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During the period covered by this report, the NewLink Project has delivered training in 4 sites in the Chesterfield area:

West Street, run by Leonard Cheshire 

Ringwood, run by MacIntyre (until it closed in July 2010)

Holmewood from July 2010, also run by MacIntyre

Chatsworth Lodge, a nursing home in Chesterfield 

Teaching Team

The teaching team consists of Joanne Parker, Mireille Busby as teacher and associate tutor.  Steven Harrington provides support for six weekly sessions.  Carl Davidson joined a college course in September 09 and was unable to continue to assist us.  He has been much missed and several learners continue to ask us about him.

West Street/Leonard Cheshire

This centre caters for people with physical and/or learning disabilities. The computer room consists of eight computers. 

NewLink funded two sessions through Boston College from September 09 to July 10. About ten learners worked on OCR ICT Entry 3 and the NOCN Step-up Progression Award.  Joanne Parker ran both sessions, with support from Steven Harrington.  Learners have said how much they have learnt during their time in Joanne’s class.

Advertising by UK online has stimulated interest in Myguide courses.  Learners have enjoyed Myguide free courses but have not enrolled for paying courses.

West Street is in the process of closing down.  It will be officially decommissioned at the end of March 2011.  We have very little information about the future plans for our groups, if we will be able to carry on somewhere else after March 11 or not.  Learners have spoken of using community facilities at the Chesterfield Football B2net Stadium.  Others mentioned the community centre in North Wingfield with its Internet Cafe with 6 computers and wireless broadband connection.  

Brimington/MacIntyre

The Ringwood centre in Brimington is a large building which catered for about 120 learners with learning disabilities. 

The numbers have declined steadily over the time MacIntyre has been in charge as users transferred to smaller centres until Ringwood finally closed in July 2010.  

In the heydays MacIntyre created a second hand shop, a card making group and a café accessible to the public, all three groups run jointly by staff and service users. 

MacIntyre offered a series of empowering courses for representatives elected by people with learning disabilities within each centre.

It was the intention of the managers at that point to find out what activities learners were interested in and devise a weekly programme so no one would be aimless.  MacIntyre paid particular attention to learners whose behaviour had been challenging.   

We found out by chance in December 09 that Ringwood would close for good by August 2010. The plan was to move every one to 2 sites in Chesterfield, neither of which had a computer suite or even the hope of getting one.

As the academic year went from January to December 10 this meant our learners might miss out on a whole term.

One group dwindled; its learners were transferred to other groups leaving just 4 courses.  As learners left our groups in March 2010, they were replaced by new learners.  

Ringwood groups

In September 09, Tony Cussans configured all machines to access the Internet. Unfortunately, as these machines were quite out of date, our Internet access was slow and fairly unreliable.  

Despite their age, I chose to retain these machines for our class work.  They were equipped with Widgit Writing with Symbols 2000, an expensive and valuable piece of software very popular with learners. This has enabled us to carry out relevant, practical work.  Learners produced makaton guides for the centre communication group, pictorial personal timetables and designed bingo games, colouring activities and greeting cards for other centre users.  Centre staff used this resource for wall displays showing weekly activities together with the photographs of all learners involved in them.  It has helped learners to develop independence and a greater awareness of symbols and signing as means of communication.  

Makaton is a simplified sign language used by staff and learners to facilitate communication.

Learning 

NewLink provided 5 groups with a maximum capacity of 8 per group.  One group dwindled; its learners were transferred to other groups leaving just 4 courses.  As learners left our groups in March 2010, they were replaced by new learners.

Our learners were working on OCR Skills for Life Entry 2, OCR Award in Using ICT Entry 3 and NOCN Step-up Progression Award.

We continued to encourage learners to initiate activities, and used topical events to ‘ground’ the material into our learners’ experience.  Mamma Mia, the movie as well as Abba songs in general stimulated our learners’ interest this year.  The World Cup presented an opportunity to learn about other countries.

Our learners were thrilled to be able to search for their favourite bands, football teams, TV shows and soaps, films or cartoons.  As in previous years they were often asked to gather information on behalf of the groups they attended during the rest of the week.  

As a result of these activities learners developed keyboard and word processing skills.  They followed instructions to exchange emails with their keyworkers, their parents or other group members.  One learner always wanted to print the ‘airmail’ and take it to its intended recipient.

Most of our learners are due to complete their qualification for this year. 

Two very special learners may only partially complete.  But they have made unexpected progress during last year in their own terms.  

Anthony has been communicating more effectively and he has chosen a wider range of computer activities.  They have not necessarily coincided with our stated syllabus but we wanted to respect his wishes to help him develop confidence in his ability to communicate.   

As for Elizabeth, she had a very frustrating time between September 09 and July 2010.  When all the right conditions were met, computer literate carer, good physical state, Elizabeth showed us what she could do, for example playing us a song on a screen keyboard or making singing noises to her favourite songs on Youtube.  Having lost any hope of a normal life at age 12, I expect her voice is one of the things she misses most.

Commitment

The make-up of our classes was stable until March 2010, when the first ‘smaller’ centre opened in Hasland.  We lost 2 learners without any notice.  One of them resumed her course at Holmewood in September 2010.  

In June 2010, when Mary Swanwick opened after refurbishments, learners were taken to visit this new centre and we experienced a few absences.  Fortunately, the members of staff responsible for these visits have been great supporters of our work at Ringwood, and they understood the need for commitment on the part of our learners.  They worked with us to organise visits when our learners were not with us.  

We awarded attendance and achievement certificates to all learners.  Learners received their OCR certificates with pride.

Learners were very anxious to know if they would be able to return to their computer groups in September, but there was no information on this at the time classes finished.  

We left Ringwood in late July 2010.  The learners in our groups moved to 2 new sites in Chesterfield where we have not been able to deliver training so far.  We are in the process of organising a regular session in one of these centres, Mary Swanwick, from January 2011.  There are now, in December 2010, 4 computers which can be securely locked away when not in use.  Mary Swanwick is attached to the local library. The local community uses the main hall for functions.  Mary Swanwick was a Victorian edifice scheduled for closure because of insufficient footfall and inadequate facilities.  The local community had fought to keep it open.  Chesterfield Borough Council decided to let it to Macintyre for a peppercorn rent.  Macintyre renovated it to conform to regulations and make it accessible to wheelchair users.  The local community seems very positive towards the new users of the centre.  When I went to visit, local businesses had provided generous prizes for the Christmas Fair raffle. 

Holmewood/MacIntyre

Holmewood is a small centre catering for about 20 learners with learning difficulties who formerly attended Ashbrook Resource centre.  The community centre is attached to the local library. MacIntyre share this resource with the Mother and Baby clinic and the local bowls club.  The activity leaders and regional manager wholeheartedly support greater involvement by learners in all the activities taking place in the centre.  Learners are not there as passive recipients of a service.  They are involved in all decisions, with shopping, choosing future activities, preparing daily meals.  The size of this group allows for more flexibility and learners have not missed the old ways.

We were invited into Holmewood by Lisa Duffy, the lovely and bubbly regional Head of Service for MacIntyre in Derbyshire.  

The computer room contains 4 Windows XP PCs, which are all connected to the Internet and to a photocopier-printer via a wireless connection.  We also use a laptop if necessary.  There is a central table and space for learners to work away from the PCs in groups or individually which makes it ideal for a Skills for Life group.

Chatsworth Lodge, a nursing home in Chesterfield

We enrolled 5 learners in this establishment in July 2010.  We have been using laptops provided by the Newlink Project and access the Internet via a wireless router funded by our hosts.  

Thanks for your support

To Steven 

To David Hall 

To the Board of Trustees for continuing to support our classes;

To Tony Cussans for improving our system in Ringwood 

Thanks to Cilla for her help with the move from Ringwood and for the loan of laptops to run a group in Chatsworth Lodge Nursing Home.

Last but not least, thanks to all the NewLink staff involved in applying for vital funding as it doesn’t get any easier.  

Mireille Busby 13/12/2010

