
 

  

Windows® 7 in schools 
The early experiences 

When 6 UK schools started the new school year with Windows 7, in 
September 2009, Gerald Haigh collected their stories. 
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The Windows 7 Rollout in Summer 2009 

Some stories from the early adopters of Windows 7   

Windows 7 became available to schools in mid-August 2009, uncomfortably 

close to the start of the new school year. Although there was every 

encouragement from Microsoft for schools taking the plunge, it‟s difficult to 

avoid the conclusion that those ICT teams that grasped the nettle were 

displaying a fair amount of courage. The start of a school term, after all, isn‟t 

a moveable deadline. Whether the new operating system was installed or 

not, whether or not it worked, or did what was printed on the tin, the students, 

teachers and administrators were still going to arrive and switch on their 

machines expecting to do pick up where they left off before their holidays. 

Failure, as they say, was not an option.  

In fact, of course, it wasn‟t really quite as dramatic as that. Through the 

widely distributed pre-release (beta and Release Candidate) versions, 

Windows 7 had been tried and tested in schools for as long as six months in 

some cases. Full installation of the product, therefore, was never, give or 

take the odd glitch, going to be an act of blind faith.   

It was, though, a clear demonstration of the professionalism and confidence 

of the people who run our schools‟ ICT systems. The people featured here 

are, in their own ways, pioneers, in the sense that they demonstrated what to 

do and how to do it.  

This isn‟t of course, a complete account of the impact of Windows 7 in 

schools. That will emerge as the staff and students gather experience, 

adding their own ideas and finding new ways of working. That‟s why we‟ll 

need to return to the story later. Meanwhile, here are the first thoughts from 

those front-line installers, all of whom are, even at this early stage, starting to 

see evidence that Windows 7 lives up to the three key Microsoft Windows 7 

themes, which are that it: 

 Simplifies everyday tasks.  

 Works the way you want. 

 Makes new things possible. 

 

 

 

 

 

Gerald Haigh, an 
educational writer and 
journalist, spoke with six 
schools who were all 
early adopters of 
Windows 7. 

UK Schools were up against 
tight implementation deadlines 

 Windows 7 became available to 
schools from mid-August 2009. 

 The new school year started at 
the beginning of September. 

 
Windows 7 provides 3 
significant benefits: 

 Simplifies everyday tasks.  

 Works the way you want. 

 Makes new things possible 



 

West Hatch High School, Essex 

The first school in Europe to fully deploy Windows 7 

A successful specialist business, enterprise & humanities college with 1,300 students, including 340 in 

the Sixth Form. rated “Good, with several outstanding features” by Ofsted in March 2009. 

Information Systems Manager Alan Richards was responsible for the Windows 7 installation. Alan was 

keen to be at the cutting edge of the arrival of Windows 7 into UK schools.  When the Microsoft Schools 

Blog announced its imminent availability, he added his comment… 

“I am all prepared and ready … It should be installed by the end of the day - on the IT 

suites at least.  Nice to see Microsoft recognising that schools are the real pioneers when 

it comes to using the latest software.” 

Alan‟s enthusiasm was based on the positive experience he‟d had with pre-release versions.  

“We‟d found it faster and slicker, running faster on the machines.” 

The actual deployment was very straightforward.  

“We use Windows Deployment Services (WDS), and with the Windows Server 2008R2 in 

the background it‟s a lot faster to deploy Windows 7.  I can do a suite of 30 machines in 

about an hour.” 

In the event, thanks to Alan‟s expertise and enthusiasm, West Hatch nosed ahead in what became a 

competition between half a dozen or so UK schools to be first with Windows 7, demonstrating, at the very 

least that in experienced hands the deployment is quick and manageable. Alan reports that staff and 

students are eager to start with Windows 7. At the start of term, he says, those staff who had taken their 

laptops home over the holiday were queuing up to have the new operating system installed.  

Simplifies everyday tasks  

Already there‟s evidence at West Hatch that Windows 7 is going to make life easier. 

 “From the technical point of view, it‟s easier to manage,” says Alan Richards. He‟s in no doubt that 

teachers and students, too will find the many detailed features that can help them with their work. Even 

on the first day of the working term, Alan had already helped some students who were researching on a 

website and also writing it up.  

“I showed them how „Snap‟ makes it easy to manage both windows on the screen at the 

same time. They were impressed. In fact one of them said, „That‟s really sick‟, which I take 

to be a term of approval.” 
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Making new things possible 

Alan‟s also enthusiastic about the way that Windows 7 features will support some of the ambitious plans 

that West Hatch has for the future. So, for example, there are plans to roll out laptops to every West 

Hatch student, and the Windows 7 DirectAccess feature will be enormously supportive of that. What it 

means, in effect, is that a student or staff laptop, at home, is still working through the school network. It‟s 

going to be a strong feature for the many schools that are moving towards „anywhere anytime learning‟. 

The security implications, particularly, says Alan, are very important.  

“They‟ll still have filtered access, with all the security settings. It‟s a big selling point, I 

think.” 
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Lodge Park Technology College, Northamptonshire 

A phased approach to deployment over the whole school year 

Lodge Park is a specialist technology college with 1250 students, including 240 in the sixth form. It‟s 

described by Ofsted as “an improving school setting itself challenging targets”. In September 2009 Guy 

Shearer, formerly head of Enterprise and Innovation Networks at the Specialist Schools and Academies 

Trust took up the post of Principal.  

The Windows 7 installation at Lodge Park was managed by Stephen Peverett, Network Manager:  

“We‟re a large school in terms of ICT.  We‟ve got around 600 curriculum desktop 

machines and 80 curriculum laptops, and also 120 staff laptops used for registration.” 

The story at Lodge Park underlines the fact that schools are different, with varying priorities and 

resources. So where some schools have introduced Windows 7 quickly across the whole institution, the 

approach in Stephen‟s school, where the move is from Windows XP rather than Vista, has been marked 

by methodical, step-at-a-time caution.  

Works the way you want  

“We‟ve got it in two classrooms in the IT Department at the moment, fifty machines as a 

pilot. We‟ll sort out any problems then we‟ll move to another room with different machines 

but the same software, and then on to another room with the same hardware but different 

software. That‟s how we‟re rolling it out. We‟re doing it gradually.” 

He thinks, in fact, of taking the whole of the school year to complete the change across the whole college. 

That said, the actual deployment process has been very straightforward.   

“It was pretty painless. We were already using Windows Deployment Services, and we 

just added Windows 7 on to that.  We like being able to sit somewhere on your own 

laptop, set up an image and use it as a deployment tool.” 

Stephen‟s step-by-step approach is guided by the fact that his department has been short-staffed over 

the summer, and by the number of other things happening, including a new email system.  He‟s 

particularly cautious, he says, about introducing Windows 7 to the staff‟s laptops. They all use Capita‟s 

SIMS for electronic registration every single lesson – which means a seamless move to the new 

operating system is particularly critical, and Stephen wants to be sure it‟ll happen.  

Something that other schools might take notice of is that Stephen‟s job was made a little easier by having 

done a software audit at the end of the Summer Term 2009, which meant that he had a clear idea of just 

what needed to go on each machine when the rollout started.  
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Simplifies everyday tasks 

A really key point for Lodge Park – mentioned by other Windows 7 pioneers, is the sheer efficiency of 

Windows 7 in terms of its capability with both existing software and hardware. Stephen talks of the 

system‟s ability to cope with what he calls “elderly or esoteric programs”. He‟s impressed, too with the 

way it will run on existing hardware. 

“It‟s not as demanding as Vista,” he says. “We‟ve had it running on netbooks and it works 

perfectly well. That means we don‟t have to spend money on upgrading hardware. For 

schools that‟s really important.”  

 



 
8 

The Long Eaton School, Nottingham 

Deploying Windows 7 on existing computers 

The Long Eaton School is a community comprehensive school with 1300 students including 230 in the 

sixth form. It‟s a successful school, designated “Outstanding” by Ofsted for the second time running.  

Long Eaton was one of the earliest Windows 7 adopters, keeping up something of a tradition – it was the 

first school in the country to adopt Windows Vista.  

Perhaps unsurprisingly, by August 2009, Network Manager Jim Christie was really no stranger to 

Windows 7, having worked with the pre-release version for the whole of the first half of the year. By 

February, the school had the pre-release version of Windows 7 installed as a controlled pilot.  

Although Jim and his colleagues had been keen adopters of Vista, they rapidly transferred their 

enthusiasm.  

Works the way you want 

“We really liked what we saw,” says Jim Christie.  

Two features in particular have captured his attention. One is an improvement in basic security. 

“Teachers have developed their working lives around USB pen drives and the like to take 

lesson plans home and the DCSF have a requirement that they should all be encrypted. 

It‟s much easier to use BitLocker to do that with Windows 7.” 

Perhaps more fundamental from his point of view, and that of school management, is that Windows 7 

requires little by way of hardware upgrade. It is, says Jim, “hardware agnostic”. As Jim points out, this is a 

key point for schools where budgets are tightening.  

“All schools are having to proactively manage the resources they already have. Usually, 

with a new operating system, and a new feature such as encryption, it would be necessary 

to replace hardware. The benefit of Windows 7 is that‟s no longer the case.” 

Windows 7, says Jim, also means the computers use less energy. This important point, mentioned by 

other schools, reinforces his conclusion. “I don‟t think there‟s a good reason for a school not to move to 

Windows 7.” 
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Makes new things possible 

Jim shares with colleagues in other schools the same expectations that Windows 7 is going to make life 

easier in the classroom.  He mentions “Snap”, for example, and “DirectAccess” which, he says, will --  

“…..improve the possibilities of working from home. Secure remote access satisfies a lot 

of requirements for any time anywhere working.” 

What he‟s very clear about, though, is that many more possibilities will emerge when the students are 

using Windows 7 in school.  

“The biggest driver of technology in school tends to be the students. You can go to 

conferences, talk to people, learn the buzz words, but the people who will show you the 

best way into the technology are the students. They have a more intuitive grasp. We‟ve 

been playing with it since January, but once they‟re using it they‟ll find something I haven‟t 

seen, and that will then make its way to the staff.” 
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The Samworth Enterprise Academy 

Working ‘out of the box’, and reducing teachers’ problems with interactive whiteboards 

Samworth is a new purpose-built all-age academy for children aged 3 to 16. It opened in September 2007 

and will have its full age-range of students by 2011. Ofsted‟s monitoring visit in September 2008 showed 

that the Academy is working to improve the life chances of children whose average attainment on entry is 

well below national expectations.  

The Windows 7 deployment at Samworth is described by Matthew Hughes, the Academy‟s Web 

Developer.  He points out that the deployment task was eased by the fact that the academy, as a new 

institution, is still quite small and has a relatively limited range of hardware, though it includes staff and 

student laptops and netbooks as well as desktop machines. The pre-release version of Windows 7 had 

been running on Matthew‟s laptop and desktop machines from its first availability. 

“We were more than happy with how it performed,” he says. 

So, on 14th August 2009, when the full release was available, the school network manager Harry 

Plumtree and Matthew were happy to handle the deployment.  

“I took three desktops and three laptops to my house and created images, then I came 

into school over the weekend and began to do the roll-out for the Academy.” 

The only really hectic time came at the start of term, when staff arrived with laptops they‟d kept at home.  

The main issue with staff laptops, says Matthew, was how reliable Windows 7 would be when laptops 

were linked to classroom interactive whiteboards - there‟d been some problems with the pre-release 

versions, but they didn‟t arise with the full release.   

Simplifies everyday tasks 

Teachers of younger children are heavy users of interactive whiteboards, and whiteboard/laptop 

connection difficulty is the main cause of cries for help from teachers at Samworth – “We get five or six a 

week,” says Matthew. With Windows 7, although it‟s early days, this looks as if the problems are going to 

be reduced. “Only time will tell. We‟ll see in three months or so.” 

Matthew‟s keen on anything that will help teachers to have trouble-free lessons, pointing out that delays 

in logging on, or problems with connecting hardware, add up to bad news for a teacher who‟s dealing with 

a waiting class of lively youngsters.   

“That first five minutes is key. If they can‟t log on or connect to the whiteboard in that time, 

it‟s a complete show-stopper.” 

(And, of course, the teacher who‟s had a couple of bad experiences is quite likely not even to try the next 

time.) 
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It‟s that concern with improving support that leads Matthew to be enthusiastic about two features that 

others haven‟t mentioned. So “Problem Steps Recorder”, for example, does what it says on the tin – 

keeps a screen-shot record of the steps leading up to a problem.  Blogger Long Zheng calls it a “miracle 

tool” and describes it particularly well at (www.istartedsomething.com/20090111/windows-7-problem-

steps-recorder-miracle-tool/) 

“If you‟ve ever offered technical support to other computer users, you might find yourself 

losing a slice of your sanity over their inability to describe the problem clearly. And most 

times it‟s not the fault of the user, it‟s just difficult to describe what you see with words. A 

feature new to Windows 7, called Problem Steps Recorder looks to be the missing tool for 

documenting where it all goes wrong.”  

The other time-saver for network teams, says Matthew, is actually a Windows Server 2008 R2 feature 

called “Active Directory Administrative Centre”. The function here that Matthew‟s interested in is greatly 

increased ease of resetting passwords that school staff have either forgotten or wish to change – yet 

another small task that can eat up a disproportionate amount of time,  

Matthew‟s looking forward to working with Direct Access. “We‟re wondering whether that‟s going to be the 

way of letting staff have documents at home. That‟s certainly something we‟re thinking about.” 

Overall, Windows 7 gets his approval.  

“For us it worked more or less out of the box. It‟s been a very positive experience.”  
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Twynham School, Christchurch, Dorset 

Upgrading staff laptops within an hour 

Twynham is an 11 – 18 comprehensive school with 1500 students, including 300 in the sixth form. 

Designated “Outstanding” by Ofsted, it has Leading Edge, Training School, Technology and Music 

College status.  

Twynham has an international reputation for its use of ICT, particularly in the use of Microsoft SharePoint. 

The school‟s expertise in this area is in demand across the UK and beyond. Leading ICT development at 

the school is Assistant Head Mike Herrity, who works closely with ICT Manager, Dave Coleman.  

Starting on 14th August, they rolled out Windows 7 first to 400 desktop PCs – “That took about a week 

once we‟d made the ghost image,” says Mike. Deployment to 170 laptops and netbooks continued into 

the early part of the Autumn term. “We did staff laptops on a one hour return basis.” 

Both Dave and Mike were already very familiar with Windows 7 by the time the August release arrived.  

“We used it all the way through the pre-release versions” 

They were jointly impressed with those early versions. Mike used the pre-release version from January 

2009, and when the Release Candidate appeared he had it on a laptop at home and a computer at work. 

Their experience provided the confidence to embark on deploying the final product on 14th August.  

That early optimism about the product was quickly confirmed, as Dave discovered: 

“It came to light very quickly, that this is the first Microsoft operating system that actually 

works on less powerful hardware than its predecessor. We can utilise all our computers, 

some of which are six years old.” 

What‟s important about that enhanced efficiency is the effect it has on the school budget. As Mike says, 

“It gives us longevity. We can hold back on rolling out new hardware, buying more 

memory rather than machines.” 

Add to that the fact that Windows 7 uses less energy, and there begins to be a significant budgetary 

advantage. Together with other energy saving measures, Dave and Mike believe that they are going to 

cut the school‟s energy bill by £22,000 a year. “Enough,” as Mike says, “to pay for a newly qualified 

teacher.” 

As to Windows 7 in action, although it‟s still early days at Twynham, Mike and Dave identify a number of 

features that are going to make life easier and save time. Logging on speed – crucial for busy teachers – 

has come down to four or five seconds, and Mike says “Federated Search” - for example, able to find 

words and phrases within email, the learning platform, as well as documents - is going to be a timesaver 

for teachers.  
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“Searching and finding are infinitely better”, he says. He‟s keen, too on features that make it easier to 

handle windows on the screen.  

“I think it will change the way we work with documents. For example I‟m a history teacher 

and one of the things we do is compare resources. At the moment we either scroll from 

one to the other or juggle them around on the screen. With “Snap” it‟s easy to have one 

source open on the left and the other of the right. It just solves a simple problem.” 

He sums it all up with the thought that Windows 7 is much more in tune with way people want to work.  

“It‟s gone beyond Windows Vista, taking into account human behaviour – the way you 

want to interface with something. So students can interact with it intuitively. They take to it 

easily and the buzz among them has been phenomenal.”  

Makes new things possible  

 As in so many schools, ICT at Twynham has been centred on IT equipped classrooms or 

computer suites. The advent of laptops and netbooks is changing that. One of the limiting features, 

though, is battery life, and Mike says that the extra power efficiency of Windows 7 is going to be 

significant here. 

 “We have an IT room that‟s due for refurbishment, but we‟re going to change it back to a 

classroom, because we can use netbooks. Windows 7 makes that possible because of 

more battery life. We‟re expecting six to seven hours from netbooks.”  
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Broadclyst Primary School, Devon  

A small village primary school, at the leading edge of technology 

Broadclyst is a relatively large primary school, with 400 pupils. It‟s rated “Outstanding” by Ofsted and has 

developed an international reputation for its innovative use of ICT which is used to support a deep 

commitment to personalised learning.   

The Windows 7 deployment at Broadclyst was led by deputy head Jonathan Bishop. During August he 

installed it in the sixty PCs that are used by Year Six in their big shared lecture theatre-style classroom, 

and further deployment continues.  

For Jonathan it‟s been a relatively straightforward business. “You „image‟ a machine and then send the 

image across the network to all the others, using well established deployment protocols.” 

Simplifies everyday tasks  

It was a process that was considerably eased by the way Windows 7 happily installs on a wide range of 

hardware.  

“It picks up and works very quickly with lots of things –webcams, printers. It detects the 

hardware.” 

Microsoft claim, says Jonathan, that there‟s increased stability with Windows 7.  

“And yes,” he says, “The machines are very stable, even more so than with Vista. We 

started with lots of computers on Windows 98, then XP was better and Vista was better 

again. Windows 7 runs more effectively, with better memory management. It speeds up 

your PCs.”  

Works the way you want 

The aim at Broadclyst is to ensure that the children have the best possible ICT experience, and the move 

to Windows 7 is part of that.  

“We always like to move on and benefit from the latest improvements, putting in the 

technology of today to give children the best opportunity. They don‟t want to come to 

school and have a worse deal than at home. I personally believe that if you‟re in the 

business of working with children you want to be giving them the tools that are being used 

now and in the future, not outdated operating systems and software.”  

He noticed very quickly that the children were very happy with the improved visual look, the new taskbar, 

the graphical interface, and were setting up their own working environments, very much in keeping with 

the school‟s emphasis on personalisation.  

In common with many primary schools, Broadclyst makes extensive use of multimedia software – the 

children are comfortable handling video and photographs and Jonathan‟s sure that‟s going to be easier 

with Windows 7.  
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Drawing conclusions  

Once Gerald Haigh had spoken with the six schools, and heard the stories from the individual schools, 

the key points he‟d concluded were: 

 Positive experiences with Windows 7 in pre-release versions bolstered confidence in the prospect 

of deploying the final version quickly. 

 The actual rollout was relatively trouble free. A range of methods was used, but the consensus is 

that Microsoft has paid attention to making the job easier. 

 Windows Vista users will find Windows 7 familiar, but with added features that make it more 

intuitive and in line with how they want to work.  

 There are many detailed improvements, such as those around the manipulation of open windows. 

Individual users will rapidly find the ones that make their own work easier.  

 Some features, such as DirectAccess, are seen as having great potential, and will be developed 

as time goes on.  

 One of the most significant and frequently mentioned advantages over earlier operating systems 

is the efficiency of Windows 7 in terms of its ability to run on existing hardware – there‟s little or 

no need to spend money on new equipment.  

 Initial experience shows Windows 7 to be more energy-efficient than its predecessor systems. 

This will be a cost saver for schools (which can be added to the cost saving implications of the 

previous point). It will also make it more practical to use laptops and netbooks in class.  

 Staff report that students enjoy being able to use the latest operating system, and will surely find 

and disseminate more key features as time goes on. 

 

You can find out more about Windows 7 in education from the Microsoft UK Schools blog at: 

http://blogs.msdn.com/ukschools 

For more detailed Windows 7 information go to: 

http://www.microsoft.com/windows 

 

Gerald Haigh‟s books on school life and leadership, including “The Jobs and Interviews Pocketbook” and 

“Inspirational – and Cautionary – Tales for Would-be School Leaders”, are available from bookshops and 

Amazon 
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