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Abstract

Context: This study explores the use of digital reading technology to enhance engagement among post-16
learners identified as having special educational needs and disabilities (SEND) in a Further Education
College. The intervention focused on integrating arts and culture into literacy activities using QR codes
and the Dolphin EasyReader app, aiming to promote inclusive and meaningful learning experiences.

Aims: The primary aim was to investigate how technology, specifically QR-linked reading resources, could
improve reading engagement and confidence among learners with SEND. The study also sought to
understand the broader impact of arts-based literacy on learners’ motivation, social interaction, and
connection to their local cultural community.

Methods: The research followed an action research methodology across two cycles. Data collection
included interviews with learners, teachers and caregivers, classroom observations, and usage tracking
via the Dolphin EasyReader app. Learners engaged with QR codes linked to arts and cultural content
during scheduled college sessions. Ethical consent was obtained from all participants.

Findings: The intervention led to increased engagement with reading tasks, improved confidence, and
enhanced social interaction among learners. Learners showed greater interest in cultural topics and
expressed a desire to attend local arts events. The use of QR codes and culturally relevant content made
reading more accessible and enjoyable, with sustained motivation observed across both cycles.

Implications: The findings suggest that embedding literacy in real-world, culturally relevant contexts,
supported by digital tools, can significantly enhance engagement for learners with SEND. Educators may
consider using QR codes, arts-based content, and learner choice to foster inclusive literacy development.
The study also highlights the potential for arts-integrated approaches to promote community
involvement and lifelong learning.
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Action Research for Inclusion and Special Educational Needs and Disability
(ISEND): Case Study

Reading Technology: A focus on the arts and culture
The reading app was used successfully to encourage engagement of learners, with a specific focus on
the arts. QR codes were created to link learning activities with further reading, using the app. This
led to increased engagement and interest (Post-16, FE College).
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BACKGROUND INFORMATION

Type of setting Post-16 General Further Education (FE) College

Age range of pupils Young people aged 16-18 years.

Roles of the Research Associate Principal SEND (Special Educational Needs & Disabilities)
Team & Inclusion, SEND Curriculum Programme Leader

ACTION RESEARCH CYCLES
See Appendix 1 for the Action Research Cycles

Ethical consent has been sought to publish this data anonymously.

SUMMARY

Research focus Reading engagement, reading confidence, visual arts, music,
storytelling, literacy, special educational needs and disabilities
(SEND), Further Education

Research question Promoting Reading Engagement Among learners identified as
having SEND at a Further Education College Through Arts and
Culture

Overview/Key information - This action research study explored the engagement of Learners
identified as having SEND at a Further Education College with
reading.
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- The study utilised the EasyReader?! application and QR codes to
facilitate reading engagement.

- Arts and culture were incorporated to foster interest and
accessibility for learners identified as having SEND.

- Theinitiative is part of a larger project, led by museums and
arts organisations, to tackle loneliness amongst autistic young
adults in the local area.

- This larger project aims to enhance the independence and
engagement through creative methodologies of young people
with autism.

Key findings

For educators, the study highlights the value of using culturally
relevant content, digital tools like EasyReader, peer collaboration,
QR codes, and learner choice to make reading more engaging,
accessible, and empowering.

Evidence-informed practice The reading app was used successfully to encourage engagement of
learners, with a specific focus on the arts. QR codes were created to
link learning activities with further reading, using the app. This led
to increased engagement and interest.

! Dolphin Computer Access. (2025). EasyReader App. https://yourdolphin.com/EasyReader-App

The Dolphin EasyReader App is a free, accessible reading tool designed for people with print disabilities,
offering customisable features like font size, colour contrast, and text spacing. It connects users to accessible
libraries such as RNIB Bookshare, enabling independent reading across devices.

Teacher insights: EasyReader, through its Premium Education Plan, offers teachers the ability to track pupil
usage and engagement with the app. Teachers can monitor the date students last used EasyReader, their
progress through books (as a percentage), and the time spent actively reading. This information helps
educators understand student engagement and identify any potential needs for additional support.

Royal National Institute of Blind People. (2025). Who can use RNIB Bookshare? RNIB
Bookshare. https://www.rnibbookshare.org/about/who-qualifies

RNIB Bookshare is a free UK service that provides accessible educational materials to learners with print
disabilities, including those who are blind, partially sighted, or have dyslexia. It offers over a million titles in
formats like audio, braille, and large print, supporting independent learning and inclusive education.

Royal National Institute of Blind People. (2025). Sign up. RNIB Bookshare
https://www.rnibbookshare.org/sign-up

To sign up for RNIB Bookshare, UK educational organisations supporting learners with print disabilities can
register online for free, while individuals may request temporary access by emailing RNIB with proof of
eligibility.
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RESEARCH TIMELINE

November December January February March
Action Action Research Cycle Step 6: Do 1
Research 1 Steps 7-8: Review 1 Share and disseminate
Cycle 1 Step 2: Study the research
Steps 3-5: Plan 1 Action Research Cycle 2 (anonymised) with
Step 1: Step 9: Study 2 other interested
Establish Steps 10-12: Plan 2 parties.
the Step 13: Do 2
research Step 14-15: Review 2
focus

RESEARCH FOCUS: Step 1

ACTION RESEARCH CYCLE 1

Initial research interest,
aim/question (Step 1)

Exploring the practical benefits of integrating literacy with arts and
culture to support the personal development of learners identified
as having SEND, enhancing their engagement with reading through
experiential learning.

KEY LITERATURE SHAPING THE RESEARCH (STUDY 1): Step 2

Reference

Kakungulu, S, J. (2024). The Impact of Creative Arts on Student
Engagement and Learning. Research Invention Journal of Research
in Education, 4(1), 1-5. https://doi.org/10.59298/RIJRE/2024/4115

Key point(s) of note

This study explores how integrating creative arts—such as visual
arts, music, and drama—into education enhances student
engagement and learning. Drawing on creativity and constructivism
theories, it uses a mixed-methods approach, including case studies
and surveys, to examine the impact of creative arts on student
motivation, problem-solving, and academic performance. Findings
reveal that students involved in creative arts activities show
increased engagement, adaptability, and positive learning
outcomes. The research emphasises the transformative power of
arts-based learning and advocates for its greater incorporation into
curricula to support holistic educational development.

Reference

Cremin, T., & Scholes, L. (2024). Reading for pleasure: scrutinising
the evidence base — benefits, tensions and recommendations.
Language and Education, 38(4), 537-559.
https://doi.org/10.1080/09500782.2024.2324948

Key point(s) of note

This literature examines the challenges of promoting reading for
pleasure amid declining voluntary reading. It critiques
interdisciplinary research, policy, and practice tensions, highlighting
contradictions and complexities.
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PLAN 1: Step 3
As part of the process of planning Action Research Cycle 1 and having completed the ‘study’ phase,
the research question can evolve and become further refined.

Revised research question | Promoting Reading Engagement Among learners identified as
having SEND at a Further Education College through Arts and
Culture.

PLAN 1 and DO 1: Steps 4 and 6

Methods of data collection

A mixed-methods approach was utilised to evaluate the impact of QR codes on reading
engagement among Learners identified as having SEND.

- Interviews — Conducted with learners, teachers, and caregivers to gain insights into
engagement levels and accessibility.

- Observations — Monitoring learners’ interactions with QR codes and their participation in
reading activities, linked to the creative arts.

- Examining reading behaviour patterns and QR code usage through the EasyReader
application.

Description of research sample, timing and location

The study involved ten learners identified as having SEND aged 16—18 enrolled on a Foundation
Learning Programme at a Further Education College in the North-East of England. Participants
had a range of Special Educational Needs and Disabilities (SEND), including learning disabilities,
autism, and communication challenges.

Data collection took place over twelve weeks during scheduled college sessions. Learners
engaged with QR codes linked to arts and cultural resources, designed to enhance reading
engagement and accessibility.

See Appendix 2 for examples of the QR codes linked to the arts: Appendix 2 — Example QR Code
information

Additionally, semi-structured interviews were conducted with teachers, caregivers, and learners
to assess engagement and accessibility. Observations were carried out within the classroom to
track learner interactions with QR codes and reading tasks.

The study was facilitated by college staff and the lead researcher, with findings documented
through reflective journals, data analysis, and evaluations to assess literacy engagement and
confidence development.

PLAN 2: Step 5
Ethical consent was sought from each participant to publish this data anonymously.

REVIEW 1: Step 7-8
Data Analysis: process
After data collection, the research team conducted a systematic analysis to identify key themes
and trends.
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Interview Analysis: notes from semi-structured interviews with learners, teachers, and caregivers
were transcribed and reviewed. Emerging themes related to engagement, accessibility, and
confidence in reading were identified and categorised.

Observation Review: notes from classroom observations were examined to assess learners’
interactions with QR codes, engagement levels, and reading behaviours. Patterns in participation
and motivation were recorded.

Data Tracking: usage data from the Easy Reader application was analysed to evaluate reading
frequency, duration, and learner interaction with QR-linked resources.

Collaborative Reflection: findings were discussed among the research team to ensure consistency
and accuracy. Key insights informed recommendations for further integrating arts and culture into
literacy development.

Summary of Findings

Research Question
Promoting Reading Engagement Among Learners identified as having SEND at a Further Education
College Through Arts and Culture.

The study revealed several key findings regarding the impact of integrating arts and culture into
reading activities for learners identified as having SEND at a Further Education College.

- Increased Engagement: learners demonstrated greater interest in reading tasks when QR
codes linked to arts and culture content were incorporated. This method encouraged active
participation and deeper engagement with reading materials.

- Improved Reading Confidence: learners identified as having SEND showed improvements in
their confidence in social engagement and engaging in reading tasks. This boost in confidence
extended to other areas, such as willingness to ask questions and take on challenges.

- Positive Social Interactions: the use of arts and culture led to increased peer interaction and
collaboration during reading tasks, fostering a more supportive learning environment.

- Additional Findings: a surprising outcome was the learners’ increased interest in local arts
and cultural events, sparked by the QR codes. Many learners expressed interest in attending
events outside of class, indicating that the initiative had a broader impact on their
engagement with the community.

Analysis and next steps leading into Action Research Cycle 2

The findings suggest that integrating arts and culture into reading tasks through QR codes
significantly enhances engagement and confidence among learners identified as having SEND. The
increased participation and improved social interactions indicate that arts-based learning not only
supports literacy development but also fosters a more collaborative and supportive learning
environment. Furthermore, the learners' growing interest in local arts and culture suggests that
this approach has the potential to promote broader community involvement and lifelong
learning. These results point to the importance of using accessible, creative methods to engage
learners identified as having SEND, particularly in the areas of literacy and social interaction.

Next Step(s): Action Research Cycle 2

Building on these findings, the next step is to refine the use of QR codes by incorporating more
interactive and immersive arts and culture content. This will include virtual tours of local galleries,
music events, and drama performances to encourage reading engagement further. In Action
Research Cycle 2, | will expand the scope of data collection by involving more in-depth interviews
with students about their experiences and exploring the impact on their sense of belonging within
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the college and community. Additionally, | will evaluate whether these activities lead to sustained
interest in reading and participation in arts and cultural events beyond the classroom.

ACTION RESEARCH CYCLE 2

KEY LITERATURE SHAPING THE RESEARCH (STUDY 2): Step 9

Reference Sunderland Culture. (2024, November 7). Autonomy project helps to
reduce Isolation among autistic people.
https://www.sunderlandculture.org.uk/blog/autonomy-project-
helps-to-reduce-isolation-among-autistic-people/

Key point(s) of note The Autonomy Project by Sunderland Culture aims to reduce
isolation among autistic young adults (aged 16—25) by connecting
them through creative and cultural activities at local venues like the
National Glass Centre and Sunderland Museum. It offers free taster
sessions, summer socials, and regular creative groups tailored to
participants’ interests, led by trained artists and facilitators. The
initiative fosters social connection, pride, and belonging while
respecting the unique needs of neurodiverse individuals.

PLAN 2: Step 10

Revised research question | Following the completion of Action Research cycle 1, the
researchers continued to explore the original question further; thus,
no revisions to the original research question were needed for
Action Research cycle 2.

PLAN 2 and DO 2: Steps 11 and 13
Methods of data collection
Interviews: conduct in-depth interviews with learners to gather detailed insights into their
experiences using QR codes linked to arts and culture, focusing on engagement, motivation, and
interest in reading. Additionally, interviews will be held with teachers and caregivers to assess
their observations on learners' progress and challenges.

Observations: continue tracking learners' interactions with QR codes and reading tasks. This will
include observing learners’ participation in arts-based reading activities, noting changes in
engagement levels, social interaction, and confidence.

Collect data from Easy Reader usage logs to assess patterns in learners’ reading behaviours,
confidence, and engagement with arts and culture content.

Evaluations: structured evaluations will be conducted to measure the learners' progress in
reading and their development of independent learning skills.

Description of research sample, timing and location

The participants included learners identified as having SEND aged 16-18 enrolled on a
Foundation Learning Programme at a Further Education College, as in the previous cycle. The
sample will be expanded to 12 learners to capture a broader range of experiences. The data
collection will occur over four weeks during regular college sessions. The setting will be the
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classroom and a local museum?, where learners can access arts and culture resources linked to
the QR codes. The study will take place within the academic calendar at a Further Education
College in the North-East of England.

PLAN 2: Step 12
Ethical consent was sought from each participant to publish this data anonymously.

REVIEW 2: Steps 14-15
Data Analysis: process
After data collection, the analysis process will involve the following steps:

Transcription and Review — Transcribe the interviews with learners, teachers, and caregivers.
These transcriptions will be reviewed to identify recurring themes related to engagement, interest
in reading, and the effectiveness of the QR codes and Easy Reader in promoting arts and culture-
based learning.

Categorisation of Observations — Organise the notes from classroom observations into categories,
such as learner engagement, participation, social interaction, and confidence. These will be
compared across different learners to identify trends and changes over time.

Quantitative Analysis — Analyse the data from EasyReader teacher insight logs® to determine the
frequency, duration, and type of arts and culture content engaged with by learners. This will help
measure the impact of specific resources on reading behaviours.

Cross-Referencing Data — Compare findings across interviews and observations to triangulate
results and ensure the reliability of the analysis. Patterns and correlations between methods will
be identified to form a comprehensive understanding of the impact of arts and culture on reading
engagement.

Summary of Findings

Action Research Cycle 2 Research Question

Promoting Reading Engagement Among Learners identified as having SEND at a Further Education
College Through Arts and Culture

Key Findings:

- Enhanced Engagement — Learners continued to show increased engagement with reading
tasks when QR codes linked to arts and culture content were incorporated. The additional
interactive content deepened their interest in both reading and cultural exploration.

- Improved Motivation — A notable increase in motivation to participate in reading activities
was observed, with many learners voluntarily seeking out arts and culture resources during
independent learning sessions.

2 NB. The majority of all museums in England are free to all visitors. Special exhibitions inside the museum may
have a charge.
3 Dolphin Computer Access. (2025). EasyReader Education. https://yourdolphin.com/EasyReader/Education

Teacher insights: EasyReader, through its Premium Education Plan, offers teachers the ability to track pupil
usage and engagement with the app. Teachers can monitor the date students last used EasyReader, their
progress through books (as a percentage), and the time spent actively reading. This information helps
educators understand student engagement and identify any potential needs for additional support.
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- Positive Social Interactions — Learners demonstrated more collaboration and social
interaction during reading tasks. Arts and culture-based tasks promoted peer discussions and
group activities, improving the overall classroom dynamic.

- Increased Interest in Cultural Events — Learners expressed more interest in attending local
arts and cultural events, suggesting the initiative sparked a broader curiosity about the
community beyond the classroom.

- Sustained Confidence in Reading — The integration of arts and culture continued to boost
learners’ self-confidence, particularly in relation to reading comprehension and making
connections between the content and real-world cultural experiences.

Analysis and next steps leading into Action Research Cycle 3

The findings from Action Research Cycle 2 reinforce the idea that integrating arts and culture into

reading activities through QR codes effectively enhances engagement, motivation, and confidence
among learners identified as having SEND. The continued increase in participation and willingness
to explore cultural content suggests that arts-based literacy approaches provide meaningful, real-

world connections that make reading more relevant and enjoyable for learners.

Moreover, the rise in social interactions during reading tasks indicates that arts and culture can
foster a collaborative learning environment, reducing feelings of isolation often experienced by
learners identified as having SEND. The growing interest in attending cultural events outside the
classroom highlights the potential for long-term impact beyond academic settings, promoting a
sense of independence and community involvement.

CONCLUSION

Research aim/question

How can integrating arts and culture through QR codes promote reading engagement among
learners identified as having SEND at A Further Education College?

Conclusion(s)

The findings from Action Research Cycles 1 and 2 suggest that integrating arts and culture through
QR codes can be a highly effective strategy for promoting reading engagement among learners
identified as having SEND. The use of real-world cultural connections provided learners with a
purposeful and engaging reading experience, making literacy more accessible and meaningful.

One of the most significant outcomes was the increase in motivation and confidence among
learners. Many demonstrated a greater willingness to engage with reading activities,
particularly when they could interact with QR-linked content related to their interests. The
ability to explore cultural topics through digital means appeared to reduce reading anxiety,
providing learners with a non-judgmental and flexible approach to literacy development.

Another key finding was the social impact of arts-based literacy. Learners not only engaged more
with reading materials but also showed greater participation in discussions and collaborative
learning activities. This aligns with research on experiential and arts-based learning, which
highlights the role of multi-sensory engagement in supporting literacy skills and social
development.

For educators looking to implement a similar approach, the study underscores the importance of:

- Embedding literacy in real-world, culturally relevant contexts to make reading more engaging.

- Using digital tools like QR codes and Easy Reader to provide a flexible and interactive reading
experience.

- Encouraging peer collaboration to enhance social and communication skills alongside literacy.
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- Offering choice and autonomy in reading activities to boost learner confidence and
motivation.

Next Steps

Moving forward, Action Research Cycle 3 will refine these strategies, incorporating learner-
generated content and multi-sensory engagement to explore further how arts-based approaches
can support sustained literacy development. These findings provide a foundation for other
educators to trial similar initiatives, adapting them to their learners’ needs and local cultural
contexts.
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Appendix 1 — Action Research Cycles

Establish the
research focus

Step 1: Identify the ISEND area for development which requires
research.

Study 1 Step 2: Review the research literature.
First Plan
Step 3: Start the process of refining the research.
Action Plan 1 Step 4: Decide what kind of direction you are going to take (direct or
Research enquiry).
Cycle 1 Step 5: Consider research ethics (engage with the ethics checklist).
Do 1 Step 6: Implement the first plan (either direct action or enquiry as
B action).
Step 7: Review and Reflect.
Betiaiit Step 8: Analyse the meaning of the data gathered.
Study 2 Step 9: Review further literature if required.
Second Plan
Step 10: Based on the ‘reflect’ phase, refine the research (this may
involve revising or developing the research questions) and plan the
next actions.
Plan 2 Step 11: Decide what kind of action you are going to take (direct or
enquiry).
Action quiry)
Research Step 12: Seek any further ethical permissions if needed (engage with
Cycle 2 ethics checklist).
Do 2 Step 13: Implement the second plan — (either direct action or
B enquiry as action).
Step 14: Review and reflect.
Review 2

Step 15: Analyse the meaning of the data gathered.
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Appendix 2 — Example QR Code information

Penshaw Monument is a famous landmark in Sunderland, UK. It is a large stone structure
built in 1844 on Penshaw Hill, designed to look like an ancient Greek temple. The
monument was built in memory of John George Lambton, the first Earl of Durham, who
was an important political figure.

Made from local limestone, the monument stands 20 metres tall and 30 metres long, with
18 large columns. It can be seen from miles around and is one of the most recognisable
symbols of Sunderland.

Penshaw Monument is popular with walkers and visitors who enjoy the panoramic views
from the hill. On special open days, visitors can climb the spiral staircase inside one of the
columns to reach the top for even better views.

To visit, you can walk up the grassy hill paths, which are free and open year-round. The
site is managed by the National Trust, and there is a car park at the bottom of the hill.
Penshaw Monument is also linked to local legends, including the tale of the Lambton
Worm—a giant mythical serpent said to have lived in the River Wear.

Best time to visit: On a clear day for the best views across Sunderland and beyond.

4 NB. This QR code has been blurred so that it can no longer be scanned.
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