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JISC-funded project 

in Wireless and Mobile Learning

The SatVan – Gloucestershire College of Art and Technology (GLOSCAT) 

Context:

Gloscat have been using an ‘out-reach’ van service to bring classes to remote areas of the Cotswolds and beyond for approximately 5 years. The van service is capable of carrying laptops out to locations such as church halls, Asian women’s centres and even pubs to enable community learning. Two years ago the management gained funding to purchase a satellite communication van (SATVAN), capable of connecting to the internet via a GPS from almost anywhere. Classes can now be given on basic ICT skills and web skills to an audience who possibly would never engage in such technologies.

The SATVAN has a very busy schedule and has a dedicated team plotting its whereabouts and take-up of classes. A technician is employed to drive and set up the satellite communication and provide a wireless link to the laptops (approx.15 machines). On the days we visited the van travelled to ‘Tirley New Inn’ and to a sheltered housing community centre (Fisher House) which was a predominantly elderly class. 

The challenge:

To take Information and Computer Technology (ICT) classes to rural or suburban areas of the Cotswolds. To enable adults who find it ‘hard to attend the campus’ the opportunity to gain ICT skills. To give the capability to connect to the web and access wider e-learning content and tools as part of teaching delivery.
Teaching and learning activity:

There is a less formal style of learning where students are encouraged to build their confidence in ICT and to socialise with other students. Students have the opportunity to learn Microsoft Office skills such as word processing and spreadsheets, plus the opportunity to learn how to use digital cameras and how to develop a web site. 
Technology:

The SatVan uses SATWEB to provide the equipment, broadband connectivity and the technical support for the satellite equipment (http://www.satweb.co.uk/index.html). Their support of the technology is available 24 hours a day, which is important to the SatVan which may be used for evening classes.
There are Deep Freeze programmes to return Windows settings if they are disrupted for any reason (and to allow a lot of people to use laptops without having to constantly reset or clear unnecessary saved files) and a GPS (Global Positioning System) and compass to locate the satellite.
Participants:

At the time of interview there were 15 part-time teaching staff of which 5 were male tutors. It was felt by Gloscat to be a high proportion of male tutors who worked out in the community. One full time member of tutoring staff is the van technician/driver and he sets up the satellite link.
The participants interviewed were: the Community Information Technology Manager; Director of Information Technology; 5 students; a female tutor; male tutor and SATVAN driver/technician; and the Director of Learning Technologies.
Achievements:

The development of a strategy to take ICT into the community.

Making ICT available to people who for whatever reason are unable to attend the college campus. Some of the students are elderly (see figure 1) or live in remote rural communities which means they cannot attend the college easily. 
Figure 1 Students at Fisher House sheltered accommodation
This project takes the ICT to the community in locations such as church halls, Asian women’s centres and sheltered accommodation.
What has worked well:

The take-up and use of the technology has worked well in the local communities when groups of like minded students have joined together to develop resources.  The social aspects have enabled groups to work together to produce outcomes e.g. a village website and local history booklet. A sheltered housing group (Fisher House) are working together on a project to develop a booklet on the Modern History of Stow-on-the-Wold. Students or pairs of students work on chosen areas of the local history and then these are put together with other students’ work (see figure 2). 
Figure 2 Students working on project

The intention is to print a booklet and to sell it at coffee mornings etc to raise funds for re-decoration and the holiday fund.  The village web-site is being developed by Tirley village with funding from BT to provide the village parish council with a PC and free Internet access for a year from AOL. The intention is to provide local information for visitors to the area such as bed and breakfast facilities and local areas of interest.
What could have been done differently:

Although there was nothing specific relating to the use of the SatVan and the strategy to take ICT to the community, there were some concerns about how other institutions would meet the costs of sustaining this type of equipment. Many of those interviewed mentioned the cost of maintaining the laptops and the need to replace the laptops in the future. Other providers might want to look at funding streams from the European Parliament or UK bodies such as NIACE (National Institute of Adult and Continuing Education).
It was quickly learnt to run slightly below the maximum number of laptops available so that there were always spares for use while others were being repaired. This needs to be accounted for in the budget arrangements.
Consider the robustness of plugs, switches and anything that protruded or was an ‘add on’, as constant moving around venues means these things were always vulnerable to damage.
Consider the venues carefully – a lone driver/tutor could be faced with heavy tables or doubtful facilities or poor roads in bad weather and the stress soon takes its toll.
Resource requirements:

Good administration to enable the best possible use of the SatVan. 

Tutors who are familiar with adult community based learning.  

Staff development in the areas of satellite technology, health and safety and working in local communities.

Technical equipment and maintenance.

The Future:

To continue supporting community-based adult learning and further develop Gloscat’s strategy of supporting ICT learning in the area. There are no plans to purchase another SatVan at the moment, but to continue to fully utilise the current level of equipment and to look at future funding for new mobile units.

“So the number of mobile units could be increased.”

To expand and deepen the curriculum so that a good level of service can be offered in communities to meet wider needs and concerns at all levels. At a higher level: remote rural businesses; e-citizenship; access working with the local councils; recording local stories and history of the area; and introducing people to the web.
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