally didn't know about the 
horse riding his one-to-one (supporter) 
did. So he (the child) explained that on 
a Monday they would go together. It 
was part of his adapted curriculum.

Achievement officer

Building an understanding of shared 
experiences between each other is 
core to strengthening relationships. The 
Wiki content forms a shared experience 
between the young person and adults. 
Adults reported how enjoyable it was to 
learn about the children using images, 
videos and audio content. The ‘broaden 
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and build’ positive psychology theory 
suggests that relationships build best 
when we are in enjoyable and comfortable 
situations (Fredrickson, 2001, p. 219). The 
experience was made more enjoyable, in 
part because it was mediated by the Wiki.

The adults in the PEP thought it was 
great and said it was a lovely way to 
learn all about the children and what 
they had been doing. They said that 
it was obvious that this method of 
completing the consultation had been 
more motivating for the children and 
so should be encouraged as a method. 

Achievement officer

Combining visual and verbal cues has 
been evidenced to support people to 
process and retain memories, (Paivio, 
1986, p. 129). Paivio’s dual coding theory 
describes the lasting, powerful impact 
of combined verbal and non-verbal 
communication. It stands to reason that 
multimodal content in the Wiki will be 
easier for the professionals to recall and 
retain when they are next required to 
advocate, support and plan with the child.

Performance and 
student voice
The PEP meeting itself is a place where the 
child’s responses are shared. Sometimes a 
child is present in this meeting, often they 
are represented by the words captured on 
the paper-based form or more frequently, 
the ePEP software form. According to 
Harker et al. (2004, cited in Hayden 2005, 
p. 346), only 42% of the young people 
had even heard of PEPs and the lack of 
involvement of young people devalued 
the process. Hayden notes that some head 
teachers would not let young children be 
‘subjected to a meeting’, which they saw 
as ‘arduous’ (Hayden, 2005).

It makes me feel uncomfortable, 
people talking about me like I am not 
there. So this makes me feel better 
because people get to hear what 
I need to say without me feeling 
uncomfortable.

A young person

The PEP meeting would not normally be 
considered a performance space. Yet the 
Wiki changed the power dynamic. The 
students had something to share that 
they had created. Replacing the written 
form with a Wiki literally and figuratively 
brought colour to the meeting.

A designated teacher recounted the 
joyful moment as a child shared their Wiki 
in the PEP meeting. This was something 
that they were proud of and that they 
had created. An achievement, shared in a 
meeting about aspiration and celebration. 

I also noticed that this was the most 
animated these children had ever 
been for sharing their consultation 
in a PEP meeting – they were happy 
and relaxed and laughed when a 
page came up with a funny picture or 
explanation – it was lovely to see!

Designated teacher

Many young people who are looked 
after struggle with reading and writing 
(DfE, 2024). Evidence for this significant 
academic disparity is extensively 
documented (Mendes and Moslehuddin, 
2004, p. 334). Some young people would 
not want to read out their responses on 
the paper form, but sharing multimedia 
with the adults heralds a refreshing 
change. Students’ digital confidence 
means they can choose to control the 
digital content and act as 'ringmaster' 
of their own PEP meeting. In this sense, 
the PEP meeting could be envisaged as 
a performance space where ownership 
is more equitable. The PEP meeting is 
all about the child. Why shouldn’t they 
be the stars of the show! Seeing the PEP 
meeting as a performance space could 
transform the experience from adult-
centred, inactive and awkward, to person-
centred, active, inclusive and comfortable 
for everyone.

Practitioners commented on the need 
for space, time and an effective means to 
communicate student voices. Preparing 
for the PEP meeting, giving time to 
collect thoughts and ideas creates a 
powerful opportunity for young people 

to take charge and control, by having 
opportunities to rehearse. For the adults 
in the PEP meeting, the preparation 
of multimodal content, on which self-
advocacy is experienced, is very hard 
to overlook. Using a Rix Wiki may 
generate more meaningful experiences 
and connections.

CHALLENGES
A number of challenges emerged during 
the research activities which are of note. 
This included access to resources. Having 
access to iPads and tablets for young 
people to build their Wikis – and also big 
screens or projectors to share their Wikis 
in the PEP meeting – was critical to the 
success of the project.

While some participants found the paper-
based PEP form quicker to complete than 
the Rix Wiki, it’s crucial to acknowledge 
the time investment required for 
genuine person-centred practice. 
Research (Robertson et al., 2005, p. 112) 
demonstrates that person-centred 
approaches demand time and resources. 
As practitioners, we often recognise the 
importance of person-centred planning, 
yet struggle to implement it effectively 
due to time constraints and resource 
limitations. This case study provides a 
valuable opportunity for critical self-
reflection. Are we truly delivering person-
centred practice, or are we merely 
labelling our work as such, while falling 
short of our aspirational standards?

CONCLUSION
There are new questions to explore. The 
purpose of this study was to understand 
more about the experience of the PEP 
process. Through the semi-structured 
interviews with professionals, a picture 
begins to emerge of the power of 
technology to strengthen and deepen the 
opportunities for – and quality of – person-
centred practice. The PEP experience 
is changed through person-centred 
technology, but to what extent and to 
what benefit in this specific application?



2928

RESEARCH in TEACHER EDUCATION

Vol.15. No 1. May 2025 pp.00-0024–29

An opportunity for change
The opportunity to shift the power 
dynamic through person-centred 
software is implicit within the study. This 
challenges the common PEP experience 
for some young people, sat at an adult 
sized table with professionals reading 
their words from a written form. This 
study shines the light on the possibility 
of a better PEP experience for everyone 
involved, through digital advocacy.

Experts in their own lives
There was recurring evidence of enjoyment 
and fun, both in the creation and sharing 
of the Wiki at the PEP meeting. The 
interactivity and enjoyment described, 
making choices, personalising their Wiki 
and succeeding was evident across the 
feedback provided from the majority 
of young people and professionals. 
The experience gave them a chance to 
actively, enjoyably, demonstrate that 
they are the experts in their own lives. 
Transforming a bureaucratic process into 
something enjoyable that builds positive 
relationships, with the child at the very 
centre, is an ambition that is closer to 
reality than we may have initially thought.

But when we did get to the point 
where she could show her teachers, 
two teachers came along to have a 
look. And when she got to that point, 
she (the child) was actually really 
excited about showing it. And then 
she presented it, and she even went 
around and told her teachers her 
favourite part. So, she had a favourite 
voice recording and she wanted to go 
back on that and show them that. And 
that was really nice to see because 
I think, normally, when we do the 
children's voice, they don't get the 
chance to present it. They just speak 
to one teacher. And that's how the 
voice gets across. Whereas this time, 
she's actually able to present her voice 
and share bits that she liked and her 
favourite pictures.

Achievement officer

n

REFERENCES
Bhojwani, P. and Wilkie, C. (2018) Power up Literacy: Technology and multimodality within the extended 
classroom. London: UK Literacy Association.

Care Act (2014). Elizabeth II. Chapter 23. London: The Stationery Office.

Clarke, V. and Braun, V. (2016) ‘Thematic analysis’. The Journal of Positive Psychology, 12(3): pp. 297–8. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/17439760.2016.1262613

Department for Education (DfE) (2015) The Educational Progress of Children in Care. Available at: https://
www.gov.uk/government/publications/the-educational-progress-of-children-in-care (Accessed 8.2.25).

Department for Education (DfE) (2018) Promoting the education of looked after children and previously 
looked after children, p. 14. London: Department for Education.

Department for Education (DfE) (2024). Outcomes for children in need, including children looked after 
by local authorities in England: Reporting year 2023. [Available at: https://explore-education-statistics.
service.gov.uk/find-statistics/outcomes-for-children-in-need-including-children-looked-after-by-local-
authorities-in-england/2024] (Accessed: 28 April 2025). 

Fletcher-Campbell, F. (1997) The education of children who are looked-after. Slough: National Foundation 
for Educational Research. Available at: https://www.nfer.ac.uk/media/mrgfowig/91011.pdf (Accessed 
7.3.25)

Flutter, J. and Rudduck, J. (2004) Consulting pupils: What's in it for schools? London: RoutledgeFalmer.

Fredrickson, B. L. (2001) ‘The role of positive emotions in positive psychology: The broaden-and-build 
theory of positive emotions’. American Psychologist, 56(3): pp. 218–26.

Gregory, R. and Atkinson, C. (2023) ‘Young people’s views and experiences of person‐centred planning: A 
systematic literature review’. Journal of Research in Special Educational Needs, 24(1). Available at: https://
doi.org/10.1111/1471-3802.12623 (Accessed 20.3.25)

Harker, R. M., Dobel-Ober, D., Berridge, D. and Sinclair, R. (2004) Taking Care of Education: An Evaluation 
of the Education of Looked After Children. London: National Children’s Bureau.

Hayden, C. (2005) ‘More than a piece of paper?: Personal education plans and “looked after” children in 
England’. Child and Family Social Work, 10(4): pp. 343–52. Available at: https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/
doi/abs/10.1111/j.1365-2206.2005.00364.x (Accessed 11.2.25).

Kwiatkowska, G., Minnion, A. and Watts, P. (2023) ‘Using multimedia technology to enhance self-advocacy 
of people with intellectual disabilities: Introducing a theoretical framework for “Multimedia Advocacy”’. 
Journal of Applied Research in Intellectual Disabilities, 36(4): pp. 739–49. Available at: https://doi.
org/10.1111/jar.13107 (Accessed 8.2.25)

London Innovation and Improvement Alliance (2023) Report on The Big Listen Survey 2022-23: A Survey 
of Social Workers across London and the South East. Available at: https://www.liia.london/wp-content/
uploads/2023/06/29.06.23-Big-Listen-Report.pdf (Accessed 10.3.25)

Mendes, P. and Moslehuddin, B. (2004) ‘Graduating from the child welfare system: a comparison of the UK 
and Australian leaving care debates’. International Journal of Social Welfare, 13(4): pp. 332–9.

OECD (2018) Education at a Glance 2018: OECD Indicators. Paris: OECD Publishing. https://doi.
org/10.1787/eag-2018-en.

Office for National Statistics (ONS) (2022) ‘The education background of looked-after children who 
interact with the criminal justice system: December 2022’. Available at: https://www.ons.gov.uk/
peoplepopulationandcommunity/educationandchildcare/articles/




