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School Details

King Edward VI Community College is situated in Totnes, South Devon and is a rural comprehensive for 11-18 year olds.  The school has approximately 1800 students on role.

Aims and Contexts

To promote wider reading through extra-curricular Reading Groups, with an additional focus on Gifted and Talented provision and raising the achievement of boys.  

Account/report of work undertaken

KEVICC conferenced with small groups of top set Year 8 students from Kingsbridge Community College, at lunchtime.  The students from KEVICC were not drawn from a single teaching group but were, rather, self-selected Year 7 and Year 8 students.  When trying to convene the group, promotional materials were designed to attract boys, in particular.  After a great deal of initial interest, the KEVICC videoconferencing group comprised a core of 10 year 7 and 8 students:  7 boys and 3 girls. Because I don’t teach any of the students involved, I experienced some difficulties in getting the group together often enough to plan conferences.  On no occasion did I succeed in meeting will all students at the same time!  Some students, I hardly knew.  In future, I would like to work with students from my teaching groups, in order to maximise the opportunities for preparatory work and having designated time to talk to students about what they wanted to achieve throughout the project.

The main focus of the conferences was ‘book talk’.  During our initial conference with KCC, students talked, simply, about books that they had enjoyed.  We then chose a text to focus on:  The Windsinger by William Nicholson.

The decision to focus the conferences on a single text gave rise to both possibilities and problems.  Some of the students had already read the book; some had not.  The decision to focus on The Windsinger coincided with the end of the financial year:  orders are not easy to place!  As a result, there was a substantial delay in ordering the books and the students receiving them.  Next time, I will ensure that either the books are already in school stock, or that they can be quickly obtained, and funding secured, so as not to halt conferencing activity and not make an unexpected dent in the departmental budget.  I remain convinced, though, that students choosing their own text was fundamental to the success of the conferences.  Students need to feel ‘ownership’ of the project:  its content and its direction.  To have imposed a teacher nominate text would have been entirely counter-productive.

After initial introductions guided by the teacher, we went on to prepare quiz questions on the text.  The boys loved this!  The competitive element ‘raised their game’.  Reading, it seemed, could have a similar status as sport.  Less successful was the fact that not all of the students had read all of the novel, resulting in a rather ‘patchy’ session.  Because of the extra-curricular nature of the activity, all reading and preparation for the conferences was undertaken, as extension activities, in students’ own time.

Evaluation of Impact

The impact of videoconferencing has been significant, especially with regard to promoting wider reading amongst under-achieving boys.

· students, especially boys, were highly motivated by the videoconferencing;
· the project attracted both readers and non-readers, who were interested in the ‘technology’.  There is no doubt that for the self-styled ‘non-readers’, to some degree, ‘caught’ reading by simply being in the proximity of ‘book talk’.  A number of non-reader ‘techies’ took away copies of The Windsinger;
· a great deal of interest was generated around the project – within the English department and within other departments.  This has raised possibilities for cross-curricular work in future.
We have learnt a great deal in the course of the project.  For example:

· the value of having a well set up ‘space’ and adequate time for conferencing

· the importance of teaching the ‘skills’ of effective conference communication to students

· that it is much more beneficial to hold a series of short, regular conferences that build on the last, rather than ‘one off’ conferences, where the novelty value negates any real educational value

· that conferences are most successful when well prepared and the co-ordinating teacher is confident with the plan for the session and the equipment

· time to plan together is invaluable,  whether this is face-to-face or via the conferencing equipment

· if the sound and picture quality are impaired, the quality of the communication between students is severely hampered

· students’ time, within the school day, is as precious and pressured as teachers’:  always using lunchtimes to conference, when students are often committed elsewhere, can be problematic

A number of possibilities for the future have arisen, beyond using videoconferencing to promote wider reading:

· the use of videoconferencing to invigorate teaching across the Key Stages.  For example, poetry and set text conferences in Key Stage 4; conferencing within shared schemes of work in Key Stage 3

· using videoconferencing in the teaching of Speaking and Listening

· using videoconferencing to promote inclusivity.  For example, using shared schemes of work at KS3 in KEVICC and in Bidwell Brook Special school and bringing students in both schools together to share learning outcomes and peer-teach and assess

· videoconferencing as a way of linking together Gifted and Talented English students in Years 7, 8 and 9.  This is likely to be a priority during the next academic year

· using videoconferencing in KS5 not only to talk with other schools but for ‘master classes’ with Universities
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