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Foreword

For the Birmingham eLearning Foundation, (BeLF) 2012 has been about ‘Change & Challenge’
resulting in a very exciting year. Changes to funding, school governance, growth in Academies and
Free Schools, Ofsted Framework and Welfare Reforms all provide challenges to getting personal
learning devices into the hands of our pupils in Birmingham. An additional change and challenge is
in the wealth of available and affordable technology in the market place that can enhance teaching
and learning and help to level-up opportunities for all children, but particularly those in the most
deprived communities.
Whilst carrying on with ‘business as usual’ there has been a shift in the model we work within to
make devices going into schools a reality. The model varies as we work with large schools and year
groups through to small schools and class groups, but we know it works even for schools with up to
60%+ of the pupils on free school meals. We don’t only count our success on the number of devices
getting into the hands of pupils but the evidence that says these are making a difference to children
and families both at home and at school. Some of these benefits have been recorded through
research with Birmingham University and some from the evidence captured by schools. You will see
some of this as you read through the report in our quotes, Tweets and Facebook posts.
An additional change and challenge has been in bringing on board additional people to support BeLF
in getting out to more schools, academies and consortiums. In addition, in order to support our
charitable work we have engaged a fund raiser and help with marketing our service to schools which
are, as yet, unknown to us. We really do want a personal learning device in the hands of every pupil
in Birmingham for home and school use!
While we reach out to more and more schools we continue to believe that it is important to offer
grants to schools planning to start a BeLF programme. A successful grant round was held in June and
we have been accepting grant applications throughout the year. This has enabled over 1000
children to access a personal learning device this year, for many of whom this wouldn’t otherwise be
possible.
Finally… it has been 10 years since we set up as a Charity and during this time over 36,000 pupils in
Birmingham have benefitted from our help. We have continually risen to the challenges that have
faced us, our schools and the families that we serve. We are celebrating our 10 years of success in
February and looking forward to the next 10 years and the ‘Changes and Challenges’ those years will
bring.
None of our work would be possible without the forward thinking Chief Executive Ian McCall and the
hardworking staff team. In addition, we continue to benefit from the Board of Directors who
continue to give their time and expertise willingly for the benefit of young people across
Birmingham.

Ruth Garner,
Chair.
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Birmingham eLearning Foundation
The Exchange,
149-153 Alcester Road,
Moseley,
B13 8JP
Enquiries: enquiries@belf.org.uk,
Telephone: 07932 374113
Find us on:
•
•
•

www.belf.org.uk
www.facebook.com/belfcharity
twitter.com/BeLFeLearning

3|Birmingham eLearning Foundation

Annual Report 2012
INDEX
Page
1

Introduction

5

2

Achievements & Performance

6

2.1: Secondary Schools

6

2.2: Primary Schools and Special Schools

8

2.3: Supporting Teaching and Learning

9

2.4: Grants to Schools

10

3

Finance 2012

11

4

Future Plans

12

5

Acknowledgements

13

Appendix 1: Who are we?

14

4|Birmingham eLearning Foundation

Annual Report 2012
1: Introduction

The year can probably be best summarized by the statement that BeLF has continued its success in
spite of significant changes in the areas of; funding, school governance and guidance; and
technology. And it could be admitted that with fewer changes in any or all of those areas, we would
have been able to assist even more children, families and schools.
We have now shifted from a simple model designed to close the Digital Divide, where the rationale
for the provision of a laptop or similar device was relatively easily accepted, and relatively easily
funded, to one where the case for projects to proceed in our schools must be carefully considered.
Giving laptops to ‘children who needed and deserved them’ was possible; we now have to look
closely at the investment of time and funds, and match this with the expected educational and social
benefits.
We have worked with our schools identifying and measuring impact, while targeting our effort and
funding in ways that produce results. All the while we maintained the delicate balance between
working with schools to achieve results, and maintaining our charitable aims and objectives. We are
proudest of the fact that charitable funding is more complex and there is less funding available, but
we are still able to assure the parents that we meet that we will help close the digital divide, and
none of their children will be excluded from our projects.
There has been a paradigm shift in technology, and BeLF has been in the forefront of a number of
exciting projects. We have educated our schools on some of the potential gains from new
technology, like iPads, Tablets and Slates, but our key success has been in sharing the dialogue on
the technological changes and possibilities with families and children. Somehow, we managed to
capture an excitement with regards to the technology that helps the schools with Parental
Engagement. We are also able to effectively gather donations from these parents. They have a
desire to help us help their children, and when it is expressed in a way that they can easily see –
their child gets a device – they are happy to contribute to our programme. The combination of
parental
funding,
charity
funding, and some school funds
provides a very compelling case
to proceed for most of our
projects. Our challenge is to
communicate consistently our
messages, and balance the
needs of all of our projects’
stakeholders
–
including
ourselves and our charitable
objectives.
Sometimes schools can condense our messages down to something akin to ‘Free iPads’, and there is
a danger in this assumption. But, if the parents are supportive, we are able to supply some seed
funding, and the school is willing to invest its effort and some funding – usually to tackle an
identified problem like literacy - we have usually been able to launch a successful project.
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Communication with our schools has
continued to be a challenge. There is
complexity in the way that our projects are
funded – particularly with respect to the
donation/grant model. We have consistent
messages available on our website, and we
have continued to drip feed the messages
into our schools via our social-media
streams. We have included a number of
these in this report, because they tell the story of our year quite effectively.
In the absence of top-down guidance, we try to be a source of pragmatic, effective ideas. And we
encourage our community to share these ideas, and add to the dialogue. Our charitable approach
and status allows us to be seen as a trusted source of information and ideas.
During the year, we invested in the DonorFlex system. www.donorflex.com This made us
operationally leaner and more agile, which is now a necessity given the reduction in top-down
funding. It also gives us the information schools needed to understand and project the donations
that ultimately assist with funding the projects. We looked at the national eLF’s portal, but we
believe that our new system gives us and our schools the information we need without the
overhead, complexity and costs of managing a portal. After discussing the options with schools, we
also felt that it was important that BeLF maintains the direct relationship with its donors, and that
communication with donors comes primarily from BeLF. As we have mentioned elsewhere, one of
our key value-adds is our ability to communicate directly and honestly with parents, and DonorFlex
assists this.
Our Spring Grant Round was a great success.
Using our funding model we were able to assist
over 1000 students and their families with a
relatively small investment. This added to the
numbers of students that we assisted with the
ongoing sustainability funding to our continuing
schools. The feedback that we receive from
parents and students continues to be a joy and
an inspiration.

2: Achievements & Performance
2.1:

Secondary Schools

We continued our relationship with a number of secondary schools. Typically these are schools that
had success with our schemes in the past and still maintain a small element of the donation/grant
loop. They are perhaps behind the change to iPads and Tablets, so this small grant funding – that
came as a consequence of laptop and netbook schemes - is allowing schools the ability to test and
assess new devices. This has become more important as Windows8 devices become available, and
there may now be a path to more easily move the built up teaching collateral from the past across to
the new 1:1 environment.

6|Birmingham eLearning Foundation

Annual Report 2012
The larger secondary programmes have the best chance of success when:
o
o
o
o

There is a strong and positive relationship between the school and the parent community
The parents are aspirational for their children.
The school is clear and can communicate the expected educational gains, and that these
gains fit with the school’s SIP and/or other improvement initiatives.
The school is clear about the way that technology will support the children’s
education/curriculum in the classroom and at home.

We help establish successful and sustainable programmes through:
o
o

Independent advice, information and support, backed by a wide range of support materials,
templates, etc.
Ensuring schemes fit into the sustainable donation/grant loop; handling the collection of
parental donations through our Donorflex system; handling parents’ financial queries; and
helping schools assess whether outright purchase or leasing is best for them. We help build
the funding case for the 1:1 schemes from the mix of available funding streams – including
where appropriate, a degree of school funds like Pupil Premium.

We were happy that in 2012, all of this came together at AUEA – Aston University Engineering
Academy. We now have a showcase where a large number of iPads were leased by the school to
provide whole-school 1:1 student provision, and the parental donations that we receive from a large
group of supportive parents effectively provides
the funding to meet the leasing payments. More
important than the financial balance though is
the presence of a group of motivated 14-19
students impressively demonstrating the
potential of a 1:1 scheme on a daily basis. Our
message to other secondary schools is that this
success is scalable and replicable.
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2.2:

Primary Schools and Special Schools

Following the 4 successful pilot projects
of 2011 we have engaged more primary
schools in 2012. Moor Green and
Osborne Schools both went into phase 2
of the programme supported by a small
grant from BeLF and ongoing support
from old and new parents thus making
the programme sustainable.
New
primary schools have come on board
with the help of small grants and these
include St Columba’s Catholic School,
Wychall Primary School, Court Farm
Primary and St Edwards Roman Catholic School. These schools cover different parts of the City and
include schools that have over 60% pupils on Free School Meals. St Edwards Roman Catholic School
is working with the Year 2 classes and this will be our youngest group ever. The school and pupils
will get the benefit of a personal learning device until they leave primary school which really
stretches, and makes best use of, every £1 put in. Other primary schools have been awarded small
grants and are in the process of developing their projects targeted to start in the spring term 2013.
Hallmoor Special School were given a grant this year to bring in iPads to two of their groups of
learners. Different challenges exist within special schools in terms of funding, breakages, protective
cases and cost of specialist Apps etc. However, there is still no shortage of valuable Apps which both
excite and enable pupils to engage in teaching and learning and, in the case of special needs, engage
in activities of daily living. Other Special Schools are now exploring this option with us.
“Having brought the iPads into our curriculum they have become an integral tool for deepening
learning. The enthusiasm that the pupils have to utilise the hardware has been incredible to
witness. They try to use the iPad in all their lessons and it has become a part of their daily lives.
They research for themselves, they produce written work more readily, they have enhanced their
independence and it has shown a vast improvement in their standard of work in a small amount of
time.”
“The best, and perhaps most surprising thing, has been to see an increase in their social and
cooperative skills. The pupils readily help each other out with a problem and this has helped
strengthen their bonds in a class that has had its fair share of squabbles. The iPad has taken away
a divide in ability. Those who may struggle to write high quality work have been able to assist
others who are perceived to be the cleverer ones by solving techno issues or sharing quality apps,
thus raising their self-esteem and putting them on a level playing field that wouldn’t have been
possible without the iPad. “
“We are at an early stage of utilising the full potential of this technology, but we are clear that this
will enhance our pupil’s learning.”
Andy Smyllie, Headteacher
St Columba’s Catholic Primary School,
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BeLF does not count its
success only by the number
of devices delivered to pupils,
but also by the benefits
gained at school and at home.
We have research results
from Birmingham University
demonstrating gains from
increased family involvement,
more fathers engaged in their
child’s education, increase in self-confidence, personal responsibility and independent attitude
towards learning. Pupils are engaged in learning through the use of iPads and motivation is
enhanced. Anecdotal evidence backs this up and we hear very positive reports each time we visit the
primary schools.

“IPads were really successful in our pilot group of year 4 pupils last year: 65% of pupils made MORE
than the expected level of progress in reading and 89% of the class made MORE than the expected
level of progress in maths. The average APS in Numeracy for the class was 4.5! Not all of this was
down to the iPads but they certainly helped! Some of these pupils have now become I-Leaders for
the school and help other pupils and teachers to understand how to use the iPads.”
“Having the BELF grant has really helped some of our disadvantaged children to feel good about
themselves and has increased their motivation in Literacy. We are so pleased with the iPads that we
applied for another grant to get them back into the hands of our new Y4 pupils.”
Herline Simon, Deputy Head,
Osborne Primary Schools

2.3:

Supporting Teaching and Learning

BeLF has many partners supporting its mission. One such partner is the Birmingham CLC Service.
They have been actively engaged working with schools to help them in their journey with BeLF as it
embraces new technologies for the first time. In particular, where schools have chosen the
increasingly popular Apple iPad devices, the CLC Services have provided a finely refined mechanism
to get schools up and running and getting value in teaching and learning in the shortest possible
timescales. As an Apple Regional Training Centre, with both pedagogical expert teaching staff and
technical advisors, the CLC Service has helped schools get to grips with managing some complex
licensing arrangements. The provision of Apps purchased by schools and providing an ability for
parents and students to buy these personally has in itself been a learning exercise for all!
Additionally, helping schools to deploy
what was initially a consumer marketed
product to the school environment, and
giving important regard to how they are
used to support and enhance teaching
and learning in the school has been a
feature of their involvement. As a
conduit between the teaching and
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learning environment and the technical support required to make the BeLF scheme work with these
schools, BeLF is delighted with how the CLC Service has hosted networking and collaboration events,
as well as providing staff to answer parents’ questions when the schemes are introduced.
BeLF has also seen that through this partnership, schools have benefitted from the wider networking
opportunities the CLC Service has provided to demonstrate the considerable good practice on show
at these schools. Two examples in particular BeLF are delighted to mention.
Moor Green Primary school presented at the National Education Network Annual Conference where
their children and teachers demonstrated the difference that one to one device access made to their
school.
Clifton Primary School was invited to be a “host school” for the Leading Leaders Network where
members toured the school and saw an incredible range of activities across key stages using the
recently acquired iPad technology. Furthermore, following that visit, Clifton were invited to become
an active member of this “invitation only” highly respected group of schools from across the
country. Of course, BeLF is absolutely delighted to have been associated with both schools over this
last year!
Throughout 2012, we also tried to gather and share the evidence base that helps justify our projects.

2.4:

Grants to schools
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3: Finance 2012
BeLF is continuing to provide Grants to secondary schools where we have been involved for a
number of years. For over 3 years we have re-invested the sustainable funds in a loop created by
the large numbers of devices and the resulting parental donations when we coordinated our model
with the Computer for Pupils scheme.
With the absence of co-ordinated ‘top-down’ funding and devices, each school now has an individual
funding approach. Individual schools fund the devices with a combination of Grant, School Funds
and parental donations. Schools often commit their own funds including Pupil Premium. The
Parental Contribution resulting from the project can be projected, and this funding can either be
granted to the school, or used to offset any leasing costs if the school has used leasing as the way to
help initially fund the devices.
This approach has been the norm with the national e-Learning Foundation for a number of years,
and BeLF used the same model. Up until last year though, we had co-ordination and support for the
initial device purchase from our Local Authority. In essence the Local Authority spread and
understood the risk. Our biggest challenge now is convincing schools that their parents will actually
prove to be supportive. We know from our experience that they will be supportive, but individual
schools are sometimes unwilling to take any financial risk based on a donation scheme. In the
absence of the Local Authority from the picture, we are now looking for school groups, consortia,
Academies, and other co-ordinating bodies to help with understanding and spreading risk.
Note that there is no change in the actual funding source; most of the funds to buy the devices will
come from parents (this might involve leasing). When possible, BeLF will provide small grants to
stimulate the projects. Any initial funding gap will come from school funds – this is important
because schools should justify some expense/investment in the projects; in terms of Teaching and
Learning gains. Typically, schools can and should expect to fund around 25% of the costs of the
project. This is actually a very persuasive case for schools, but they are often hindered by a worry
about the model.
We also encounter schools who try to use the model as a ‘zero-cost option’ for IT equipment. It is
possible to balance the model with enough financial support from parents, but we have found that it
is healthier if schools accept that they have a cost – mainly so that they focus on the gains and
outputs that the project is aiming to achieve.
The funding model is complex, and sometimes difficult to communicate. This is why our upcoming
Conference is entitled. “Free iPads for schools – What’s the catch?”
We have some schools who still have funds available from the sustainable mechanism set up a
number of years ago. Typically, these funds are helping them look at newer devices and ways of
working. In large schools there are a number of issues to consider around the 1:1 model and cloud
computing, ultimately involving the BYO model. Our support and small Grants are helping schools
like Bordesley Green Girls, Perry Beeches and Bartley Green to find the best way forward. We hope
that they will subsequently move back to larger 1:1 BeLF schemes.
We also have schools that have used their own funds, with the assistance of our small Grants, to
acquire the devices, which then attract Parent Donations and build sustainability. Holyhead and
Kings Heath Boys use this approach. Both of these schools have traditionally had good support from
parents.
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We see the BeLF model as an ideal opportunity for schools to invest Pupil Premium, at least doubling
its impact by matching school funds with the Parental Donations.

4: Future Plans
February 2013 - BeLF inaugural Annual Conference - Free iPads* for schools-what's the catch?
This will be an opportunity for BeLF to celebrate and communicate its successes over the past 10
years. Key decision makers in Birmingham schools are invited to attend to discover how they can
participate and benefit from BeLF’s activities to make the most of their IT budgets in 2013. Speakers
include Don Passey (Lancaster University) and David Wimpress (former Chair of BeLF). There will also
be presentations exploring the future of mobile computing and its implications for teaching and
learning. This will be an interactive event that will help inform the future work of the charity with
input from key stakeholders.
We have dealt with the complexity in our larger schools and have established the proofpoints that
are of interest to our larger schools and Academy Groups.
We are now looking at more complex funding models based on the fact that there is investment
available for work readiness, regenerations, skills force. We know where we add value in generating
support from schools and parents, and we are now trying to change this to more of a wider business
model allowing the continuing investment in our children’s education and their future places in
society.
With regard to schools, we see 2013 as an opportunity to build on success. Our specific challenges
include; gaining an understanding of the potential of newer Slates and Windows8 devices in 1:1
schemes; assisting with smart investment of school funding like Pupil Premium; helping schools in
areas like Parental Engagement; and gradually developing an enthusiasm within families for our
schemes delivering the educational improvements for their children. We will also endeavour to
grow and share the evidence base of the improvements our 1:1 schemes provide. Hopefully we will
benefit from more co-ordination and co-operation between the schools and/or academy groups or
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consortia, as any co-ordination allows us to expand and operate effectively without increasing our
effort and cost base.
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