
Starting Point Community Learning 
Partnership 

 
2020 Long Review 

 
2020 Vision – We didn’t see that coming! 

 
 

 
 
 

4 Woodley Precinct | Stockport | SK61RJ 
0161 494 9947 | www.startpoint.org.uk 



  

Anne – Chief Executive 

 
 
I’ve always known Start Point coffee shop could be a special place, and it is the activities of 
Starting Point that have harnessed that potential and made it was it is. 
 
As 2020 draws to a close I think it’s fair to say for a lot of us the only thing to celebrate is the 
end of it. It truly has been an “Annus horribillis”. However, as I reflect back to mid-March I 
am truly in awe of what has been achieved at Starting Point.  Even before the official 
lockdown on the 23rd  March, the team had rallied; spoken to their contacts in the 
community and set up the Woodley Covid-19 mutual aid group. 
 
They had hundreds of flyers printed and circulated just asking if anyone needed any help 
and a helpline number. Start Point coffee shop was turned into a food depot with donations 
coming in from far and wide. As we end the year, it still is; and we are sadly in a position 
where we have taken out a loan to pay for rent and utilities. There is a statutory need to 
support organisations like ours through this and as we end the year it feels that Stockport 
still has some way to go to level the playing field.  
 
We have looked after families and single people who had been identified needing a helping 
hand. The concept was very simple, just neighbours helping neighbours. Initially delivering 
food parcels, picking up prescriptions, making daily phone calls and generally just being 
there. 



The team have developed a support system that ranges from weekly craft and cooking bags, 
doorstep depots, a digital lending library, the list goes on. I am so proud to be a part of such 
an incredible team. 
 
The year has ended on a high with a Zoom meeting with Father Christmas. This was a 
magical event jointly hosted with Alvanley Family Practice, what would be do without Kay 
and Dave? 
 
True to form our “Elf Isolating” (Nicola) identified a couple of families who need a little love 
this Christmas, so she has now thrown her energies into raising some funds to sprinkle a 
little magic.  
 
Well done Nicola, Ryan, Hayley, Dan, James, Anne and every single person who has 
supported. It is time to fly your flag with pride. I look forward to sharing a healing 2021 with 
you all. 

 
 
  



Nicola – Programme Manager / Community Organiser 
 
(talking specifically about digital this year). 
 
There are many pictures that sum up the spirit of Starting Point, but this is always one I 
come back to. It was taken at our annual digital champions Christmas Party a few years 
back.  
 

Ged, who lives with Alzheimer’s affectionately listening to 
fellow champion Ian. For me, it shows everything that 
matters to community organisations like ours: fun, 
kindness, unity, understanding, equity and celebration. It 
also shows me how much we have lost this year. Next 
week, we will be hosting an online digital champions 
afternoon tea, where our amazing volunteers like Ian and 
Ged, will join us along with their hamper of goodies to 
celebrate the strangest time we have known in the 11 years 
we have been operating. 

 

In 2017, when the photo was taken, digital inclusion at Starting Point (in brief) looked like:  
 

• 18 digital champions 
• 12 free computer classes around Stockport. 
• 1 full time and 1 part time IT trainer. 
• Approximately 1000 learners. 
• A very Starting Point centric offer for digital inclusion in our borough. 
• Support from Good Things Foundation and Stockport Homes.  

 
Three years on it looks very different for a variety of reasons including COVID-19. In 2018, 
we joined together with Stockport Council, Stockport Homes, Library Services and TPA 
amongst others to create the DigiKnow Alliance; project managed by Good Things 
Foundation. The alliance aimed to work closely with a host of organisations from across the 
public, private and voluntary sectors to build a strong and sustainable digital inclusion 
movement across Stockport. Joining together, it brought the great initiatives that were 
already underway in Stockport to grow the digital support network and bring help within 
easy reach of residents in all our communities. No one could have imagined how important 
technology would become just two years later.  
 
In a year where “to Zoom” became a verb, we have accelerated the change that the 
DigiKnow alliance started and when we look at where we are now, and the support we can 
offer as an Online Centre, we know we could not have done what we have this year without 
the groundwork of the DigiKnow Alliance work just two years before. Today our offer is: 

• 30 digital champions and counting (specialising in language, job seekers, tech and 
support). 

• An alliance of over 20 organisations in the borough focused on supporting people in 
to benefit from being online. 



• 8 facilitated Zoom sessions each week (teaching digital skills through Zoom? Who 
knew?) 

• A digital helpline receiving over 400 calls each month 
• A digital lending library offering over 120 devices and access to WiFi to those who 

need it the most in our borough. 
• Support from Good Things Foundation, Stockport Council, Stockport Homes, Greater 

Manchester Combined Authority, Lloyds Banking Group and The National Lottery 
Fund. 

• A return to face to face support. 
• 2 full time trainers, 1 part time and a coordinator. 
• A weekly newsletter to alliance members. 
• Over 2000 local people supported this year. 

 
In short, it has exploded and shows no signs of slowing down. How we look as an online 
centre, is a million miles away from where we started with a few donated laptops and 
access to our WiFi in the coffee shop.  
 
Nothing demonstrates this more than in the development of our lending library. We have 
always been aware of the struggle that some people have to get online: not all smart 
phones are particularly smart, and confidence sometimes plays a bigger part than skills and 
aptitude. We have previously acknowledged the need for broadband and affordable kit too, 
but in times where being online was something that people worked towards rather than 
had an instant need for, we helped people with saving plans and advice of where to buy 
from to save money and that is where our offer ended. Signposting to libraries, cafes (like 
ours) and other places within Stockport that allowed people to get online felt enough in the 
days before lockdown. 
 
The issues of digital exclusion and data poverty existed before Covid-19 but the pandemic 
has exacerbated these inequalities, with the divide still growing. These challenges include 
the combined cost of effective digital devices and ongoing internet access, when many 
families already have to choose between buying food or utilities. The pandemic has also 
brought about a new challenge, in the closure of many places that before provided free 
public WiFi access. We have heard of instances in Greater Manchester, where public 
transport providers have cancelled their free WiFi access, further challenging those who are 
digitally excluded and unable to participate fully in society and access support services 
online. It is this exclusion that creates challenges in itself, such as the inability to connect 
with loved ones and apply for jobs or welfare benefits, at a time when household finances 
are under significant pressure. 
 
Our lending library was developed in March with support from Stockport Council to buy 24 
devices alongside DevicesDotNow offering us free devices and Wi-Fi. It has now grown to us 
having a bank of 125 devices and helping those who are without other services during 
lockdowns such as job clubs and the use of their local library. It is also supporting families 
who’re struggling with short-term isolations of their children due to positive cases in schools 
as well as tackling the looming gap in educational attainment moving forward due to missed 
school time. We are also aiding those who’re unemployed as a result of the crisis in looking 
for job opportunities online. With 82% of jobs requiring digital skills, manual workers with 



high digital skills earn around £2,160 more a year than those in the same jobs, with low 
digital skills1, further proving the issues and challenges people face can be aided through 
effective, community-led digital inclusion.  
 
So as the year draws to a close and our attention is taken with news of a vaccine, what will 
next year look like and can we use anything we have learnt this year going forward? 
 
We now know that offering online learning sessions is actually inclusive. If anyone had told 
me that you can teach someone to use an iPad through Zoom a few years back, I think I may 
well have laughed. However, when all other options are taken away from you, like with any 
other challenge, the human spirit finds a way. Ryan, signed up to Zoom on 20th March and 
has lived on it ever since. It took us two weeks to realise we needed paid accounts for staff, 
but since then we have had months of breakout rooms, peeks into peoples home and BEING 
ON MUTE! This said, changing to a fully online support offer has allowed us to reflect on its 
successes. We have been able to get people to use Zoom when they haven’t even switched 
on a device before. We have been able to support people who would not be able to attend 
a physical class and we have reached far more people with a more time efficient service.    
 
Access to affordable devices and especially WiFi is an ongoing challenge that needs 
collective decision making to support those most at risk. We have seen people suffering 
from a poverty premium through using pay as you go contracts and, on occasions, people 
paying up to £40 per week to keep their kids online while homeschooling. Connecting with 
#OperationWifi has given us the opportunity to share some of these stories in order to 
agitate for change. We are also looking to work with trusted partners on how we can 
expand our service of offering mobile data to something more long-term and robust.  
 
People value spaces and faces more than we ever knew. Our initial dream for Starting Point 
was to provide a space where people could come together and build connections and 
friendships. When the world appeared to shy away from the idea of dependency (especially 
during a global recession) we focused on the need for inter-dependency within our 
communities with the belief that everyone needs someone to rely on. This year has taught 
us that there is nothing colder than a closed coffee shop but our initial work paved the way 
to create mutual aid that ensured that no one in our community was left behind.  
 
We have been heartbroken to close our doors of the coffee shop and training rooms but at 
the point of writing this, we see our first face to face course starting back again. The 
demand for people to meet together safely despite the fear and risk of COVID-19 has been 
huge. Loneliness, isolation and poverty are impacting people significantly and we end the 
year with the confidence, equipment and energy to come back and tackle this. Although 
Zoom has been a significant asset we know it is not enough.  
 
It comes as no surprise that compassion can heal people and online centres are in a great 
place to reach people. Let’s face it we have all been doing this for years. We have seen large 
scale national initiatives to support people in communities, but nothing has come close to 
the microlocal knowledge of small organisations. Good Things Foundation brings together 
some of these organisations and the opportunity to strengthen our influence and hear the 
voices from our communities is something I look forward to exploring in the new year. 



 
 
Finally, and after some much-needed sleep over Christmas, we need to build back braver. It 
really isn't enough to aspire to build back better, because what is better and who is it better 
for? Technology has shown us that we can bring people together and our DigiKnow work 
has taught us how to make sure those not online can join the party; but we now need to 
support them to work towards long term change. If Father Christmas could bring me 
anything this year it would be a government commitment to tackling upskilling people in 
digital skills, a national solution to affordable WiFi regardless of your credit rating and 
sometime to spend with my family. 
 
It’s been a challenge, but we depart the year with huge opportunities. I hope that what we 
have all experienced this year allows us the time to reflect on what really matters in life and 
that’s the people around us. I wish you a healthy, safe and happy Christmas to you and 
yours. 
 

 

 
 

1.       Lloyds Digital Index Nov 2019 

  



Ryan – Senior Training Officer (Digital) 
 

 
 
Starting Point is called Starting Point for a reason. We offer people a safe, non-threatening 
community where they can learn new skills and realise their own potential. Our informal offer 
involved us offering safe places, trusted faces, and brave spaces. We prided ourselves in establishing 
a learning environment where those who felt learning was not for them, could come and learn at 
their own pace. We filled the room with people who had a passion for supporting others, people 
who could tell you where to click as much as they could listen to how your day had been. We knew 
digital and social isolation were not separate entities but rather intertwined issues. We allowed 
people to be brave. To explore the possibilities of what they could do with knowledge, skills, and the 
internet at their fingertips. How do you recreate this using the sterile medium of Zoom? How do you 
offer a safe place when it is not safe to leave your house? How do you offer trusted faces when 
everybody is wearing a mask? How can you ask people to be brave when they are now digitally, 
socially, and physically isolated and distanced from their communities and loved ones? How could 
people continue to make connection and use digital to tackle their own digital divides? This year it 
all changed, for all of us. In a year where we spent most of it in lockdown, unable to do much of 
what we would normally do, so much has happened and changed. 
  
Yet somehow, we did. We relied on our fantastic digital champions. We relied on local people and 
the community around us. We relied on the fantastic partnership work that we have been doing 
over the years with organisations, large and small. And we relied on each other. The staff team 
never stopped, working longer and later hours than ever before and making sure as the lights got 
turned off elsewhere, people still knew they could come to us for support. Zoom sessions, Facebook 
groups, multiple helplines and too many WhatsApp chats to keep track of, we are now staring at the 
end of most challenging year we have had as an organisation and as a community. Starting Point 
grew out of a need to be there following the financial crash in 2008/2009. It is at the heart of who 
we want to be as an organisation. We have continued to support people to get online. We have 
created Stockport’s first ever device Lending Library. We have supported the creation of community 



groups that have collected hundreds of prescriptions and even more shopping trips for local 
shielding people.  
  
We have always known the value of our community and the work we do at Starting Point as well as 
in Start Point Coffee Shop and Taylor’s Fish & Chip Shop. We have been fighting to tackle injustices 
for the last 11 years, if not longer! Only I think the Starting Point has changed. 11 years ago, we did 
not know what we did not know. As obvious as that seems, we are seeing the benefits of our 
learning over the last decade. All of our trials and tribulations, challenges, and barriers, wins and 
losses have led to us being able to help others discover their own starting points at a time when our 
communities need it more than ever. We are in a position to support people in supporting people. 
We have always been much more than the sum of our parts, and this year, that effort has multiplied 
exponentially.  
  
We have been able to talk at a regional level about data poverty and the adverse effects of being 
offline during lockdown. We have been able to support the creation of a Facebook group containing 
over a 1,000 local people who have a dedicated support phone line – now managed by volunteers! 
We have been able to offer glimpses of normality with activities for children and families. We have 
helped thousands of people get online. We have over 150 devices, being actively used in Stockport 
by those needing them they most, that simply were not in the borough this time last year.  
 

As 2020 changed around us, the how felt vastly different, but our 
why never changed. From the passing of our first customer, Nel 
Lewis, earlier this year to the first customer we let back in through 
our doors, we are here for people. We are here for our 
communities. To be trusted. To be safe. To be brave.  
  
Thank you to everybody who has laughed and cried, socially 
distanced hugged, Zoomed, donated, rang, and emailed. Your 
support has been more than you will ever know. Thanks to my 
colleagues too. You know who you are. To help others, we have to 
help ourselves. And this year has proven how much we all support 
each other. I am proud to work for Starting Point, never more so 
than this last year.  

  
A great friend once told me ‘It will quieten down after Christmas’. She never said which Christmas! 
  
  

  



Daniel – Senior Community Organiser 
 
What a year it has been! The pandemic has brought many surprises and consequences, and 
I was delighted to join Starting Point as a community organiser. It can be a little daunting 
starting a new job but I am proud to have joined a brilliant team, and to have been so 
welcomed. Even in such a short space of time we have shared laughter, tears (sometimes 
tears of laughter) and delicious cakes at the work bake off. It has been a year of highs and 
lows, though seeing how colleagues have supported each other at critical moments is a true 
reminder of how exceptional we are as a team. 

 
A brilliant part of my job is getting to work alongside the 
community in delivering change. At the point where I 
started getting out and listening to people, there were 
two groups of community-spirited neighbours to work 
with – the original members of the community organising 
group, and those who got involved with the Covid-19 
mutual aid response. It took some time but it is fabulous 
to now have both groups as one, working together in our 
community. Many of them have been on community 
organising training this year delivered by Starting Point 
and are very keen! 
 

 
Looking ahead to 2021 I am optimistic about the future of the group. Each member brings 
their own skills, personality and interests – it won’t always be easy and there will be 
disagreements, but that is natural in communities. As a group they have already started to 
take on more responsibility, having ownership of the community helpline previously 
managed by Starting Point and using the learnings from their community organising training 
to listen and take action. 
 
One of the biggest inspirations for me this year has been the 
community’s response to the Woodley & Bredbury Acts of Kindness 
scheme. We now have growing group of residents contributing £1 a 
week to a collective pot, that they can then share between local 
people and groups at the end of each month. Initially based off similar 
ideas elsewhere in the country, we have taken this a step further and 
our members also vote on how the money is spent. Since October the 
scheme has paid for a chippy tea for residents at Bankfield care home, 
a Christmas treat for neighbours who went above and beyond this 
year, decorations for a local SEN school and more. In the New Year we 
will be transferring ownership of this to the community organising 
group, so that they can take it forward and grow its membership. 
 
In my first couple of months, a common theme from speaking to people was about a lack of 
activities for young people in the community, especially teenagers. Starting Point has led 
some brilliant work this year in providing activity packs for local kids and we are now 
starting to provide more for older ones. We have built a great relationship with social 



enterprise PIE, who have been running poetry sessions for teenage lads at Start Point coffee 
shop and are hoping to do more in Woodley in future. We are also developing our links with 
Life Leisure’s R Time youth project and are hoping that they will fund Start Point to open 
one evening a week from January, for local teenagers to have a safe space to meet and be 
supported by a youth worker. 
 
For me this year has been all about stronger links being built in the community. We have 
seen our community come together to get through this difficult time – neighbours helping 
neighbours to overcome challenges and obstacles. As an example, not long after we 
launched Start Point’s daily breakfast club we had a generous donation from Woodley 
Methodist Church, to pay for breakfast bowls and activity packs for local children. It is this 
community spirit and togetherness that will be fondly remembered from 2020. 
Looking back at this year, I feel incredibly lucky. The fallout from Covid-19 has been massive, 
and we will be dealing with the consequences in our communities for years to come. While 
there have been many positives, there have also been many sad and negative impacts of the 
pandemic, including issues that were in our society before but are now more visible. In 
these circumstances our community organising work is more important than ever, and I feel 
very lucky to be working alongside brilliant people at Starting Point. 
  



Hayley – Training Officer (Wellbeing) 
 
This year I have changed…. that is my first thought. 
 
We all have changed: the team, the other businesses the dynamics and the people we have 
worked with. But for me the biggest change has been able to adjust to a working day that 
has involved so much more than doing a job. The pandemic has altered my life in both huge 
and small ways and my reflections are influenced by this. 2020 will always be a year to 
reflect and learn from.   
 
When Covid arrived in March, I panicked and worried I may get sick. I felt overwhelmed and 
wanted to leave work. I did not feel I had anything to offer and I asked myself how it is 
possible to run a community programme that is about sharing skills and connecting without 
the usual routine of face-to-face sessions.  The main reason I did not leave my job is because 
of the team, I felt wobbly with new working routines new responsibilities and harvesting a 
new normal (including working from home) but the team relayed to me that we all felt the 
same and this made me change my mindset. 
 
Alongside my usual role of a Community Learning Officer, I along with James also had 
responsibility of the Mutual Aid Group. This was learning on the job as no one had ever 
done this before, there were many parts to the work including safeguarding, logistics 
technology and of course human interaction.  
 
The human interaction was my favourite part and I have made lifelong connections through 
this work. During the first few months of working and adjusting to daily changes I settled 
into a new routine which included building new skills with technology and realising that I 
had to prioritise my own wellbeing and get a work life balance the team massively helped 
with this introducing new initiatives such as flexible hours, a jamboard, daily scrums and 
working in logical ways. 
 
At the beginning of the new routine, I connected initially in traditional ways – phoning 
texting and emailing existing attendees. The calls went well, people just really wanted a 
catch up which was fine, however most people said “no thank you “ to continuing with 
Communiversity whilst we were in lock down. 
 
To be honest I felt quite huffy about this thinking why do not they want to join in my new 
virtual classes, if I can learn these new skills then they could at least give it a try…. I now 
realise that obviously one size does not fit all. People also had lots of other prioritise such as 
how were they going to collect their medication shopping etc and barriers to new 
technology. I then changed my thinking and connected in a different way I emailed all my 
networking partners in the community with an overview of a new lock down learning plan 
and how it worked, this was well received with lots of new people referred into me and 
word of mouth happened for example people wanted to become involved because their 
neighbour or friend enjoyed it etc. 
 
I then personally contacted everyone to introduce myself, it was during these connection 
conversations that I picked up on learners’ anxiety of not having teacher led learning. 



I reassured everyone that I was at the end of an email or the phone and most importantly 
the learning was on their schedule it did not matter if they did not do all the learning just 
pick the bits, they wanted giving autonomy or choice was key I felt. 
 
Another part of the connection along with preferred method of contact, offering a 
personable approach was to choose topics that were of interest therefore I let the 
attendees decide on the curriculum this was when Crafternoon was born. 
 
I also encouraged a connection element of attendee’s personal contributions we did this in 
two ways we formed a WhatsApp group and encouraged attendees to get involved sharing 
pictures progress and online groups such as quizzes this has been one of the huge successes 
from 2020 as the group have a portal of friendship and support that has been so much more 
than the weekly sessions. The Men Matter groups have formed “brotherhood “bonds that 
have branched off into other directions, such as a walking group and volunteering for other 
local projects.    
 
It would be easy to list the benefits to our community, but the truth is the work I have done 
this year has taught me more than anything that I can change adapt and importantly not 
just survive but thrive within my work. I feel 2020 has been one of my most creative years. I 
have developed lots of exciting ideas that have been led from the community and I am 
looking forward to building upon these in 2021.   I have learned that I do not have to be so 
ridged in my thought processes that I can delegate and be vulnerable and ask for help, most 
importantly I have learned that the kindness and support that I offer to others can be 
reciprocated and it does not make me look incompetent. 
 
Before this year I recognise that I may have had elements imposter syndrome for example, I 
felt undeserving of my achievements and did not feel competent and that soon enough, 
people would discover this, therefore previously I would over work, over think over plan and 
tie myself up in knots. The biggest change this year is that I accept that I am doing my best 
and that is good enough, I feel very proud of the work, community and friendships that I 
have helped to support this year. 
 
Lastly, I feel incredibly privileged to be part of a team that did not stop working that has had 
a phenomenal reach and that cares for each other and their community innately. 

 
Come on 2021 I am ready for you!   
  



James – Training Officer (Digital) 
 
I think it is fair to say that nobody was expecting the pandemic to have lasted so long and no 
one knew what it meant to our work life. Our normal routine stopped, and we had to adapt 
to social distancing measures – using zoom and staying in our bubbles. We have only seen 
people’s heads on screens for the past nine months and it will feel very weird going back to 
our first face to face session once we are able to do so safely.  
 
One thing that has stood out to me this year is how vital an internet connection is to every 
household. Without an internet connection, many households would have been left isolated 
to the rest of the world and some may have been left alone without anyone to speak to. In 
our own Zoom IT classes, I have heard people say that coming to our sessions is the only 
way they will see other people until they feel it is safe for them to go outside. One particular 
lady only sees her son once a week, but she attends every Zoom class we offer and is able to 
socialise with other people during the session. It is great to see many people who would 
normally shy away from video calls, slowly open up and gain more confidence with being 
online. Who knew that you could teach digital skills through a Zoom call? The Lending 
Library started back in July and initially started with 12 devices. However, due to what was 
happening globally, it quickly escalated to having over 150 devices ranging from 
Laptops/Dongles to Tablets with Data packages. It has been really motivating knowing that 
we are helping so many people in Stockport, giving them access to the internet allowing 
them to continue their educational studies, search for new jobs and to help stay in touch 
with their family.  
 
Overall, 2020 has been a very unusual year. I finished university and came straight into work 
with Starting Point during a pandemic. I am very proud to be a part of a team that is helping 
so many people in the community and for the different project we have been apart off. I’m 
sure that 2021 will be just as successful as 2020 but hopefully without all the Zooms and 
being stuck on mute. 
 

 
  



Anne – Training Administrator 
 
This year has been a topsy turvy year because of COVID-19 . But true to Nicola’s name it didn’t stop 
her. We started doing Zoom sessions to keep supporting our learners and to help as many of the 
good people who want our help to get online or join us on zoom. 
 
Zoom has been a bridge for many people to help with loneliness and way more. I have been in 
training since late last year and I have learnt so much with the learners on Zoom. 
It’s been bonkers but well worth every minute. I am waiting for when we get back to some sort of 
normality if that’s possible next year and see if we keep Zoom sessions because I think it would or 
could be a good idea for those who are housebound or too ill to attend our classes; although I think 
face to face learning is better for others. 
 
I wish, as I am sure lots of people do, to wave a magic wand and start this year all over again but the 
speed of how we have changed and adapted has been amazing. I think the people I work with Ryan, 
James, Daniel, and Nicola do so much for the community that I am very highly honoured to be part 
of this fantastic team. 
 

 
 
 
 
 


