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1. Introduction

The Community Tablet Computer Initiative was funded and supported by the Department of 
Culture, Arts and Leisure1 (DCAL).  The aim of the initiative is to utilise tablet computers to 
enable community groups and organisations to enhance their work in supporting learning, 
community engagement, and tackling poverty and social exclusion.  The groups engaged 
ranged from primary school pupils to senior citizens, participating in a range of courses that 
included; an introduction to using tablet computers, digital skills workshops, and creative arts 
and video production.  In addition the tablet computers were used to support pupil transition 
from primary to post-primary, General Certificate of Secondary Education (GCSE) revision, 
data gathering for urban regeneration projects, community consultations, and a women’s 
fitness initiative.  The Education and Training Inspectorate (ETI) were commissioned by 
DCAL to evaluate the quality of the Community Tablet Computer Initiative.  

2. Context

In March 2014, DCAL provided funding to five organisations2 in the Belfast area to deliver 
the objectives of the initiative.  The Nerve Belfast Creative Learning Centre (Nerve Centre) 
was given the responsibility of sourcing and supplying appropriate tablet computers and 
associated equipment and to provide training and support to the five organisations. 
Originally, it was planned that the project would run for a period of one year; however, due to 
the slow start in a minority of the organisations the life span of the project was extended until 
the end of March 2016. 

The five organisations were each supplied with the same tablet computer resources listed in 
Appendix 1.  Each organisation was required to submit a learning agreement to DCAL 
identifying any specialist support that would be required from the Nerve Centre.  The 
learning agreements also included a development plan outlining planned activity, areas of 
priority, the project staff training needs, details of how the project would be self-evaluated 
and opportunities for collaboration/links with other organisations.  

3. Evaluation methodology

All of the organisations involved in the initiative, including the Nerve Centre, were visited by 
a team of three inspectors during a longitudinal evaluation between September 2015 and 
January 2016.  Discussions were held with staff about the implementation of the project, 
progress made to date and their future plans.  Inspectors also visited education sessions 
where the tablet computers were being used to deliver learning, teaching, and training during 
the evaluation period.  The inspection team collated and scrutinised evidence provided by 
the Nerve Centre and each of the organisations who were supplied with the tablet computers 
including, for example, the learning agreements, learner evaluations and data on the number 
of participants, to inform the evaluation.  

4. Support and training provided to the participating organisations

In June 2014 staff from all five organisations attended an information day which included an 
induction and programme overview at the Nerve Centre.  Four of the five organisations 
attended the information day as a cluster with the fifth organisation attending at a later date. 
Additional support was provided to one organisation to help them complete their learner 
agreement.  All of the organisations received training from the Nerve Centre on tablet set-up 
and management.  At the end of the evaluation, the Nerve Centre had provided a total of 76 

1  The functions and services delivered by DCAL transferred to the Department for Communities on 9 May 2016. 
2   Colin Neighbourhood Partnership, Greater Shankill Partnership, South Belfast Partnership Board, Ulster Rugby and Young 

Enterprise Northern Ireland 
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hours of formal training and support to the five organisations.  Across the organisations this 
ranged from seven to 25 hours training being undertaken. In total, 104 members of staff from 
the five organisations attended the training sessions.  The remaining training was tailored to 
meet the needs of each organisation.  Four out of the five organisations availed of this 
training which included; basic film making and editing, intermediate film making, an 
introduction to using cloud-based file sharing for evaluation purposes, the use of film making 
to develop interview skills, and training in tablet computer based applications to aid 
presentations. 
 
In addition to the formal training sessions, organisations accessed informal ongoing support 
from the Nerve Centre that included advice on the best tablet computer applications to 
support their learners in areas such as mathematics revision.  
 
Most of the organisations were positive about the quality of the support and training they had 
received from the Nerve Centre.  Some of the organisations reported that they would like 
further training tailored to their needs, as well as more hands-on training during specific 
projects.  During the evaluation there were no training sessions delivered by the Nerve 
Centre that could be observed by the inspection team.  However, the Nerve centre was 
working with all of the organisations to identify future needs to support planning for further 
training.  
 
5. Links and Partnerships 
 
The organisations report that they have all developed good and effective working 
relationships with the staff in the Nerve Centre.  However, one organisation reported that 
they were not aware of the other organisations involved in the initiative, or how the others 
were using the technology.  In addition, while the other organisations had the opportunity to 
meet at the information day, the links between them were weak, and this resulted in missed 
opportunities to identify and share good practice. 
 
Three of the organisations had developed effective links at an early stage in the project with 
a number of other partner organisations including community groups and schools who in 
some cases also help to deliver the tablet initiative.  These links are used to good effect to 
make the technology more widely available in community settings including schools, youth 
clubs and development associations.  

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  

Effective practice 

In one organisation, the tablet computers were being used to effectively 
support and complement a number of existing and planned projects in the 
creative arts and video production.  In addition, they were being used to 
support a community consultation process.  Appropriate systems have been 
put in place by the organisations to engage with local community groups and 
other organisations to share the tablets and to provide training to their partner 
organisations’ staff which includes community workers. 
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The links established by the remaining two organisations at the time of the first phase of the 
evaluation were less effective and they were not engaging sufficiently with their target 
groups of learners.  The slow start was due to a number of issues including staff in the 
partner organisations being unable to attend training, delays in building projects and 
partnership arrangements that were not as successful as originally anticipated.  However, by 
the time of the second phase of the evaluation, both of these organisations had established 
links with a range of primary and post-primary schools that have led to the technology being 
used in digital skills workshops and master classes with almost 1400 pupils.  
 
6. The use of the tablets to support learning and community engagement 
 
All of the organisations, with varying degrees of success, have engaged with a range of 
learners from varying age groups and community backgrounds, including, for example, 
primary and post-primary pupils, youth and adult groups, families, women’s groups, 
volunteers and individuals who have recently arrived in Northern Ireland from other 
European countries.  
 
The programmes offered varied from short one-off sessions mainly delivered in schools to 
programmes run weekly in community settings over three or more months.  None of the 
programmes resulted in any formal accredited qualifications in the use of the tablet 
computers.  
 
The initiative is mostly well managed within each organisation; the staff have a good 
strategic overview of local need and make effective connections with other initiatives taking 
place in their area, including economic development, urban regeneration, neighbourhood 
renewal and health initiatives.  The initiative has provided very good continuing professional 
opportunities for the project staff, up-skilling them in the use of new technology to enhance 
and support learning in their local communities. 
 
The tablet computers have mostly been used to good effect to engage the target groups in 
learning; developing their ability to plan and communicate effectively, in addition to gaining 
skills in the use of new technologies such as digital film making and editing.  In the sessions 
observed, the quality of the learning, teaching and training was good.  The relationships 
were very good and as a result the learners all participated well and the equipment was used 
to produce content with an appropriate local context to good effect.  
 
In addition, for the community groups involved, there is clear evidence of the development of 
good and effective collaborative partnerships in learning between other local community 
groups and in some cases improved links between community groups and the local schools. 
 
Two of the organisations delivered their programmes by engaging mainly with pupils in both 
primary and post-primary schools.  This resulted in a large number of pupils engaging for 
half a day over a wide geographical area in a single training session to introduce them to 
sourcing and using tablet computer applications to assist them with various learning 
activities both in school and in their personal lives. 
 
All of the organisations involved in the initiative were aware of the need to have e-safety 
processes and procedures in place.  Basic protection was in place, for example, customising 
the tablet computer settings to only allow restricted access to match the requirements of the 
projects, and where appropriate, blocking internet access and making the users aware of 
their responsibilities to keep safe online.  These arrangements however, need to be 
strengthened and formalised going forward.  In particular, there is a need to ensure learners 
are better supported and educated to keep themselves safe online, and for organisations to 
have more robust e-safety policies and processes in place. 
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A minority of the organisations have worked with the Nerve Centre to create online 
evaluation tools to obtain feedback from the learners about the quality of the programmes 
they have participated in.  This feedback has been used to good effect to inform future 
programmes.  The Nerve Centre obtained an interim evaluation from each of the 
organisations in November 2014.  These evaluations, however, are largely descriptive and 
do not sufficiently evaluate the impact that the initiative has made on the learning and skills 
development of the target groups. 
 
7. Outcomes and impact 
 
At the start of the evaluation in September 2015, 713 learners had engaged in the initiative 
with 572 completing their programme (80%) across the five organisations.  One organisation 
was particularly successful, having recruited 490 of these learners.  Most of these learners 
were engaged on a wide range of programmes with an appropriate variety of attendance 
modes.  In the remaining organisations, the engagement with learners was variable ranging 
from over 100 learners to just 24.  
 
By the second phase of the evaluation, the enrolments had increased, with 2760 learners 
engaged and 2551 (93%) completing their programme across all of the organisations 
(Appendix 2).  Half of the organisations increased their enrolments significantly; however 
these enrolments were mainly school pupils engaging in a single half day training session. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Most of the organisations report that the initiative is having a positive impact on their local 
community, not just in developing an awareness of tablet computer technology and the 
development of related skills, but also in the wider context of building the confidence of 
learners and raising their aspirations and ambitions.  
 
  

Effective practice 
 

‘Mooving On’ Transition programme  
 

The young people involved in this programme completed a baseline and 
follow-up assessments as part of the programme.   

 
Analysis of these assessments by the provider showed that as a result of 
attending the programme:  
 

• 41% of the young people demonstrated an improvement in 
mathematics and English; 

• 17% felt better prepared to start post-primary school;  
• 20% felt more confident about starting post-primary school; 
• 100% of the parents stated that their child was more prepared 

for the transition to post-primary school as a result of the 
programme; and 

• 97.7% of the parents stated that their child appeared to be more 
confident having taken part in the programme. 
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The standard of work produced by the learners is mostly good or better. Most of the work 
takes the form of videos that are all filmed, edited and presented in a professional manner. 
 
8. Going well 
 

• The effective management of the initiative in most of the organisations to deliver 
the objectives set out in their learning agreement. 

 
• The good quality of the specialist training, support and guidance provided for the 

organisations’ staff by the Nerve Centre. 
 
• The good use of the tablets and other equipment to engage appropriate target 

groups in learning through a range of projects.  
 
• The good quality of learning, teaching and training in the sessions observed. 
 
• The high number of learners engaged and the good quality of the work they 

produce. 
 
• The positive impact the initiative is having on the target groups and in the wider 

context of community development and collaborative working. 
 
9. Going forward 

 
• The need to strengthen the overall strategic management, monitoring and 

evaluation of the initiative to ensure that the tablets are being utilised 
appropriately. 

 
• The need for better channels of communication to be established between all of 

the organisations who are managing and implementing the initiative including 
providing opportunities for them to meet and share good practice. 

 
• E-safety policies and processes need to be further developed and used more 

consistently. 
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APPENDIX 1 
 
Equipment supplied to each organisation 
 
Equipment Quantity 
iPad Mini 16 
iPad Air 16 
MAC Book laptop 2 
Apple TV 2 
Synch and charge case iPad Mini 1 
Sync and charge case iPad Air 1 
iPad Mini case 16 
iPad Air case 16 
USB cable 2 
Mini display port to VGA 2 
Portable speakers 1 
Projector 1 
TV and stand 1 
iPad tripod and holder 5 
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APPENDIX 2 

 
 
Numbers recruited by organisation 
 
Organisation Number enrolled Number completed 
Colin Neighbourhood Partnership 451 445 
South Belfast Partnership Board 331 291 
Greater Shankill Partnership 517 431 
Ulster Rugby 263 263 
Young Enterprise Northern Ireland 1198 1121 
Total 2760 2551 

 
Note:  All data was sourced from the organisations at the time of the evaluation. 
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