Devon Finistère Video Conferencing Project – May 2006 and continuing
Report from Tipton St John Primary School – June 2007
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Background
Tipton St John Church of England Primary School is a small village school with 102 children currently on roll. 
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It is a split site school, with the Key Stage 2 children based in the original Victorian school building on one side of a road, and the Early Years classrooms and the office on the other. 
Years 5 and 6 are taught together in the upstairs classroom, Years 3 and 4 are directly underneath, and there is a team-teaching arrangement in place in the Early Years Base, where the Foundation Stage, Year 1 and Year 2 children are taught by two teachers and one or more teaching assistants. 
Our interest in video-conferencing dates back to 2000-2001, when we investigated the potential of video-conferencing in the Early Years, particularly in the small school context. 
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This developed more recently into a Primary Strategy Learning Network of five small schools across Devon, linked

by video-conferencing. 
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French has been a feature of the school for several years and, as Devon’s strategy for implementing the Key Stage 2 Framework for Languages got underway, the summer term of 2006 seemed to be an ideal time to do some “joining-up”! 

The Current Situation
Timetabled Video-Conferences:

	Children
	Year 5/6
	Year 3/4
	Foundation + KS1

	
	Tuesday 10.15 – 10.45 (32 children)

	Monday 10.15 – 10.40 (32 children)
	Friday 2 – 2.15

(half the group –

15-20 children)

	
	Friday 10.15 – 10.40 (32 children)
	
	

	
	Thursday 12 – 12.30 (3 children v-c with 3 children whilst eating their lunch)
	Judith Khaldi (classteacher)

Alison Palmer

(teaching assistant)
	Emma Morris or 
Penny Burnside (classteacher)

Julia Edwards

(teaching assistant)

	Staff
	Michael Tuckett (classteacher)

Alison Palmer (teaching assistant)
	
	


Getting started and keeping going
May 2006 – the visit to France was invaluable for getting to know our French colleagues. In the 2000-2001 project, a Year 1 child had said that it was important to, “…choose a school you know a little bit.” In our experience, the most successful video-conferencing has happened when people know each other – even “a little bit”! – or where some people at one end know at least some people at the other.
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We were very fortunate during our visit to École Jean de la Fontaine, in Brest, to be able to video-conference with the Y5/6 class back at our own school. This gave us all a glimpse of what might be possible.
Practical things back at school
· We had originally used the television monitor for video-conferencing. Projecting onto the IWBs proved much more satisfying, but had additional cost implications:  

· improved sound required additional cabling

· the existing blinds needed replacing with darker ones

· shelves had to be built for the v-c kit

· this had to happen in each classroom, as we wanted each class to be able to conference in their own room
· Sitting all the children on the carpet – even Y5/6 – worked well and reduced the light flood.
· the children quickly got into the habit of positioning themselves on the carpet, and looking at themselves on screen in the “near end” view. 

· We spent part of an INSET day with all teachers and teaching assistants learning how to use the kit.
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Before the first video-conference
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The two teachers, Michael Tuckett and Jean-Louis Tréhin, had got to know one another during the visit to Brittany in May. On returning to school, Michael talked to his class about Jean-Louis, his home, his family and the school, and showed them photographs. They also talked about travelling from Tipton St John to Brest, and the relatively short journey time.
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Michael and Jean-Louis had planned the first session face-to-face, during the visit. This was planned to include introductions in the children’s own language, with the teachers translating where necessary, singing and some games.       
Things which worked well
· Jean-Louis and his children made a video showing the school and its location. The Tipton children made a video of their school. The two films were shown during video-conferences, with a live commentary.

· Songs

· Games – eg, dressing-up games, any game involving something being taken away and children asked “Which one’s missing?”, games trying to trick people, eg. “I’m pointing to my head” (untrue), drawing monsters, noughts and crosses, games with numbers[image: image8.jpg]



· Games involving props eg. “I’m inside/under the box”…  

· The lunch-time groups like playing a game where they choose to be an animal. The other children ask them questions about where they live, what they eat. (If they still can’t guess, the child makes the noise of the animal)

We like games because 

· They allow for more active involvement of all children

· The difficulty of a task can seem to lessen

· They can be good for the emotional climate, allowing children to experience language from their own “comfort zone”

· Giving children the choice as to whether they answer in English or French. Children tend to opt-in when they feel ready.
· Adults modelling “having-a-go” in French

· Key vocabulary on display for each video-conference 

· With the Foundation Stage children

· We didn’t use pre-sets (because the children move!)

· Each child wrote their name on a whiteboard before the v-conference. When it was their turn to speak, they stood up and went out to the camera. The French children could then use their name, “Bonjour Jacob!” and begin to remember it.

· The teachers agreed a protocol of repeating what each child said, mainly because the quality of young children’s voices makes it more difficult to understand them immediately in a video-conference, and we didn’t want to risk their not being understood. If the teacher repeats (or mediates slightly) what a child has said, then any risk of misunderstanding lies with the adults, not with the children.

Challenges
· Time

· Timetabling, particularly with the time difference, lunchtimes etc.
· Staff changes

Essentials

· The commitment of each school to make this work

· A positive approach to ICT

· Persistence

· Lots of communication – telephoning, e-mailing, v-conferencing between staff – being really clear about what is going to happen

· Making clear at the start of a v-conference the plan for that session so that everyone knows where it’s going and what’s expected

· Not being too earnest about it all – it’s a lot of fun!

Benefits and learning so far
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For Tipton St John:
· Children surprising us by their linguistic ability, motivation and attitudes

· Certain children surprising us quite noticeably 

· Definite improvement in children’s listening

· Children now choosing to answer in French

· Lots of inter-cultural understanding

· Seeing the life of another school

· Overhearing background classroom sounds and noticing the “music” of the language

· Increased understanding and appreciation of English grammar  

· Realisation of the importance of communicating something , in either language, even if it isn’t grammatically perfect
· Development of teachers’ own language skills
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For Jean de la Fontaine          
· Ce sont de véritables situations de communication. 

· Les aspects culturels sont concrets et visuels (déguisements, nourriture ...). 

· Ces échanges permettent une étude de la langue et une correspondance directe

· Les élèves de maternelle qui viennent de découvrir ces échanges ont le côté magique de la découverte que n'ont plus vraiment les grands.
· Les parents adhèrent et sont très intéressés.

And finally…
From younger siblings, when the Y5/6 children first video-conferenced with France:

“(My sister)… had a smile on her face after school. I knew something had been going on so I asked her. She said, “Today we’ve  been video-conferencing with France children.”
“(My brother) … came back one evening… we were sitting at the table … and he was telling my mum and I heard something about France. Well I thought, what is all this about? And I asked and he said we’ve been conferencing with France, …and he was like really happy and he was trying to tell other things he knew…and it was quite exciting and it lasted until the end of tea.”
And when the FS and KS1 children joined in with the work:

In our KS1 message book one morning, the teacher's question was, " Hello! Why do you think we are learning French?"

Amongst the responses a Y1 child had written, "Because we're video-conFrenching". 


