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Background: Evaluating the success of randomised controlled trials (RCTs) 
requires an understanding of the processes and experiences of those involved 
in implementation as much as an analysis of outcomes, particularly when 
conducted in real world settings. This implementation and process evaluation 
(IPE) explores the experiences of pupils and staff from special schools in England 
participating in an RCT examining whether Headsprout Early Reading® (HER®), 
an established on-line reading intervention shown to be effective at teaching 
early reading skills to pupils in mainstream schools, with additional support 
strategies and supervision, could be  delivered successfully by school staff to 
pupils with intellectual disabilities.

Methods: The study used an embedded mixed methods approach within a RCT 
design, the results of which are reported elsewhere. It is the first study to include 
interviews with pupils with intellectual disabilities. With 55 schools (382 pupils in 
Key Stages 1 and 2) successfully recruited, it is also possibly the largest study of 
its kind to be conducted to date in special schools.

Results: It was not possible for staff in the context at the time of the study 
(extreme pressures on staffing, meeting individual pupil needs, and pupil and 
staff absence, compounded by COVID-19) to comply with implementation and 
to deliver HER® to pupils with fidelity or to the dosage expected.

Conclusion: Despite implementation challenges, the study demonstrated an 
appetite among special schools to be included in research to find effective ways 
of teaching key skills to pupils with intellectual disabilities.
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1 Background

The Department for Education Reading Framework (2023) 
requires state maintained schools in England to teach phonics to all 
pupils from Year one (the first year of compulsory schooling for pupils 
aged five). This includes children with special educational needs and/
or disabilities (SEND). Yet much research to date on reading 
instruction for pupils with SEND uses sight word instruction rather 
than teaching individual letter/sound components and decoding skills 
(phonics instruction). While sight reading strategies may be effective 
at teaching individual targeted words, studies suggest that many pupils 
with SEND fail to generalize these skills and to develop functional 
reading skills (Dessemontet et al., 2019; Reichow et al., 2019). Roberts-
Tyler et al. (2019) also highlight a paucity of research around effective 
and systematic ways of teaching reading to pupils with SEND.

Headsprout Early Reading® (HER®) a computer-based, targeted 
reading intervention using phonics instruction, brings together an 
understanding of effective instructional processes such as direct 
instruction (Schieffer et al., 2002; Kinder et al., 2005) along with the 
use of technology to engage learners and teach early reading skills 
(Layng et al., 2003). Delivered in 100 episodes, HER® works at the 
pace of the learner, adapting to individual responses, providing 
additional instruction or practice, and high levels of response 
and feedback.

Randomised control studies (RCT) evaluating HER® with 
children aged 4–7 years in mainstream schools (Tyler et al., 2015a; 
Huffstetter et al., 2010; Twyman et al., 2011) found those receiving 
HER® made more progress in reading than those receiving teaching 
as usual, with small to large effect sizes, where reported, across most 
measures of reading outcomes (Tyler et al., 2015a).

Similar results have recently been found in studies in England and 
Wales where HER® has been delivered to pupils with intellectual 
disabilities and/or autism (Grindle et al., 2021; Grindle et al., 2013; 
Tyler et al., 2015b; Roberts-Tyler et al., 2019). In these small pilot 
studies, however, additional support strategies set out in an 
accompanying support manual specifically targeting additional needs 
were included, and HER® was either delivered, or supported by, a 
team of trained researchers.

The Headsprout Early Reading® in Special Schools (HERiSS) 
project aimed to evaluate whether, using those additional support 
strategies, it is possible to deliver HER® to pupils with intellectual 
disabilities in special schools at a larger scale, within the weekly 
curriculum and by special school staff rather than researchers. This 
was one of the first large-scale cluster RCTs to explore the effects of 
phonics instruction on the reading skills of Key Stage 1 (KS1) and Key 
Stage 2 (KS2) pupils with intellectual disabilities (pupils between five 
and 11 years old) in special schools in England. The trial found no 
difference in the reading skills at follow-up of pupils in special schools 
delivering the intervention and schools delivering reading education 
as usual. A full description of the trial intervention and effectiveness 
findings are provided in the main quantitative outcomes paper (Flynn 
et al., 2024; Trial Registration: ISRCTN 46208295).

Evaluating the success of any study conducted in real world 
settings requires an understanding of the processes and experiences 
of those involved in implementation as much as the analysis of 
primary intervention outcomes. While intervention outcomes may 
serve as indicators of an intervention’s effectiveness (Proctor et al., 
2011) other factors such as the extent to which it was possible to 

implement the intervention as planned are equally important. 
Implementation measures such as compliance and fidelity, the 
acceptability of the research design, facilitators and barriers to 
implementation and the perceptions of those involved, can help 
explain why outcomes have or have not been achieved, as well as 
provide valuable information that can be  used to inform future 
research. Implementation research in the field of education (Ryan 
et al., 2024) and in particular special education (Bond et al., 2024) has, 
to date been limited. In their recent systematic review Ryan et al. 
(2024) highlight the importance of considering factors beyond fidelity 
including the range of contexts that might be  involved in 
implementation, barriers and facilitators and specific implementation 
measures other than the primary intervention outcome. Bond et al. 
(2024) stress the importance of the wider school system, having an 
intervention “champion” and the value of external support throughout 
the intervention. Implementation and Process Evaluation (IPE) 
should, therefore, be  considered in the planning phase of any 
intervention study (Schultes, 2023). In studies of educational 
approaches, which can involve several stakeholders, Mowbray et al. 
(2003) suggest that IPEs use multiple data sources and that 
triangulation of these gives evaluators a more comprehensive 
understanding of the efficacy of an intervention (Schultes et al., 2015).

Using a mixed methods approach and multiple data sources, 
including interviewing pupils with intellectual disabilities using 
adapted methods, this IPE explores the experiences of special schools 
involved in the implementation of the HERiSS study. It is the first such 
study to ask KS1 and KS2 pupils with intellectual disabilities attending 
special schools in England about their experiences of a research 
based intervention.

2 Methods

Full methods of the RCT are detailed in the published protocol 
and in the evaluation report both available on the Education 
Endowment Foundation (EEF, 2021) website. This description focuses 
on the IPE.

2.1 Study design

The study used a mixed methods approach based on the EEF IPE 
guidance for evaluators (EEF, 2022) for an embedded IPE within a 
two-arm parallel cluster randomised controlled trial design. The IPE 
was informed by data about the fidelity to, and compliance with, the 
intervention; the experience and perceptions of pupils, teachers and 
teaching assistants (TAs), and Implementation Support Officers 
(ISOs) responsible for monitoring and advising schools on effective 
implementation through remote and in-person visits; an 
understanding of education as usual (EAU); and information 
pertaining to school and pupil recruitment and retention.

2.2 Study population and setting

Special schools (between 15 and 301 pupils in size) in England 
which focus on supporting pupils with intellectual disabilities, were 
eligible for the study if they had at least five and up to 15 pupils at KS1 
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and/or KS2 who were identified by school teaching staff as lacking 
early reading skills and met clearly described pupil eligibility criteria: 
did not have a reading ability beyond the level of HER® (as determined 
by a short passage); could sit at a computer for up to 10 min, 
understand and follow one or two-step instructions, imitate spoken 
sounds/words, respond to feedback, and use some self-initiated 
speech (in English). Pupils with severe visual impairments with no 
opportunity for correction were excluded because HER® does not 
provide adaptations for the visually impaired.

Fifty-five schools (382 pupils) were recruited and randomised 
with 27 schools (181 pupils) allocated to the implementation arm 
following baseline data collection.

Nine pupils from six different schools took part in interviews to 
share their views on HER® (for recruitment see below). All had a 
range of identified needs including autism; speech, language, and 
communication needs; severe learning (intellectual) difficulties; 
mental health needs; and physical disabilities.

Thirteen participants, five teachers and eight TAs, from 12 schools 
took part in semi-structured interviews asking about their experiences 
of participating in the HERiSS project and of the HER® intervention. 
All but one had a career background in special education, and all had 
worked for at least 1 year in the setting (the average was 7 years and 
ranged from 14 years to just over 1 year). All participants were 
involved in supporting literacy, seven across the whole school and six 
focused on their class. One participant was the literacy lead for the 
school. The number of pupils each participant supported through 
HER® ranged from to 10.

All five ISOs took part in the ISO interviews. ISOs supported an 
average of six schools each, ranging from nine to two. One participant 
had an overarching role supporting the other ISOs as well as being 
responsible for two schools. Four of the five ISOs were involved in 
HERiSS at the start of the academic year 21/22. One ISO joined the 
team in January 2022 to focus on two schools that had not, at that 
stage, engaged with the intervention.

Fifty-five teachers/TAs across the schools completed the 
pre-intervention EAU survey between April and June 2021. Forty-two 
members of staff completed the post-intervention EAU survey 
between May and August 2022.

2.3 The HERiSS project

HERiSS included an established on-line reading programme, 
HER® (the intervention); an accompanying support manual detailing 
supplementary support strategies tailored for pupils with additional 
needs; training for school staff involved in the delivery of HER®, and 
fortnightly supervision from an ISO for the duration of 
intervention delivery.

HER® utilises adaptive instructional technology to teach 
phonemic awareness, print awareness, phonics, sounding out, 
segmenting, and blending. It includes 100 computer-delivered lessons 
and, depending on individual pupils and their needs, sessions typically 
take between 10 and 30 min. Schools were asked to schedule HER® 
sessions three times a week with each pupil.

The implementation support manual, specifically designed for 
using HER® with children with additional needs, provides support for 
high quality implementation such as suggestions for additional 
activities where pupils are having difficulty with attending, motivation, 

or specific concepts (e.g., negation), and included suggestions for 
additional 1:1 fluency exercises.

The initial training for school staff included digital training 
resources (seven core and five additional support videos recorded on 
YouTube) for staff to work through in their own time (approximately 
3–4 h), followed by two online and interactive workshops which 
followed up on key aspects of intervention delivery. Each of these 
workshops were approximately 2 h. Ad hoc training was provided to 
schools where identified staff were ill and missed the main training 
delivery or where there was a change in staff. All members of staff 
involved in the delivery of HER® were expected to engage with the 
digital training resources and at least one member of staff per school 
was expected to attend the two webinars.

Ongoing implementation support was provided fortnightly by five 
ISOs via a combination of in-person (when possible) and on-line/
telephone support. ISOs received training in both HER® delivery and 
effective implementation support for HER®. Support provided by 
ISOs included supervision (including in-situ observation, and where 
appropriate working with a pupil to demonstrate suggested 
supplementary activities) and feedback for school staff, effective use 
of additional strategies in response to implementation challenges, and 
the close monitoring of pupil progress using online software data 
(captured by HER® on a pupil-by-pupil basis) providing timely 
feedback to schools in respect of this.

2.4 Procedure

Ethical approval for the study was granted in December 2019 by 
the Warwick University Humanities and Social Sciences Research 
Ethics Committee (HSSREC 37/19–20). Recruitment of special 
schools across England began in December 2019 and was paused in 
March 2020 (phase 1) because of the COVID-19 pandemic. 
Recruitment resumed in October 2020 and continued to the end of 
May 2021 (phase 2). Eligible schools were sent information about the 
project directly and invited to participate, via email in the first 
instance. Three hundred and eight schools were initially targeted in 
a defined geographic region (North West England and West 
Midlands) for pragmatic reasons—to facilitate planned in-situ data 
collection and the in-situ support provided by ISOs during 
the intervention.

Schools expressing an interest received a follow-up telephone call 
to further explain the project, and were sent a pupil eligibility 
screening form, school information sheet and privacy notice, and the 
Memorandum of Understanding (MOU). Both the pupil eligibility 
screening form and the school information sheet specified the pupil 
selection criteria: pupils who did not have a reading ability beyond 
the level of HER® (assessed using a short paragraph of text taken 
from the HER® programme to determine whether pupils had a 
sufficiently low level of decoding skills) and could sit at a computer 
for up to 10 min; understand and follow one or two-step instructions, 
imitate spoken sounds/words, respond to feedback (praise or 
correction), and use some self-initiated speech (in English) (single 
words to short sentences). Schools were responsible for selecting 
pupils. The MOU included permission to access data gathered by 
HER®, consent to be  randomised and commit to the outcome 
(intervention or control), allowing time and space for data collection 
and ensuring three staff could attend training and deliver HER®. The 
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MOU also aimed to ensure that schools in the control group did not 
purchase and implement HER® during the school year, and that 
schools in the intervention group allocated the resources and 
commitment needed for implementation with fidelity. By the end of 
phase 1, 47 schools had returned a signed MOU, and there were 19 
MOUs under review.

Based on the lessons learned from phase 1, phase 2 began with a 
postal and email communication to headteachers, and literacy leads 
of all schools initially targeted who had not signed up in phase 1. This 
was followed up with a telephone call within a few days. Additional 
schools across England were also contacted. These geographic 
extensions were facilitated by the decision for the pre and post-test 
data collection to be conducted remotely because of the on-going 
COVID-19 pandemic, thus not requiring the assessors to be travelling 
to schools and allowing for a portion of ISO supervision to 
be conducted remotely. The combined total of schools contacted over 
Phases 1 and 2 was 365.

Following schools returning the signed MOU, identifying eligible 
pupils, obtaining parental consent for those pupils to take part, and 
providing pupil information (primary need, eligibility for school 
meals, English as a first language), baseline data collection (May to 
July 2021) was completed, and schools were sent the EAU survey. Data 
collection was conducted remotely via Microsoft Teams with each 
pupil supported by a member of school staff. Although parental 
consent had been obtained, pupil assent was also sought before 
starting the assessments. Once all participating pupils in a school had 
completed the baseline data collection, the school was allocated to the 
intervention or control groups (1:1 allocation). Full details of both the 
process for obtaining assent and the randomisation process and 
primary outcome analyses are detailed elsewhere (Flynn et al., 2025; 
Flynn et al., 2024).

Those schools allocated to the HER® arm implemented HER® 
across one school year, post randomisation, and at least 3 members of 
staff attended the training. The intention was that HER® would replace 
EAU within the intervention schools, only for those pupils taking part. 
However, this was not explicit in the MOU, it was not monitored by 
the ISOs and while no data were collected in respect of this it was 
evident in the interview data that some pupils receiving HER® also 
received EAU. Those schools in the education as usual (control) group 
continued to offer reading instruction as usual. To facilitate retention, 
control group schools received two payments: £250 on completion of 
baseline data collection, and £750 on completion of post intervention 
data collection. Post-intervention data collection was carried out from 
May to July 2022. Researchers collecting both baseline and post-
intervention data were blind to schools’/pupils’ allocation during 
data collection.

All intervention schools, including those that had not engaged 
with the intervention, were invited to take part in semi-structured 
interviews for pupils and teachers/TAs once they had completed the 
post intervention data collection. Informed consent for pupils to take 
part in the interviews was provided by pupils’ primary carers, with 
information and consent forms being sent out and collected by the 
pupils’ schools. Schools scheduled times for the pupil interviews. 
Interviews were conducted online by the sixth author using technology 
provided by Zoom Video Communications Inc. (Zoom) (this platform 
better facilitated the procedure for the pupil interviews) with 
individual pupils, plus a member of school staff to support the pupil 
and to set up the call.

For teacher and TA interviews, informed consent was obtained 
from participants. Interviews were conducted by the first author using 
Microsoft Teams.

All five ISOs were also invited to take part in a semi-structed 
interview conducted also using Microsoft Teams. Informed consent 
was obtained, and interviews were conducted by the first author.

2.5 IPE measures

2.5.1 Compliance data
Compliance data were collected by the delivery team (data in 

respect of attending training) and by ISOs as part of their scheduled 
visits. Compliance included six components: digital training 
completed by all teachers/TAs supporting the delivery of HER®; at 
least one member of staff attending the two webinars; at least two 
trained members of staff overseeing implementation to the end of the 
academic year; schools engaging with ISO provided fortnightly 
supervision and with monthly ISO visits in schools; staff following 
recommendations from ISO sessions including using the activities 
outlined in the HER® manual; and time-tabling 3 HER® sessions per 
pupil per week.

Full compliance was defined as meeting all six components; 
partial as meeting at least two out of the first three components and at 
least one of the last two; or meeting four of the first five components.

2.5.2 Fidelity and dosage data
Fidelity and dosage data were gathered directly from HER® which 

collects data at pupil level including logins, episode accuracy scores, 
frequency of episodes, use of benchmarks, and benchmark scores. 
High fidelity was defined as evidence of at least 80% fidelity for 
repeating episodes when required and completing and responding 
appropriately to benchmark assessments. Target dosage was defined 
as completing three sessions of HER® per week per pupil.

2.5.3 Education as usual
Education as usual was measured using a pre- and post-

intervention EAU survey. The survey was distributed using Qualtrics 
(Qualtrics, Provo, UT) and included questions about education as 
usual for literacy in the school before and during the intervention 
period such as standard literacy activities, use of phonics interventions, 
school IT facilities and expertise, usual use of IT for teaching pupils, 
and the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic.

2.5.4 School and pupil recruitment and retention 
data

School and pupil recruitment and retention data were recorded 
including how many schools were approached, how many were 
recruited, school and pupil retention figures at all stages, and reasons 
for attrition (if given).

2.5.5 Semi-structured interview data
Semi-structured interview data were gathered from pupils who 

received HER®, teachers and TAs from schools in the intervention 
group, and all ISOs. Pupil interviews were conducted using Talking 
Mats™, a symbol-based communication tool developed to support 
people with communication needs including children with SEND 
(Bradshaw et al., 2018; Germain, 2004). The overall question for the 
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Talking Mats interviews was: “How do you feel about Headsprout?” 
Pupils were asked open questions about how they felt about different 
components of the intervention, represented by various option 
symbols. Pupils placed these option symbols under one of three 
option symbols: “Like,” “Not sure,” and “Do not like.” Pupils were 
encouraged to share extra information verbally and non-verbally.

The interview schedule for teachers/TAs included topics such as 
attitudes/perceptions of delivering HER®, barriers and facilitators to 
delivering HER®, any unexpected consequences for pupils taking part 
in HERiSS, perceptions of how pupils experienced HER®, perceptions 
of the training and subsequent support provided (by ISOs and by 
school leadership), the usefulness of the HER® manual and confidence 
in teaching children with SEND to read and more generally. In addition, 
the interviews explored COVID-19 pandemic-related challenges. 
Teachers were also asked about any impact of the DfE phonics policy 
changes, which was in effect from the start of the 2021/22 school year. 
The invitations to participate asked schools to prioritise where possible 
the most senior, or experienced, teacher involved in making decisions, 
and those involved in the direct implementation of HER®. Decision 
makers were, in addition, asked about the decision-making process to 
take part in the HERiSS project including what motivated them to take 
part, challenges that arose and reflections of taking part in a RCT.

The interview schedule for ISOs was also developed by the 
evaluation team in discussion with the intervention delivery team and 
included topics such as ISO perceptions of the facilitators and barriers 
to implementation in special school settings, attitudes/perceptions of 
schools’ engagement with additional support provided (the HER® 
manual and ISO recommendations) and support provided by 
school leadership.

Data collection instruments are available on request from 
the authors.

2.6 IPE data analyses

Individual data sources were analysed as outlined below.
Fidelity and dosage data, compliance data, and recruitment and 

retention log data were analysed descriptively.

2.6.1 Pupil interview data
The Talking Mats™ interview audios were transcribed, videos 

were reviewed, and observation descriptions were added to the 
transcripts. The Talking Mats™ Effectiveness Framework of 
Functional Communication (EFFC) was administered to each pupil’s 
interview. The EEFC is used to determine whether each Talking 
Mats™ is an example of “effective communication” based on several 
observable indicators (developed by Talking Mats Limited, 2014; 
Murphy et al., 2010). These observable indicators include seven items 
including: “Engagement”; “Participant’s understanding of issue for 
discussion”; “Interviewer’s understanding of participant’s views”; 
“Participant—on track”; “Symmetry”; “Real time”; and “Interviewer’s 
satisfaction.” These items were measured on a five-point scale from 
four to zero: “Always” (4); “Often” (3), “50/50” (2), “Occasionally” (1), 
and “Never/none” (0). These items were summed to produce a score 
out of 28, with a score of at least 75%, or 21, indicating effective 
communication. Pupils whose Talking Mats™ scored under 21 on the 
EFFC were reviewed by a second researcher, and if agreed between 
both researchers, removed from the analysis.

Pupils’ Talking Mats™ data were first analysed quantitatively, 
with the most frequently endorsed symbols identified by calculating 
mean scores for each symbol. Mean symbol scores were calculated 
by allocating the following scores to each top scale item: “Like” = 2; 
“Not sure” = 1; “Do not like” = 0. The responses from participants 
for each option symbol were summed and then divided by the 
number of participants, with possible scores ranging from 0–2. 
Higher scores indicated more positive feelings towards that specific 
option symbol. Responses were also summed to quantitatively 
summarise how pupils felt about HER® overall. The transcriptions 
with observation descriptions were then analysed using content 
analysis (Hsieh and Shannon, 2005). As the amount of verbal data 
provided by pupils was minimal, this analysis remained descriptive 
and so is presented symbol-by-symbol.

2.6.2 Teacher and TA interview data and ISO 
interview data

Teacher and TA interview data and ISO interview data were 
transcribed verbatim. Analysis was predominantly deductive with 
transcripts examined for prespecified themes based on the study 
research questions, but with the flexibility of adding additional 
themes that were apparent across the data set and added depth to the 
understanding of schools’ experience of HERiSS and HER®. A master 
theme table was produced. A second researcher independently 
analysed 20% of the transcripts (three teacher and TA interviews and 
one ISO interview) and the findings were discussed collaboratively. 
There was agreement across all the prespecified themes. All additional 
themes that were identified by the second researcher had been 
captured in the master theme table. Once the independent review was 
complete, the Master Theme table was synthesised, and a thematic 
map was produced for both teacher and TA interview data and ISO 
interview data. The synthesis and thematic maps were once again 
reviewed and validated by the second researcher.

2.6.3 Teacher and TA interview data and ISO 
interview data

Pre- and post-intervention education as usual survey data were 
analysed descriptively. Interventions that schools were using were 
coded to reflect the key characteristics of HER® so that differences 
between HER® and TAU could be  analysed: adapted for SEND, 
phonics, sequential learning, one to one instruction, increased 
learning opportunities, and repetition.

2.7 Data synthesis

For the analysis a triangulation protocol as outlined by was used 
to integrate the respective data sources. This method of analysis was 
chosen because of the inter-related nature of the data sources, and 
because the triangulation process facilitates the validity of findings by 
assessing the extent to which different data sources agree with or 
contradict findings from other sources.

A triangulation matrix was developed tabulating key findings 
across all data sources. All instances of convergence (complete 
agreement), complementarity (where data sources complemented 
each other), and dissonance (contradiction) were highlighted. The 
matrix was reviewed and agreed by the research and used to interpret 
the overall findings of the IPE.
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3 Results and discussion

3.1 Key themes

Of the 27 schools and 181 pupils randomised to the 
implementation arm after baseline data collection, one school (9 
pupils) withdrew before the start of the academic year 2021/22 
citing staffing and resources issues and four schools (67 pupils) 
did not engage with the intervention.

For the 22 special schools that did take part in the intervention, 
it was not possible in the environment at the time to deliver HER® 
as planned. This was not through a lack of willingness on the part 
of school staff. Rather it reflected an already challenging 
environment exacerbated by the COVID-19 pandemic. The 
acceptability of research and its design can sometimes be a barrier 
to implementation. This was not the case with those school staff 
involved in the HERiSS project that took part in the interviews, 
although it may have played a part for the four schools that did 
not engage with the intervention. All staff interviewed spoke of 
their excitement of taking part in research and the opportunity to 
contribute to evidence-based practice, with many highlighting the 
lack of research around teaching pupils with intellectual 
disabilities to read among the reasons for signing up to the 
HERiSS project.

“I think it’s quite exciting to be there in the front line of a research 
that’s going on ….especially in special schools, you know there’s, I do 

not know how much research goes on, but yeah it’s quite exciting” 
(Teacher, Jayden).1

Teachers/TAs and ISOs were equally unanimous about their 
willingness to use HER® in the future despite the acknowledgement 
that it had not been implemented as planned. All Teachers/TAs spoke 
of their frustration with the barriers to implementation brought about 
by the context within which they were working; for three an added 
sense of individual responsibility led to a sense of a wasted opportunity, 
a feeling echoed by three ISOs:

“due to not having your full team, meant that I did not deliver this 
program to the best of my ability” (TA, Hari).

“it’s frustrating because I think some of these children really 
would have really flown on the program, and they are just not 
getting the opportunity to” (ISO, Rachel).

Figure 1 illustrates the key themes identified in the IPE, and the 
relationships between them: (1) Both compliance with the HERiSS 
project and fidelity for HER® were poor; (2) the context within which 
HER® was delivered including the COVID-19 pandemic and 
associated restrictions, logistics, time constraints, competing priorities, 
and staff turnover including key decision makers, presented significant 

1 Names have been pseudonymised.

FIGURE 1

Key themes identified by the implementation and process evaluation.
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barriers to implementation; (3) pupil response, ease of use of HER®, 
support from the senior leadership team and good organisation were 
key facilitators; (4) School staff liked HER® and thought it could be a 
useful resource but, (a) on its own it was perceived as insufficient, and 
(b) it was perceived as not suitable for everyone.

3.2 Compliance and fidelity

Compliance with the HERiSS project delivery elements (including 
dosage) and fidelity of HER® were poor (Table 1). Six out of 26 schools 
(23%) were fully compliant, and 10 schools did not comply with any 
components. Training (see below) was a key component of compliance, 
and it is possible that the low fidelity scores reflect schools’ lack of 
understanding of what was expected of them. Full details of the 
compliance data are reported elsewhere (Flynn et al., 2024).

3.2.1 Timetabling three sessions per week per pupil 
(dosage)

Only six schools timetabled three HER® sessions per pupil per 
week. However, timetabling sessions did not necessarily result in 
intervention delivery. The mean number of actual logins to the HER® 
intervention per pupil per week was 1.4 ranging from 0.21 to 5.7. Only 
three pupils across all schools were logged in for a mean of three or 
more times per week. The result of this is that only two pupils completed 
the intervention to episode 100 but only one of these two achieved 
episode 100 to criterion. Forty-five pupils did not get past episode 9. 
Figure 2 shows the numbers of pupils and the episodes achieved to 
criterion in groups of 10.

3.2.2 Training
It was evident from one teacher/TA interview and one ISO 

interview that the requirement that all staff members had to have 
completed the training to deliver HER® had not been met. It was also 
evident that teachers/TAs were unclear about needing to have completed 
the digital training materials before attending the webinars. Those who 
attended webinars without having first attempted to log onto HER® 
(instructions given in the digital resources) found the content of sessions 
difficult to follow. Seven teachers/TAs and four ISOs commented that 
the amount of information that was covered in the materials was too 
much for the window of time allocated and was “overwhelming.” This 
was not helped by the fact that training materials were received at the 
busiest time of year for schools—the start of the academic year.

Despite these findings, interviewees were complimentary about the 
quality of the training which was described as “helpful,” “really good,” and 
“thorough.” It was acknowledged that having access to the digital resources 
throughout the year was helpful and six participants observed that once 
they were familiar with the intervention the training made sense.

3.2.3 Engagement with ISO support and 
recommendations and use of the accompanying 
support manual

All but one teacher/TA were similarly enthusiastic about the ISO 
support received describing it as “helpful,” “professional” and 
“knowledgeable.” A recurring theme throughout the interviews was an 
appreciation of any support or resource received that provided hands-
on, concrete support without the need for extra work on the part of 
school staff—not surprising given the challenging environment. Seven 

teachers/TAs also praised the accompanying support manual citing 
the lack of needing themselves to make further adaptations as 
particularly helpful. ISOs reported that the in-situ visits seemed to 
be the most helpful because of their hands-on nature and, while the 
difference between in-situ and remote visits was not commented on 
by school staff, four said that they would have liked more ISO visits:

“She was always available for, if I needed to ask something, clarify 
something that I wasn’t sure, then she was always available on email 
which was great” (Teacher, Debbie).

“So she was very, very good, with responding to email, and even 
when she came into school she was very good with pointers and stuff 
like that for me” (TA, Hari).

TABLE 1 Compliance and fidelity measures.

Compliance measures

1. Completing digital training

2. Attending training webinars

3. Trained staff involved in delivery

4. Engagement with ISO sessions

5. Following ISO suggestions and use of manual

6. Timetabling 3 HER® sessions per pupil per week (dosage)

Degree of compliance No. of schools

Full (all six components) 6

Partial (a) only (2 out of components 1–3; 

and 1 out of components 4 and 5)

0

Partial (b) only (4 out of components 1–5) 9

Partial (a) and Partial (b) 2

No compliance 10

Degree of fidelity No. of pupils (%)

Episodes repeated where appropriate 23 (30% of applicable cases)

Benchmark assessments completed 

where appropriate

25 (39%)

No benchmark assessments completed 

despite being required

22 (34%)

FIGURE 2

The number of episodes achieved to criterion (in groups of 10) by 
the total number of pupils.
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ISOs also noted an appreciation of tangible support:

“she actually commented to me “I’ve never had so much help and 
support, you know, this is unprecedented this never happens, with 
other people coming in, you only see them once every 6 months or 
whatever if that, once a year, you know, so this level of support is 
great”” (ISO, Savi).

And gave evidence of teachers/TAs following up on 
practical suggestions.

However, ISOs reported difficulties around engagement. Reasons 
cited included difficulties getting hold of the right person to organise 
visits in the first place, teachers/TAs finding the time to meet with 
them, and a lack of follow through on some of the suggestions made. 
For instance, three ISOs spoke of a reluctance on the part of some 
schools to adopt the reward systems included in HER® in addition to 
any reward systems being used in the classroom. Interestingly all pupils 
who responded to the “collecting stars” symbol (part of the motivation 
system in HER®) in the Talking Mats™ interviews said that this was 
the aspect they liked the most. There were also contradictory data 
around the use of the support manual with one ISO citing no evidence 
of its use in the schools that they supported and another two 
commenting that the school’s manual had been “lost” or “locked away.”

ISOs acknowledged that most of the difficulties encountered 
were a result of the challenges that schools were facing especially 
relating to the COVID-19 pandemic. This, in turn, put them in a 
difficult and sometimes conflicted position. Their role was to help 
ensure that the intervention was delivered as planned but they also 
wanted to be as supportive as possible and to help schools succeed:

“I sometimes almost sort of felt pulled in two directions because 
you are trying to do a good job for the research team on one hand 
and make sure the schools were doing a good job but equally 
sometimes I found myself feeling like I wasn’t doing that because 
sometimes I felt like to keep the schools on my side” (ISO, Penny).

3.3 Barriers to implementation

The context within which HERiSS was delivered was challenging 
and posed significant barriers to implementation. These included 
logistics and staffing, time constraints, competing priorities, and staff 
turnover including key decision makers, all of which were 
compounded by the COVID-19 pandemic. In addition, some schools 
highlighted pupil selection as a barrier.

Special schools cater for pupils with a range of different needs. 
When asked about their attitudes to teaching pupils with intellectual 
disabilities to read teachers/TAs were positive but noted that it was not 
easy. Some pupils require one-to-one or small group teaching and 
assistance. Teaching often needs to be differentiated, with both materials 
and delivery adapted or sometimes made to suit individual needs.

“It’s difficult because they are all so different” (TA, Geeta).

The EAU survey highlighted the lack of reading interventions 
designed for children in special schools. Other than some 
interventions for pupils with Down syndrome, one for dyslexia, and 
one for visually impaired pupils, most schools reported having to use 

more than one reading intervention to meet pupil needs but noted 
that interventions designed for mainstream schools in literacy sessions 
such as Read Write Inc. and Bug Club need to be “heavily adapted.”

Pupil absence was frequent, and many had co-occurring health 
needs requiring staff with expertise in delegated healthcare to be readily 
accessible. Five teachers/TAs noted that organising staffing around these 
issues is difficult at the best of times, without the added complication of 
implementing HER® which required access to information technology 
equipment, and the internet, in distraction free spaces, with teacher 
support at the right time of day for each pupil involved. ISOs also cited 
finding spaces in schools that were distraction free as a problem.

“The other thing that we had in our school as well is there’s not a lot 
of quiet spaces, so there wasn’t really anywhere to go to deliver it 
very quietly, where also the internet would work and everything 
else” (Teacher, Fatima).

“I do have pupils in my class that are one-to-one, where so 
logistically, it was quite hard on the staffing to be able to find that 
time to go” (Teacher, Lana).

The COVID-19 pandemic compounded these difficulties. Early on, 
the need to sanitise equipment added to staff tasks, and the requirement 
imposed by the UK government to keep staff and pupils in “bubbles” 
(small groups to minimise the risk of spreading the virus) further 
restricted the use of space. The COVID-19 pandemic also led to increased 
staff and pupil absences which had a direct impact on implementation:

“because we have had a lot of staff absences I’ve been having to go 
and cover in classes, which is then taking me away from the 
intervention … I just were not getting as much, no way near as 
many sessions as I would have liked to” (TA, Ali).

“the reason why they were not able to complete the 3 sessions a 
week, or sometimes even any sessions because they just did not have 
the staff to be able to do it, the same with pupil absence as well” 
(ISO, Penny).

Staffing issues and the additional tasks brought about by the 
COVID-19 pandemic led to difficulties finding time to fit HER® into 
daily activities as reflected in the compliance data. It was clear, as noted 
above, that the timing of the training was an issue, but four teachers/
TAs cited time pressure as a continued problem throughout the 
academic year. This in turn led to staff questioning priorities as they 
had to choose activities to focus on. For some it was a question of 
whether spending time on HER® was right for certain pupils; for others 
it was the difficulty that allocating resources to HER® posed when they 
also had to deliver other literacy activities such as comprehension, 
writing, speaking as well as delivering phonics interventions to other 
pupils. Three teachers/TAs noted that the order in which letter sounds 
were taught in HER® led to them having to do extra work to run catch 
up sessions with pupils for sounds missed that the rest of the class was 
working on. This was even though the intention had been that 
intervention schools did not offer pupils both HER® and EAU.

These data were also reflected in the ISO interviews and the EAU 
survey. Three ISOs spoke of the challenges of implementing phonics 
interventions as well as HER® in terms of the competing priorities and, 
for some, raising the question of whether HER® met the government 
guidance in respect of phonics introduced at the start of the academic 
year 2021/22. The EAU survey data showed that while all schools 
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reported using multiple literacy interventions both pre and post 
intervention, there was an increased use of phonics post intervention.

“But also, it meant that the staff had an extra thing to do and they 
did not sort of conceive of Headsprout as being the reading 
provision” (ISO, Olivia).

In addition to listing the tangible challenges that school staff were 
having to negotiate, the interview data highlight the levels of stress 
experienced through the language used:

“With COVID as well it’s been a nightmare” (TA, Michelle).

In turn, ISOs talked repeatedly about staff being “over stretched” 
and under “stress.”

ISOs also highlighted the change of staff experienced by many 
schools part way through the intervention as a significant barrier to 
implementation. In some cases, it was the decision maker:

“so that initial excitement between the literacy lead and deputy head 
and the recruitment had gone … the new literacy lead had no idea 
what was going on” (ISO, Savi).

In at least four cases, staff changes occurred during 
implementation. Where replacements were found it is not clear that 
training (although available) was completed. Two “replacement” 
teachers/TAs described being “a little lost” (TA, Izzy) and “it sort of 
got left to me” (Teacher, Jayden). Many observed that pupils had been 
chosen for the study by someone no longer at the school (see below).

Some of these barriers are reflected in the study retention data. The 
trial had a relatively high rate of attrition, particularly from the 
intervention group. From the 55 schools that were randomised, six 
schools (63 pupils) in the intervention group and two schools (25 
pupils) in the control group were lost to follow up. Where reasons were 
given at whole school level they included “staffing crisis”; conflict with 
the school’s literacy intervention; an inability to fit in post-intervention 
testing before the end of term; and post-tests being too difficult for 
pupils. A further 20 pupils (i.e., from schools that were not lost to 
follow-up) were lost across both intervention and control schools for 
reasons including: moved into KS3, not eligible with hindsight (see 
below), long term absence/illness, and having left the school.

What was also clear was that despite initial pupil selection criteria 
having been set, some pupils selected were not suitable for the 
intervention. Three ISOs highlighted this as a barrier to 
implementation, noting the impact that it had on staff:

“I lost one school because they just did not have the faith in it and 
I  think that it was largely because somehow with the eligibility 
criteria the wrong students had been selected to do it” (ISO, Penny).

Five teachers/TAs felt that some of the pupils chosen had not have 
the pre-requisite skills or learning style to benefit from HER®, and 
eight felt that they had other pupils who may have been more suitable. 
Although the interview data suggest that this was not because the 
eligibility criteria were unclear, most observed that familiarity with 
HER® gave them a better understanding of which pupils were most 
likely to access and benefit from the intervention. Two instances were 
cited of the person doing the selection not knowing the pupils very 

well. It was also the case in some instances that the pupils on the study 
were not those initially selected by the school. Substitutions had to 
be  made for a variety of reasons: pupils changing classes, leaving 
school, or parental consent to take part in the study was not obtained.

3.4 Key facilitating factors

Notwithstanding the challenges outlined above, six schools were 
fully compliant and 11 partially compliant with the intervention. 
Facilitating factors included pupil positive response, ease of use of the 
intervention and support from the senior leadership team which led 
to good organisation.

It was clear from all interviews that most pupils enjoyed HER® 
and that many, despite not having progressed very far, made progress. 
For school staff this was motivating. The language used by teachers/
TAs reflected their enthusiasm:

“He loved it. He absolutely loved it …it really helped him having that 
fun aspect to it as such” (TA, Hari).

“they saw it as a bit of a game, which was really nice, they were 
just coming out to play on the laptop, which was, you know, great 
for us, great for them” (Teacher, Kamla).

Pupils placed 76.64% of the Talking Mats™ symbols under “Like,” 
19.18% under “Not sure,” and just 10.96% of symbols placed under 
“Do not like.” Pupils enjoyed “collecting stars” the most, followed by 
“The teacher helping me,” “Doing things myself,” “The characters,” 
“Getting things right,” “The games,” and “The pictures.” Six out of eight 
enjoyed “Learning words” and “Learning how to read.” One pupil 
asked if he could carry on with the intervention at home over the 
summer. The most disliked aspect of the programme was “getting 
things wrong,” which five pupils placed their symbol on.

Enjoyment translated into progress in early reading skills was 
noted by 11 teachers/TAs with six also observing an increase in pupil 
confidence and self-esteem:

“His mum cried because I recorded a video of him reading the book, 
and when I showed his mum, she cried, she was like, “I never ever 
thought my child would read,”” (TA, Hari).

“But I see now how proud they feel of themselves, when they are 
going into a book, and they can read the full book,” (TA, Ali).

A few examples were given of this progress generalizing to other 
skills; increased talking/sounding out, increased confidence in asking 
for help, and one example of improved writing skills were noted along 
with increased independence and enjoyment from reading.

One of the reasons cited for pupil enthusiasm was that because 
HER® was computer/tablet based and looked like a game they did not 
see the intervention as “work.” HER® was also described as very easy 
to use. For some this meant that pupils were able to use the 
intervention independently; others appreciated the fact that HER® 
and the accompanying support manual were comprehensive with no 
need for adaptations—something as noted above was highlighted in 
the TAU survey as necessary for most other interventions.

“and then for us as teachers, we are adapting all the time, we had 
to do no adaptations, it was there, it was ready, it was accessible, 
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it was, yea you  know, it was really easy to deliver ….it was 
pitched perfectly for our pupils” (Teacher, Kamla).

Teachers also liked the way that HER® works including its 
responsiveness to the pupil, opportunities for repetition, and how 
easy it was to follow pupil progress. One observed that HER® was 
particularly helpful for pupils lacking pencil skills as many other 
interventions ask pupils to “circle” things.

Senior leadership support for HERiSS was another facilitator with 
six teachers/TAs giving examples of the practical support that made 
implementation easier: organising staff rotas, providing space, listening 
to and encouraging pupils to read, having someone co-ordinate the 
intervention, all of which contributed to good organisation. HERiSS was 
built into the school improvement plan in one instance and demonstrated 
during an Ofsted (Office for Standards in Education) inspection in 
another. ISOs commented that engagement with their sessions were 
better when the senior leadership were either actively supporting or had 
put in place the organisational infrastructure to support the intervention.

“We got into quite a good system to deliver it, but children would get 
in straight off the bus, they would come down, their iPads would 
be ready on the table, they’d log themselves in, and we’d almost just 
float and oversee what was going on” (Teacher, Bella).

One ISO noted the opposite. In instances with a lack of support 
from the senior leadership and poor communication, school staff 
often did not know what was expected of them.

3.5 HER® liked by teachers and could be a 
useful resource

Despite the implementation challenges posed by the context 
within which they were working, and even though neither enjoyment 
nor progress were experienced by all pupils included in the study, 
teachers/TAs were enthusiastic about HER®.

“What else was good, it was just a nice program to deliver” 
(TA, Emma).

Eight participants commented that they had other pupils who 
may have benefitted from HER®:

“we brought in some other children, that were not part of the actual 
assessment” (TA, Chris).

“we probably ended up with twenty children” (Teacher, Bella).

Two teachers/ISOs felt that it had exceeded their expectations and 
seven that it had met theirs. All said that they would be happy to 
continue to use HER® in the future although, as noted below, 10 
teachers/TAs qualified their response.

 a HER® alone is insufficient as a literacy intervention.

Both teachers and TAs noted that HER® could be used as part of 
the “toolbox” available to support the literacy curriculum but that on its 
own it is insufficient. This was partly to do with the fact, as noted above, 
that HER® is not a comprehensive literacy intervention; and in part 
because it does not work easily alongside phonics teaching as usual.

“I think Headsprout could be  very good as a supplementary 
intervention, but I  think they still need, I  think our children in 
particular needed the regular phonics input as well in order to 
make it work” (TA, Debbie).

 b It is not suitable for everyone - pupil eligibility is a key factor.

It was clear too that HER® is not perceived as a resource that 
can meet all pupils’ needs.

“I would [use HER®] happily, you know with the right pupils” 
(Teacher, Kamla).

“I think it would be quite good to try it. I think for the more 
able ones I think it would be good” (TA, Michelle).

Not all pupils taking part in the study made progress. Three 
teachers/TAs reported mixed progress:

“For some of them, for one or two of them it was really, really good, 
and we have seen their reading improve, and not just their reading 
but their confidence in their own ability to read, and for others that 
struggled with it more, the impact has been a lot less” (TA, 
Debbie).

Teachers/TAs all talked about the differentiated needs of special 
school pupils not only, as noted above, in relation to the challenges of 
working within this context but also in respect of trying to find ways 
of working with individual pupils:

“we have looked into quite a lot of methods because we  have 
discovered children do not read the same, and one child does not 
read the same as another child” (Teacher, Bella).

Their passion for finding resources that work for pupils was clear:

“I love it, it’s something that you can see when it, when they get it, or 
suddenly they’ll go, [clicks fingers] lightbulb moment” (TA, Emma).

“So yea, it’s very much on a child-to-child basis, and we do not give 
up, if it’s not working for one year, we do not give up” (Teacher, Kamla).

3.6 Lessons learned

While the teacher/TA interview data are limited with participants 
drawn from those schools that had engaged with the research and 
attempted to implement the intervention and the particular context 
within which the research was conducted– special schools in England 
during the time of COVID-19 also limits generalisability to other 
settings, the findings nonetheless provide useful insight into the 
challenges of working in special schools and may help inform further 
research in similar schools in other settings.

Going forward, consideration needs to be  given to supporting 
schools around their capacity to commit to delivery and their 
understanding of what was expected of them. This is the responsibility 
of both research teams and funders. Allocating resources to deliver that 
support is key as is getting senior leadership on board and having one 
person coordinating the intervention. Helping schools understand how 
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an intervention works prior to having to identify eligible pupils as well 
as helping them with the process of identifying pupils could help target 
resources more effectively. Allowing more time for schools to prepare 
between randomisation and the start of implementation, particularly 
in respect of training, is also critical. This is difficult if an intervention 
is planned to run for a full academic year given pressures on all schools 
at the start of that year so offering flexible training in a variety of 
formats accessible from the point of randomisation may be helpful.

Future research would also benefit from an exploration of the 
factors that led schools to decline to take part or to drop out. This had 
been planned post-intervention, but it was difficult to re-engage with 
schools so long after initial recruitment. It would be helpful to follow 
up with schools within a short time frame of their decision.

4 Conclusion

HERiSS was perhaps the largest RCT to be conducted in special 
schools in England. As far as we can ascertain, it was the first to include 
pupils with intellectual disabilities’ experiences in its IPE. Special 
schools welcomed the opportunity to take part in research targeting 
“their’ pupils—a population that is under-represented—and the 
research design was acceptable (schools were willing to be randomised). 
It was also possible to obtain informed consent from parents of special 
school pupils with to take part and to obtain assent from those pupils 
prior to data collection. However, schools were unable to deliver the 
intervention as planned, largely because of barriers to implementation 
related to the context within which they work. The IPE provides an 
explanation of why the statistical analysis of outcomes showed the 
intervention to be  ineffective and the challenges faced by special 
schools in England in the current environment. Encouragingly, the IPE 
also highlights those aspects of the intervention that did “work” and 
participating special schools demonstrated an appetite to be included 
in research despite difficulties in implementation.
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