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JISC-funded project 

in Wireless and Mobile Learning

Laptop Outreach Project – NEARIS 
Context:

The NEARIS outreach project provides ICT sessions and courses for disadvantaged groups in venues such as hostels, day centres and residential centres. 

NEARIS’ idea of taking laptops out to learners in places where they live or meet regularly was first made possible by a grant from UK Online funding. The first set of 10 laptops was ready for action at the beginning of 2002.  NEARIS tutors began running computer courses using these “wireless laptops” in hostels and day-centres in Manchester, Bolton and Oldham. The fact that the laptops are battery operated and could use radio links to send signals to and from printers and Internet connections meant that there was no need to have wires trailing round the room.  
The challenge:

The challenge is to provide ICT experience and education to traditionally ‘hard to reach’ or disadvantaged groups. For example, misusers of alcohol or drugs and people who may be regarded as homeless or vulnerably housed. Another challenge is the difficulty in running courses through the Adult Education service because completing the necessary paperwork is very off-putting for these particular learners, many of whom are re-entering education for the first time since leaving school and have had negative experiences of education in the past.
These are termed ‘independent learners’ by NEARIS because each student works at their own pace.
Teaching and learning activity:
The activities are based on an introduction to computer skills, although one of the underlying aims is to increase participants’ self esteem. There are ‘taster’ sessions for about 2 hours, once a week for 3 weeks, where students are introduced to basic ICT skills, such as starting the computer, using a mouse and the use of Microsoft Office, as well as more informal activities such as music technology and T-shirt printing.
The aim is to engage non-learners and those who think they don’t want to learn. There is active negotiation with the client group regarding their requirements before courses are offered. Other elements to the learning are the development of skills such as study skills, and for many of the participants an opportunity to develop social and interaction skills.  Students recently took part in an evaluation project conducted by NIACE (The National Institute of Adult Continuing Education) on projects that use Wireless Outreach Networks (WONs) to provide educational opportunities for ‘new and hard to reach’ learners.  As part of this evaluation they requested that learners write about their own experiences of using the laptops, offering 100 prizes of £50 each for the best entries. NEARIS students took part and all 24 entrants were successful.

Figure 1 Students using the laptops
There are workbooks for the students to work through and the opportunity to complete recognised qualifications such as eDCC certificates (Electronic and Digital Competence Certificate). 

Formative assessment during any of the laptop courses is mainly verbal discussions between the tutor and the student following the completion of tasks and study packs. 
Technology:
The technology is based on PC laptops, wireless server and wireless LAN. The laptops are made by ERGO - which was the laptop specialist approved by BECTA when NEARIS applied for a "personalised managed system" under UK Online funding.
The purchase of the equipment was through a Becta recognised supplier.

Figure 2 Laptop configuration for a disabled student
Participants:
6 tutors who work part-time, a part-time administrator/technician/tutor and students located in 7 outreach centres including the Booth Centre for the homeless based in Manchester Cathedral; a residential rehabilitation centre, hostels and a centre funded by the English Churches Housing Group. There are also educational opportunities for refugees and asylum seekers.

Volunteers who assist the tutor are sometimes previous students who wish to continue and support other students, often in a mentoring capacity.

Achievements:
For students there is an increase in self-esteem and confidence and the introduction of homeless people into employment and social activities. This may take the form of volunteering in groups such as NEARIS and looking for future employment, or it may include registering at the local library to use their facilities.
What has worked well:
The work has had the support of MERC (Manchester Education Resettlement Centre) and has built upon MERC’s reputation of 25 years. MERC has now been going 28 years (on Feb 14th 2005). MERC offers sessions in basic skills, music, drama, art and creative writing as well as introduction to computer courses. 
Links with other networks, such as the Manchester Multi-Agency Homelessness Forum has facilitated the development and expansion of the project.

The success of the project and student achievements are acknowledged by NIACE.

The laptops are sturdy and the kit is very simple to set up, particularly without the need to use a server.
What could have been done differently:
There is little that could have been done differently, except to have included additional material requirements in the bids, such as replacement batteries.  They could have applied for satellite navigation technology, but it was felt that the project worked well without it.
Resource requirements:
Location of the learning space so that students feel welcome and have the opportunity to focus on the activities.  This can mean that NEARIS is using the laptops in hostel kitchens or other meeting areas.

There is a problem with the replacement costs of the laptop batteries. Laptop batteries are intended to run flat and then be re-charged.  Many of the batteries are re-charged without discharge, because they are needed to ensure that the laptops work for the students. The batteries are only lasting twelve months and are being heavily used. 
The Future:

· Plan to extend the number of centres with broadband and to run more internet and email courses. There has been some use of MSN instant messaging with younger learners and this is a future possibility.

· ‘Roll IT Out’, a scheme to loan laptops to centres and to enable students to use them in between taught sessions.
· To provide a supported induction into using equipment at local public libraries.
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