EC&T inte rview

_Developing the best

content for schools

Personal profile

Lewis Bronze is the Chief Executive Officer of
Espresso Broadband plc. He began his career
at the BBC on a graduate news trainee
programme, joining the team of OJohnCraven's
NewsroundOin 1981. He moved on to OBlue
Peter,first as assistant editor in 1983, working
with the legendary Biddy Baxter, and then as

Jack Kenny talks to Lewis
Bronze, a pioneer of
accessible and video-ich
digital content for schools

Tell us about your time at
OBluePeterOE

| was very happy at the BBC as | loved
creating exciting, factual televisionfor
children, particularly historical stories, OBlue
PeterCappeals and environmental
campaigns. | introduced the environment
strand onto ®lue Peter being responsible
for the first national campaignto collect
aluminium cans in supermarkets.

Diane Louise Jordan, the first black OBlue
Peter(presente, was hired when | was
editor and she did a summer expeditionto
Jamaicato presentthe story of slavew. It
was important to respect the traditions of
the programmebut also to driveit forward,
looking for excitingways of presentingthese
interesting stories to children.

How did you get the idea for
Espresso?
In about 1994 | read about the Internet in
Newsweekmagazine.It sounded good and
so | watched its progress. @lue Peter®
needed a website. BBC Online didnOexist
then so | organised it D1 sat down with a
couple of designersand learnt the grammar
of how to build a site. So we put up the first
OBluePeterQwebsite and it was all right, but
it wasnOtelly. It was laboriousto update
and as it had to be fresh and topical
becausethe programmewas, it was a really
big commitment.

| left the BBC in June 1996. | decided
on this long before anythingto do with
Espresso. Just before | left | met Tony
Bowden, a strategic consultant workingin
applications and software. He had an idea.
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editor for eight years in 1988 D-a role in which

he won a BAFTA in 1992 for Best Children's

Programme. He oversaw over 850 episodes of OBluePeterO.

In 1996 Lewis set up Bronze Productions where he produced various programmes
and, with Tony Bowden, developed the Espresso concept of delivering video-rich,
bandwidth-hung ry educational materials to schools via satellite. Together they
established Espresso Productions Ltd and won a contract from the British National

Space Agency to deliver a two-school trial project. Since 1997,

time and energy to Espresso.

Espresso Broadband plc (www.espresso.co.uk)
delivers video-rich educational content to schools that is mapped to the curriculum.

currently in use in 1,400 schools in the UK.

Therewas a technologythat had the ability
to deliverdata by satellite and store it
locally, which meant you could delivervideo
files. He was looking for someonein the
world of televisionto work out an
application for it. | thought it could also
delivernews video, applied to the
curriculum, to schools.

Like many good ideas it was actually
verysimple, but the technologywasnOeven
built, let alone provenat this point. We built
an Espressodemonstratoron a laptop later
that year. It was called Espressobecause
websitesare built using Java, a type of
coffee and Espressomeans stronge,
fresher, faster. | loved the name becauseit
is so unusualin education.

What is Espresso now?

A servicethat it is updated everyweek with
solid curriculum material that includes
full-screen, full-motion video. The content is
developedby education specialistsand is
designedto provideteacherswith exciting,

Lewis has devoted his

is a topical subscription service that

It is

stimulating resourcesbetter than they can
find for themselves. It is designedto be
used by children, with teachers mediating,
to inform and enhance lessonsand,
crucially, to stimulate and stretch. OBlue
PeterQwas trying to do the same thing.

We are trying to light lots of sparks. With
Espressothere is a wow factor, so it
immediately puts children on-task. But then
you have to go beyondthat B can we prove
that it raises standards? And the answeris
yes. A project using Espressomaterials in
Sunderlandwith Year 6 boysraised them
from Level3 to Level4 in their writing.
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things. E-learningcredits
can be seenin that
context as a logical,
desirable, extensionof
policy where the
governmentsays, having
made the investmentin
the infrastructure we
must now see a return in
the shape of learning

How did you get Espresso off
the ground?

Qur first transmissions were to two schools
in Thame, in Oxfordshire.The DTlwas
impressedand gaveus a £91,000 grant,
which was followed by another from the
EuropeanSpace Agencyof around
£440,000, to delivera project valued at
£1 million. And, so that was the birth of
Espresso as a business.

In the veryearly days, before broadband,
content was sent from the satellite, first to
the schoolOserverand later to a separate
box. The data was deliveredonce a week
and then stored in a box that was just for
Espressocontent D which we controlled and
that linked to a schoolOsietwork.

Espressonow has around 450
customersthat receive content weeklyvia
satellite, but new customersreceive
Espressoin other ways. Either through a
local authority powerful wide area network
from an LEAcache. Oy, if they arenOt
attached to a network such as this, the
cache is in the school. All new subscribers
get the legacycontent going back to 1999.
1tOdike getting a part work but you get all
the previousparts.

Are you disappointed with
the take up of e-learning
credits?

ItOdar too earlyto dismiss e-learning
credits as not working. The awarenessof
e-learningcredits has shot up since the
BETT Showin Januaryand LEAsare
showingschoolsthe value of them. It takes
a long time for new initiatives to filter
through in education. IOnconfident that the
first £30 million will be spent by the
deadline in August.

DonOte-learning credits upset
the free market?

ThisisnOt free market becauseit is funded
by a governmentthat decideson a lot of

outcomes, and to
achievethat there has to be content. |
support this.

Espressohas been cutting down the
jungle with our machetes for five years.
Now Espressoand other companiescan
tread the path. Teachersneed guidancein
how to manipulate their budget so they
allow digital media into the classroom. They
need to know why digital resourcesare
worth buying. And e-learning credits are
allowing poor content to get bought
becausea lot of material has qualified for
CurriculumOnlineand everypound of
e-learning credits that is spent on a static
CD-ROMthat has been on the market for
four yearsis a wasted pound that isnOt
opening up that school to the opportunities
of digital media. So | would like to see the
governmentraise the bar.

How will Espresso be.
affected by the BBCOdigital
curriculum?

Espressowas part of the Digital Learning
Alliancethat lobbied againstthe BBC®
submissionto run the digital curriculum.
The governmentOdecision went against the
DLA, althoughthe Departmentfor Culture,
Media and Sport imposed a tight set of
conditions on the BBC. We are still waiting
to hear what the BBC plan® will be and it
looks like we are looking at 2005 before
the launch.

I now wish to look to the future. The
BBC has an enormous opportunity. It has a
large amount of money to spend compared
to what other content producershave to
spend in this market. The BBC is distorting
the market becauseinvestmentdecisions
that companieslike Espressohave to make
are being made in the light of what the
BBC@ plans will be. The BBC has a huge
responsibilityto get it right and | urge the
BBC to look beyond its own narrow horizons
and to work with schools, governmentand
industryto make this works. | look forward
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with interest to what the BBC is going to do
and | donOthink Espressohas anythingto
worry about because we will be so
advancedin the market by 2005. | fear

for smaller companiesand for new ideas.
The BBC will have an enormousinfluence
on creativity.

Where will Espresso be in
five years?
The second five years of EspressoQs
experiencewill be a lot smoother than the
first five years, because we have cut down
the jungle. We have built a wonderfulteam
backed by supportive people and we have
excellentcontent that is being used by
1,400 schools.

The second five yearswill be terrific
becausewe will see Espresso
being establishedin a significant
percentageof schoolsand embeddedin
their curriculum deliveryand, therefore,
building a very successfuland secure
company financially.
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