Devon/Brittany Video Conferencing Project

The Project So Far

	Our School
	Plymouth is the third most deprived city in the country after London and Birmingham and the population is largely white. This is the case in our community.

Victoria Road is a single Form entry 4 - 11 year old inner city Primary school.  In conditions, which are challenging on many fronts, our partnership of pupils, parents / carers and stakeholders, including providers, share a commonality of vision and purpose.

The pattern of attainment shows that children start at a relatively low level at baseline particularly in literacy, speaking and listening. Foundation deals effectively to address developmental delay.  Children arrive with poor vocabulary and social skills.  
Attainment is good at KS2 but end of key stage results show we are below in English and Maths and a little above national average in Science.  Our Targets are improving year in, year on at both key stages.  



	Why we wanted to join the project


	Our main motivation for joining the Project was to redevelop and re-establish another link with a school in Brest having just lost a previous link. The video conferencing arrangements enabled us to develop a link with a like-minded French school and establish a new residential link.
We had received Web cam Conferencing training prior to this project but started video conferencing work in earnest with this additional challenge of the new equipment.
Victoria Road had an established French Language arrangement in Y6, Y3 and Y2 with some Spanish and German in addition in Y2. This Project enabled us to consolidate lessons in Y6 particularly by being required to be organised in our planning for VC lessons. The planning visit to Brest enabled a regular exchange of lessons at upper KS2, the outline of which had been drawn up in the French school.
Our children had a developing sense of intercultural and international links because we had begun work on The International Schools Award through links with Egypt, Gambia, Tanzania, France and China.


	Initial steps
	Tim Arnold enabled the setting up of the camera and kit. The Head teacher and Technician were trained by him. These two people were key in sustaining the project. We attempted to train a French specialist in the setting up of the equipment but this was not entirely fair to her as she was not an ICT expert. The camera was set up in the computer suite. In future we will move it to the Y6 class, due to the fact that the arrangement of the suite did not lend itself to allowing the whole class to be seen by the French children at the same time. It tended to focus only on a group. We also learnt that it is crucial to train at least 2 support staff in the setting up of the equipment for those days when the other two are out! It is also problematic with certain blinds in class rooms which do not block out the light totally. It took a while for the children to adjust to the echo time as well. The very apparent enthusiasm of the children had to be channelled and at times classroom control was clearly more difficult in a suite where only half of the children in the class were positively and meaningfully engaged. Children had a tendency to be noisy while they waited their turn. It is imperative to have several adults in the room to “police”.


	Building and developing relationships with our French partners

	Our Partnership was successful with Jacques Prevert because there was a willingness on behalf of both Head teachers and both Language specialists to make it happen.
· We met them in May when they came to Victoria Road and we reciprocated on our residential visit for a week in June. Our classes were very keen and wanted to see their school and context. If you cannot organise visits keep sending emails, work by snail mail, PowerPoint presentations and keep your commitment to the VC lessons.
· English was used as a common language to sort the technical issues, and the timings of conversations around future arrangements were  either through a video conference link outside of the lessons or at the end of lessons. Several “test” links were made during lunch times or after school direct into the suite which had interesting reactions from those who had not been warned that a link was to take place! We emailed in English and in French-so there was dual readership and used the mobile phone to communicate in both French and English.
· Planning an initial session was achieved during the teachers’ visit to Brest and subsequently a sequence of sessions via detailed emails and VC links. The whole of the summer term’s video conferencing dates and topics were organised in the head teacher’s home after a sumptuous meal during the French teacher’s 3 day stay during their half term holiday.
· This arrangement worked for two terms. However, we experienced technical difficulties in the latter part of Term 5 and Term 6 due to being unable to dial into their school. Luckily Brest was able to dial into us but we still have not resolved our end of the problem.
· 

	The First Session
	The first lesson was an introduction about themselves-prepared- name, age , family etc.


	Continuing the Project

	· Year 6 had a half hour session every fortnight with a mixed Y5/6 class in France. The alternate week was spent learning new French work and preparing the subsequent VC session. This took place on a Tuesday or Wednesday afternoon depending on the arrangements from both schools. It was a joint whole class affair. The French class spoke in French for us but their English was at a much higher level than our children’s French. We endeavoured to encourage our children to speak in French. 
· We covered sea animals, pets, family, numbers up to 40, nursery rhymes, where we lived, songs and games-Jacques à dit. We played an inter-active game called “Le Perdu” and “Montrez la classe”, “Presentation de la classe” and “”les choses de la classe!” We used mini whiteboards for our work. Our final work was around objects both in the class and in the home and used words and pictures to assist the learning. 
· Even with the best will in the world, there were times when the VC did not happen due to one or both parties being involved in something which clashed – the problems of having a Head teacher involved! Or when the link was not happening due to a technical difficulty. Also, there were times when we had prepared things differently to what the French teacher had anticipated and vice-versa. We found that our French Y1 class link with our Y3 class was fraught with difficulties because of the level of English of their children and the fact that it was the head teacher’s class. He was often called away due to meetings with inspectors or for his teacher training role. Moreover, there were other cancellations due to clashes with the Breton timetable, Music events, (IUFM in which new music ICT technologies were being taught to the French children en masse), holidays, strikes, sports events and teacher training days.
· Impact on the children – The children were highly motivated and it certainly led to a desire to visit their French friends and sign up to the residential trip. The visit to us was very successful and the afternoon of sport and joint meals at Mountbatten were very well integrated! When we visited Brest I was impressed by the level of communication in French in the playground. So there is no shadow of a doubt that the video conferencing project aided their language knowledge and intercultural understanding.
· The VC arrangement does slow down the amount of time in French lessons learning new words and phrases because every second lesson is devoted to the link. However, what cannot be denied is the value of consolidation of new skills.


	Next Steps
	We hope to continue with Y5/6 video-conferencing and maybe succeed in formalising the Y1/2 link with Y3. A return trip is planned for June with the Y6 class and some of the Y5s. 

	Key Points that we have learnt
	In our own experience the key features of making it successful were:

· building the personal relationships through joint private visits both with and without our classes;
·  having a clear plan with a specialist onboard;
·  having a technician who is trained in VC is essential but training all staff to use the kit is preferable. 
We have found that children have increased oral confidence and better language awareness and knowledge which I attribute directly to this project. General oracy skills were greatly developed. The Y6 children’s ability to listen and take turns was also so much better.



