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e-Sheffield Action Research Portfolio (e-ShARP)
Background
In early spring of 2007 the Sheffield  SYeLPprogramme invited proposals from practitioners and organisations who wished to explore how digital technologies could be exploited to meet the evolving needs of learners and staff in mainstream schools, the cultural sector or those working with disadvantaged or vulnerable individuals.

Bids were received from a wide range of sources and eleven of the successful bids were selected to form the basis of an Action Research Portfolio (eShARP).  The aims of the eShARP were fourfold

· To assess the impact of the projects.
· To identify, capture, analyse and present the key components which contributed to successful projects and barriers which impeded success.
· To provide formative feedback to the projects, facilitate cross-fertilisation between these projects and also to feed in experiences from external projects where relevant.
· To support the dissemination and wider appreciation of the experiences.
The projects were as follows (the project titles given are the final titles – some began life under other names)

Mission Maker (Digital game construction)

Youth Offending Service (YOS)

Interactive Trails




Museums Sheffield and Sheffield South     







City Learning Centre (SSCLC)
Lyrical (Care Leavers Magazine)



No.92

Shirebrook Valley Heritage Project


Sheffield East City Learning Centre (SECLC)
Roma Digital Media Project



Abbeydale Grange School (AGS)
Lifelong Learning Moodle



Lifelong Learning and Skills Service (LLSS)
Virtual Poetry



Sheffield West City Learning Centre 




(SWCLC)
Digital Animation




Sexual Exploitation Service (SES)
Family Learning




Sheffield Looked After Children Education 



Service (LACES)
Two further projects were intended to be part of the Action Research Portfolio but due to logistical barriers had delayed start dates and, consequently, an in-depth evaluation has not been possible.  However, the early signs are that valuable work has taken place around supporting the development of staff skills with assistive technology and augmentative communications tools (Talbot School and SSCLC) and the creation of a digital prospectus recording the move to a new school (Learning Achievement Service and Watercliffe Meadow).  Funding for the projects was typically between £5,000 and £10,000 but where exceptional circumstances were identified projects were funded to £20,000. 

This report looks firstly at the aggregated findings from across the eleven projects (where features have been identified in more than one project) and then describes the individual projects and seeks to drill down to lessons gleaned from each project.  Finally, the report details recommendations from the lessons learned.
Summary of aggregated findings

The evidence that many young people find learning with new and emerging technologies more engaging than learning without is overwhelming from the projects.  Observations, spoken and written feedback have all provided clear substantiation.

This was, on several occasions, particularly marked where participants had additional challenges such as ADHD and/or Autism.
Digital technologies can help to include learners who may otherwise feel excluded or may self-exclude due to a lack of confidence e.g. simple and instant voice recording allows those with poor literacy skills to record and share their thoughts.

Unreliable or unintuitive technology creates barriers.

Appropriate application of digital technologies can be used as a catalyst for bringing together practitioners from different backgrounds to work together.  This multi-agency collaboration had very positive impacts across several projects.

The need for effective multi-agency working (and the benefit of the workers developing digital competences) is illustrated when considering that some of the vulnerable young people could have participated in 3 or more of these projects (eg. Lyrical, SES, Mission Maker).
New technologies are NOT the exclusive domain of the young – older learners and staff are quite capable of adopting and enjoying using technologies where the benefits are clearly articulated or demonstrated.

When working with vulnerable young people the need for high levels of support (one-to-one where possible) is just as, if not more, important when introducing new technologies.  Frustration with technology not responding in the desired fashion can be quick to materialize.
There is no single skill-set common to the so-called Digital Natives – there is a very disparate range of digital skills present within the younger generations – some are low skilled and low users, some high-skilled high-users, some are highly skilled but only with a few packages/tools, some prefer Macs and some PCs, not all are interested in or comfortable with digital games.  Digital skills do not necessarily correspond with academic skills and qualifications.   However, many young people have valuable unaccredited digital skills.

Several mentors, tutors and support workers mentioned the marked impact on the self-esteem of those young people with reasonable digital skills when they were able to ‘mentor the mentors’ in the use of specific technologies – this mutual learning also helped break down barriers and build stronger relationships.

A significant degree of the creative digital work undertaken during these projects can be accredited and some projects used this to good effect with the young people achieving qualifications of value to them personally.

In some cases the additional money also bought in additional human resource, in some cases it acted as a catalyst to bring together existing workers from different services and organisations and in some it was an added responsibility for a single individual.

City Learning Centres provided crucial facilities and expertise to many of the projects. 

Those bodies which are not part of the core Local Authority provision and typically rely on a number of (sometimes unstable) funding streams face additional barriers in terms of procurement and technical support.

Many of the technologies deployed successfully were inexpensive or free.

No project exploited the potential of e-portfolios  - either informal or proprietary.  Discussions and observations suggested that until there is a much more intuitive offer the universal  e-portfolio will remain an unfulfilled government aspiration.

More complex technologies require higher degrees of technical and pedagogical support and this may mitigate against developing a cascade model of training ie. It is likely that specialist support will continue to be required.
There have been valuable examples of the transferability of approaches from specialist provision to the mainstream and vice versa (eg. Cube used as the basis for Lyrical, Museums Sheffield use of audio recording for SEN students).
The funding encouraged, facilitated and supported some very promising partnerships which look set to continue in some form (SSCLC and Museums Sheffield, SECLC and Shirebrook Valley Heritage Group)) and allowed the some existing partnerships to extend and expand (SWCLC and YOS). 

All of the project leaders have stated their determination to secure funding to extend the projects.  For some this will require a relatively small financial commitment since the initial capital set-up costs have now been met and there will be no major refresh demands for another two years or so.

However, whilst the project funding has undoubtedly acted as a catalyst and has ensured concentrated efforts to deliver to time the uncertainty over sources of future funding has undermined any ambition for long-term strategic planning.

Sheffield Youth Offending Service Mission Maker Programme

 “Comparisons of the educational background of young people supervised by the youth justice system with the general population show that, on average, young offenders have had difficult and often poor previous experiences of education. Low attainment, persistent truancy, exclusion and Special Educational Needs are some of the most prevalent risk factors associated with offending behaviour... The correlations between education, offending and re-offending are well documented. A Mori youth survey suggests that excluded young people are committing twice as many crimes as their peers in mainstream education... According to one study, none of those who had full-time education immediately after they were released back into the  community on a detention and training order were reconvicted, whereas one-third of those without such immediate provision were reconvicted... The Youth Justice Boards 2005 study of risk and protective factors associated with youth crime found considerable overlap between risk factors for youth offending and those for educational underachievement. Lack of statutory education was one of the largest factors associated with re-offending.” (DCSF/HO/YJB 2007)

Sheffield Youth Offending Service has developed a programme to re-engage young offenders through educational gaming sessions. The programme has worked across a spectrum of young offenders including some of the most entrenched such as those on Intensive Supervision and Surveillance Programmes.  The programme begins with a session evaluating widely available games and moves on to allow the participants to create their own games using Immersive Education’s Mission Maker programme.  All participants were either enrolled at Pupil Referral Units or had not attended their host school for a significant period.  As such the prognosis for continuing education or training, or securing employment was bleak.  A significant proportion had diagnosed learning difficulties such as ADHD, learning disabilities such as Autism , behavioural disorders and even Post Traumatic Stress Disorder.

All those who completed the programme achieved two credits towards an ASDAN qualification.  At the project completion an awards event was held where each young person demonstrated their game on the whiteboard in front of an audience of up to 20 including parents/carers, support workers and an industry representative who presents each with certificate.  Each young person completing the programme receives a letter from Immersive Education.  A senior representative of Immersive, who saw the work of the first four to complete, expressed his view that they had each equalled or exceeded the progress he would have expected from teachers on an equivalent training programme.  The work of the subsequent participants was of at least equal, if not higher, standard.

Observations
·  The young people remained calm and cooperative with each other and with staff both during the session and during the informal lunch and refreshment breaks.  

·  They stayed focussed on the task and were quietly keen to return to continue after their breaks. 

· The young people progressed to the point where they took ownership of their games-making and tried out their own ideas. They were willing to improve through trial and error – and learned from their mistakes.

·  All improved significantly in their ability to articulate the processes required to build actions into the game.

·  The games produced have been of a high quality and have involved complex construction on the part of the young people.

·  On separate occasions two young men added guns into their games.  One removed them from his game after a discussion with the session leader and the other removed his before being confronted.  Policy on this has now evolved and they may add guns but only if they add a consequence such as incarceration.  The gaming was, thus, a useful vehicle for opening a discourse about the consequences of carrying weapons.

·  They appreciated and respected the comfortable and professional surroundings at the City Learning Centre.

·  Feedback from the young people was distinctly positive showing engagement with the gaming and a willingness to analyse and put forward contributions.

Conclusions

This was a very ambitious project set, as it was, in a landscape studded with risks. In the event there were remarkably few significant issues and no real intractable crises.  That this is due in no small part to the high ratios of high quality support does not vitiate the engagement value of the gaming software.  The young people are positive about the programme and there have been some notable individual success stories where it is difficult to identify an alternative which would have had the same impact.  The development of a shorter, more flexible, rolling-programme is being investigated and looks likely to be of even more relevance to a greater number of young offenders and disengaged young people.  The programme team believe the approach would work equally well with offenders and ex-offenders aged 16+years.

The potential to introduce and address issues of actions and their consequences is powerful.  The project would appear to be well placed to meet the demands of recent central government policy developments combining as it does accredited skills development, supported progression to further education or return to education, developing links with employers and concepts of restorative justice.

Links

Sheffield Youth Offending Service http://www.sheffield-yos.org.uk/ 

Sheffield West CLC http://www.nwsclc.net/ 

Mission Maker http://www.immersiveeducation.com/MissionMaker/ 
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