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Introduction 
The immediate backdrop to this paper in England is the imminent introduction of primary languages in January 2010. This is, however, part of a much wider trend that is not only European but also world-wide.  Firstly, at an international level, initiatives from a range of countries suggest that this is a worldwide phenomenon. Rixon (1992) reports on initiatives in the 1980s in countries such as Denmark, Austria, Holland and Israel, in addition to European countries (Blondin et al, 1998), the Middle and Far East (Kim,1998), Australia (Clyne et al, 1995),  Canada (Swain & Lapkin, 1982). Within the UK, a series of successful pilots were carried out in Scotland in the 90s (Low et al 1995), following the earlier curtailed initiative in England (Burstall et al, 1974).  Proposals from the European Commission (Action Plan 2004-06 for Language Learning and Linguistic Diversity, 2003; Barcelona: Bologna Declaration, 1999; Lisbon Strategy, 2000 Education and Training 2010) have recently raised the profile of early language learning considerably. At a national level, in England, drivers of change include the National Languages Strategy (2002), arising out of the Nuffield Report (2000) and the Dearing review (2007. The place of English as a lingua franca world wide has long been an element in the position/take up of foreign language learning in the UK, with much concern surrounding the decrease in interest particularly at secondary school level.  Given that previous attempts to introduce languages earlier in the school system had apparently foundered, notably in the 70s (Burstall et al 9074), the more recent moves have been greeted with some caution in some quarters, although welcomed overall (Driscoll, Jones and Macrory, 2004). Johnstone (2001) suggested that any re-introduction of primary languages would need a ‘different rationale to underpin it’; since then arguably that different rationale has indeed begun to emerge, with an increasing emphasis on the global dimension, cross-curricular and CLIL approaches to language learning alongside increasing use of technology. 
The global dimension in education has more generally prompted schools in the UK to adopt a more outward looking approach to education, encouraging links with numerous countries around the world. More specifically, however, significant for the UK has been the response in teacher training terms to the introduction of primary languages and the TDA (Teacher Development Agency for Schools) primary teacher exchange programme has undoubtedly led us and the other countries involved (primarily Spain, France and Germany) in a European direction, enabling a much more pan-European outlook among trainees, schools and children. The exchange programme enables primary trainees in initial teacher education programmes to spend a four-week placement in a primary school in the target language country, teaching across the curriculum and exploring the pedagogic approaches of a different school system as well as improving and developing linguistic and cultural subject knowledge. The curriculum teaching that visiting trainees undertake facilitate the teaching of the target language in a more cross-curricular way and holds promise for a more holistic approach to language learning and teaching that has traditionally been the case in most countries at secondary level. This context is thus potentially very fruitful for the use of new technologies that are increasingly available. 
The project reported upon below forms part of the Collaborative Technologies in Languages Initiative (CTLI) project set up by the TDA in England, which brings together six primary schools, three teacher training institutions and local authorities and regional governments in England, France and Spain. Through the use of technology, they are working together on a shared curriculum to improve and develop the teaching and learning of languages in a more cross-curricular and holistic way (see www.tda.gov.uk/ctli). The six schools involved (two in each of the three countries) are supported by the European Union, as is the project reported below entitled ‘Technologically Enhanced Language Learning Pedagogy (TELLP) (see www.tellp.org)
As we move forward with technology it is crucial that its integration into language teaching programmes is informed by research. 
Technology and language learning

New technologies are increasingly available for use both across the curriculum and in the language classroom. Over recent decades, these have served to promote language learning and teaching at a distance through on-line programmes, web-based tutorials and so on as well as  independent study (for example on computer-based vocabulary and grammar programmes). The field known as Computer Assisted Language Learning (CALL) has developed into a more nuanced range of approaches as the range of technologies has grown and diversified. The more recent developments in the areas of webcams, video-conferencing, blogs, wikis, podcasts, mobile phones and digital video and photography have opened up possibilities that were the stuff of science fiction only a generation ago. In classroom practice, at least in the UK, with laptops, interactive whiteboards and data projectors now commonplace, the opportunity to bring the benefit of other new technologies into the classroom is within our grasp. Crucially, however, as O’Hara (2008:31) points out, ‘pedagogy still has to catch up with resourcing in order to get the most out of the technology’. This may be particularly the case with primary languages as a relatively new field. As languages are being introduced at a time when new technologies offer an apparent abundance of possibilities, it is crucial that we know how best to exploit them as well as incorporating this understanding into teacher education programmes. 
Within the broader notion of CALL, there has been increasing interest in Computer-Mediated Communication (CMC). Lamy and Hampel (2007:7) note that it does in fact dates back at least twenty years and point out how language professionals saw that it ‘could answer two needs at once: it could be the means through which teaching occurred, and it could be an end in itself. Learners could engage with the communicative aspect of their study by exchanging language online rather than in conversation classes’. In order to stress their orientation to language (original emphasis) learning they suggest the acronym CMCL. 
The relationship between CMC and the field of SLA (Second Language Acquisition) research is clearly pertinent. Blake (2007:77) points out that much of the research into CMC has been carried out from an interactionist perspective that seek to ‘document how synchronous CMC stimulates negotiations of meaning similar to face-to-face exchange’; they are interested in the ways in which such meaningful interactions can provide opportunities for teachers and students to focus on the emerging TL system as well as intercultural reflections. As Blake notes, the intercultural aspect is one favoured by sociocultural researchers who draw upon notions of intercultural competence (eg Byram,1997), and ICC and CMC together have prompted the notion of telecollaboration (Blake, 2007:78).  Chapelle (2007) in discussing CALL/CMC pedagogy, notes the extent to which this was influenced in the 1990s by SLA theory and raises the issue of form and meaning. The latter is of course a tension familiar to all practitioners and researchers in SLA. The possibility that a focus on negotiation of meaning and/or intercultural reflections might result in lost opportunities to focus on form is ever present.  Lamy & Hampel (2007:8) suggest that this prompted a return by some researchers such as Belz (2003) to more linguistic than socio-psychological interpretations of online communication. This throws up the complexity of the relationship between research and pedagogy as well as that inherent in new technologies: pedagogic approaches are necessarily informed by previous research but while some argue that pedagogic tasks should meet the criteria derived from SLA research, on the other hand this CMC can itself inform SLA research, through descriptive studies. 
Whatever the relationship, however, differential attention has been paid to different technologies available for CMC and for different age groups. Very few studies have been carried out into the use of video-conferencing for language learning (Jaurgi & Bañados, 2008), for example. In terms of age groups, the vast majority of research has been carried out with university level students rather than school-aged pupils. 
Research into video-conferencing for language learning

Research into the impact of video-conferencing is not of course limited to the relationship of this to language learning; positive benefits are reported for a range of curricular areas (BECTA, 2004; Arnold & Cayley, 2008)). This does include positive benefits for the use of video-conferencing for language learning. Perhaps unsurprisingly, researchers report that authenticity and the opportunity to interact with a real audience has beneficial effects, and there is positive impact on confidence and motivation (BECTA, 2004).  Kinginger (1998) and Yamada (2009) suggest that it improves participation and supports the active production of spoken language. Equally, video-conferencing can serve to support the development of learner autonomy, a point stressed by Steffens (2007), albeit in more general terms. McAndrew et al (1996) note that in fact it can permit a good combination of working alone and working collaboratively. Very specifically related to language learning, it can allow for the use of paralinguistics to aid negotiation of meaning (Wang, 2006;Yamada, 2009). If it is the case, as Blake (2007:78) notes, that ‘one welcome result of the sociocultural paradigm is a heightened emphasis on intercultural pragmatics’, this may prove to be a key issue. 
The research literature does throw up a number of unresolved issues, however. Perhaps the most obvious is that of technical problems. The BECTA report (2004) highlights the potential negative impact of these, reporting that (admittedly in only one case) a group of language learners in a secondary school requested an end to such sessions as the lack of synchronicity between lips and voice of the other speakers was too distracting. They also report some individual negative reactions. This raises the issue of group size, as it is still unclear what the differential advantages and disadvantages of whole-class versus small group or individual interaction through the medium of video-conferencing.  Related to this is the precise purpose of using this medium rather than any other to enhance language learning. Only by careful integration with other language teaching and learning experiences (or, for that matter, other technologically enhanced learning experiences in other curricular areas) can a judicious balance between focus on form and negotiation of meaning be achieved (see Belz, 2007, Yamada, 2009). Finally, and very importantly, teacher training and expertise is vital for the technology to be exploited appropriately (Blake, 2007). 
The current project 

As noted above, the project forms part of CTLI, established by the TDA in England. Our  TELLP  project  has  as  its  central  aim  the  provision  of  an  innovative  context  for  initial  teacher  training  within  a technologically-enhanced,  holistic,  cross-curricular approach  to  teaching  languages  in  the primary  schools of  the  three countries.  At  the  core  of  this  are  new  technologies  which  include  video-conferencing  between  children  in  all  three countries  and  the  use  of  a  learning  platform. Our aims  in  the  three  universities  (Manchester Metropolitan University, Universidad de Granada and Université de Poitiers)  include  researching  the  impact on  the children’s  language  learning and  developing  and  evaluating  the  role  of  teacher  trainees  in  the  project.  The trainees who are placed in the project 

schools  are  drawn  from  the  group  of  primary  MFL  specialists  who  take  part  in  the  primary  languages  exchange programme. Thus  the French  trainees who  travel  to Poitou-Charentes are placed  in  the  two project  schools  there,  the Spanish  trainees  in  the project schools  in Granada and  the visiting Spanish and French  trainees are placed  in  the  two schools in Trafford, Greater Manchester. The aims of the project were to establish
 (a) the impact of the technology on: 

  the processes of children’s language learning 

  the development of intercultural understanding 

  children’s motivation as indicated by their own perceptions 

and (b) the impact of the project on trainees’ perceptions of and attitudes to the role of technology in language learning. 
As a project this is innovative as it not only investigates the use of technology for language learning in relatively young children (aged 8-11), but also has used this as a teacher training context. Furthermore, it is illustrative of the issues discussed above: it stands at the intersection between research and pedagogy. On the one hand there is the issue of the extent to which the activities in which the children are involved are informed by SLA research. The Six Schools Project was one designed by school staff in three countries with little prior experience of language teaching or the technology in question, planning that did not initially heavily involve the university staff. Having said that, these were experienced primary practitioners, with a broader understanding of how young children learn. We were thus in a position of describing outcomes rather than setting tasks that conformed to criteria arising from SLA. In any case, the increasing recognition of the importance of context in SLA and the newness of the technology together suggest that a priori assumptions about appropriate pedagogy are not necessarily helpful.  Lamy and Hampel postulate an a priori position in CMCL research in favour of ethnographic work, given that ‘the object of their attention – human-human interaction – is likely to be affected by an unmanageably high number of variables’ (2007:17). They go on to suggest a further reason for the value of descriptive research, namely that the domain is still new and asserting that good description lays the ground upon which new theories can be erected. We were very aware of the importance of adopting a descriptive approach and being very receptive to what happens in a new situation; at the same time, using this as an innovative teacher training context for very novice teachers was a challenging situation. A further aim was to distil from our data collection a notion of appropriate pedagogy that could then inform both in-service and pre-service training. The narrative of this project is thus one of description and analysis giving rise to appropriate pedagogy at the same time as seeing the developing pedagogy through the eyes of new teachers as well as our own and ascertaining the impact on those new teachers to discern the implications for future teacher education programmes. Add to this the prosaic constraints that a number of researchers have alluded to and we have a very complex research context. As noted above, Lamy and Hampel point to the high number of variables in such a situation; other researchers have also noted the complexity of environments in which learners work (Steffens, 2008:230); and from a teacher’s perspective, the multiplicity of competing priorities can have a negative effect upon curriculum development involving technology (O’Hara, 2008:37). When the technology itself is problematic and/or teachers lack confidence and expertise, the territory can also feel somewhat uncharted. 
Data collection 

In order to ascertain the impact of the technology upon the children’s language learning, data was collected in a number of ways. 
· focus group data from the children themselves

· interview data from teachers and teacher trainees placed in the schools
· questionnaire data from trainees after observation of sessions and/or sessions where videotaped sessions of video-conferencing were conducted as the logistics of large numbers of trainees observing in real time proved very problematic; this generated data about their perceptions of the impact of the technology on the children as well as revealing the effect this has on their own understanding of learning to be a languages teacher at primary level. 
Findings
Impact of technology upon children’s language learning

First of all, it is clear from the data that children in all three countries have made positive gains in terms of developing understanding about other children’s lives. The notion of intercultural understanding has gained ground in recent years, and has obtained a higher profile in official documentation. However, multiple interpretations abound and there is a need for conceptual clarity (Gundera and Portera, 2008). Byram differentiates between intercultural understanding/competence vs intercultural communicative competence, describing the former as the “ability to interact effectively with people from cultures that we recognise as being different from our own” (Byram, 2004: 298), whereas the notion of intercultural communicative competence implies performance in a foreign language. While the ability to ‘interact effectively’ does itself merit scrutiny, there was at least palpable enjoyment on the part of the children not only in gaining knowledge about the children’s lives but in the process of so doing and an acceptance of difference. This grew through the ability to see and appreciate difference and also the opportunity to compare and contrast their lives with other children’s lives, leading, for example, one class in England to review their initial negative reactions to the Spanish tradition of bullfighting by considering methods of slaughtering animals amongst different religious groups here. The video-conferencing sessions allow immediate visual and aural access to the classrooms and teachers in the other countries and all of the opportunities that this offers. Equally, the chance to talk with their partner classes, albeit at times in a very pre-prepared manner, allowed them to obtain and exchange information about their lives. The similarities uncovered also served to break down potential barriers – as one little boy in England said of his Spanish partner, “After school, he goes home and watches television and eats pizza – just like me!” That the children come to regard the children in the partner school as ‘friends’ suggests that progress has indeed been made in terms of intercultural understanding. 
The issues surrounding the processes of language learning are complex and fascinating. Possibly related to the issue of the development of intercultural understanding is the children’s awareness of themselves and the other children as language learners. As one child put it, “you have to speak a traditional kind of English”, suggesting an understanding of the need to be comprehensible by the other children. Other comments such as “it must be funny when we pronounce a word wrong” and “we learn new words from each other” reinforce the sense that this is collaborative language learning. The reciprocal nature of language learning represents a fundamental shift away from a traditional teacher-led language classroom.

Indeed, there has been a perceptible shift towards a more autonomous approach to language learning among at least some of the children. The technology involves a learning platform which is a secure on-line environment for children, teachers and trainees. Although the video-conferencing has so far proved to be the most used facility, increasingly the platform is being used by individual children contacting their friends through email or webcam and/or small groups interacting with each other through Flash meetings (a small group meeting using a laptop and webcam). The desire to have the opportunity to work independently was expressed by some of the children who are ready to move beyond the constraints of teacher-planned and led activity, who offered comments such as “ we want to have conversations, not a play” and “we really want to be able to choose what to do”. This also suggests that the technology may contribute to a change in the relationship between teacher and learner, not only because the children are keen to work with each other but because the teachers and the children are discovering things together, both through and about the technology, prompting one child to say that she had thought that teachers knew everything but now realised they didn’t!
It may be that this desire for more independence is a function of increased confidence. That there is a positive impact on children’s motivation is strongly suggested by the data, as their enthusiastic comments testify: “it’s really, really good”, “you get to communicate with real children”, “I’d like to do it more often”. Even the technical problems all too often experienced did not seem to be overly off-putting and children who in the second year of the project did not appear to have their enthusiasm dimmed. On the other hand, their confidence is not high when they are new to it and all the children reported being scared or nervous before participating. One issue is the practice of carrying out a partner exchange in front of peers when the session is at whole-class level, something which one child in one of the French classes found too intimidating. In general, however, their confidence increases as the technology becomes more familiar, so that they make comments such as “the more you do it, the easier it gets” and “it’s okay to get it wrong”. It may be that the increase in confidence is crucial to the sustaining of motivation, suggesting that there are complex issues surrounding progression to be taken into consideration. The latter quote also suggests that a key consideration is the role of error and teachers’ attitudes to this. It also has bearing on the balance of emphasis that maybe placed upon form and negotiation of meaning. 
A final consideration about the processes of language learning relates to the choice and use of first language and/or target language and the extent to which children are learning receptive or productive skills; coupled with this is the issue of codeswitching and codemixing, both germane to what Blake (2007:77) calls the emerging bilingual identity. Despite the sometimes lack of clarity as to which language was the intended focus, and the impact of communication breakdowns which often served to make the children have recourse to their first language and/or their teacher’s help, the teachers in the project were positive about the impact upon children’s pronunciation, listening skills and attention to the use of their first language when speaking to children for whom it was a foreign language.  
Impact of project upon trainees’ perceptions
All trainees had experienced presentations from tutors in their home countries about the project, including an introduction to the learning platform and the project website. Clearly, those trainees who subsequently went on placement in one of the six schools and their partner schools were better able to experience the project in depth. Other trainees either observed a video-conference in school and/or participated in a session where video footage of a session involving a primary school abroad and one in England (where they see footage filmed in one classroom and then the other so they have both perspectives on the event). This was a solution to the very difficult problem of enabling the larger group of trainees to observe the new technology, an exercise hampered by a number of difficulties: the short notice at which schools sometimes arranged sessions; the mismatch of holidays and times in different countries which limited the sessions available; the availability of the trainees who were on placement in a range of schools distant from the project schools; the difficulty of having more than a small number of trainees in a classroom at any one time; the failure of the technology itself on more than one occasion when trainees were present. Observation of video footage was one solution that allowed them to see much more clearly what the children were experiencing than any text-based explanation; furthermore, the video footage was unedited so that they saw how the children experienced the session in real time, with delays, technical hitches and so on. 
The overall reaction of the trainees was one of enthusiasm. They were able to see the ‘real life’ opportunity that the experience offered the children and observe the positive way in which the children approached this. They repeated made reference to the authentic nature of it and the possibilities of developing cultural awareness and intercultural understanding, remarking, for example, that “it gives the opportunity to observe differences and share similarities”. They commented too upon the opportunities for developing speaking and listening skills and improving pronunciation, with frequent comments about the value of hearing native speakers that were also children of the same of similar age. They saw this as language learning with a purpose. As one trainee put it, “they see a sense in learning a foreign language – they need the language to communicate with each other, real life situations instead of school books”. 
While enthusiastic, the trainees were also observant of some of the potential difficulties. The most obvious one is the possibility of technical problems, including sound quality, but the scripted nature of many of the interactions drew a number of comments questioning the value of this and pointing out the need for spontaneity. Ironically, perhaps, the extent of planning and preparation time was also alluded to, as it was evident how much work the teachers appeared to have put in to prepare the children.   

In terms of their reactions as teachers, a number were keen to try out this kind of approach – one commented “this is really exciting and I want to try it!” and another that “at first I though oh no more ICT but now I’m really enthused”. They were, as noted above, sometimes unsure about the practicalities but in general motivated by what they perceived to be the benefits.
Those trainees who were on placement in the six schools were interviewed individually about their experiences and, unsurprisingly, were able to offer deeper insights into the impact of the project, views on the feasibility of it and offer suggestions for developing the project both in the schools and in the teacher training institutions. In terms of feasibility, all trainees placed in project classes had had the opportunity to use the technological equipment and participate in and lead video-conferencing sessions. All reported that from a technical point of view, this was in fact unproblematic, allaying any anxieties that this is a real barrier to curriculum change of this sort. In some of the schools, they had the opportunity to work with children on the learning platform and/or upload materials for class use, although, as noted above, this is a less developed aspect of the project and not used uniformly across all six schools in the same way. A number of issues emerged from the interviews: overall, they confirmed the findings in the data collected from the larger group of trainees who had not been on placement in the project schools. They endorsed the view that the lack of spontaneity was a problem in terms of language learning and supported the idea that the children should develop their independence by working in groups or individually in order to lessen their dependence on the teacher and/or the control that the teachers in some cases appeared to wish to retain. They were also aware of the possible disadvantages that whole-class video-conferencing could confer, notably for some children the stress of a large audience for their interaction; equally, they noted the presentation skills that could accrue from such opportunities. They were keen to make more use of the learning platform, but their own relative lack of experience as novice teachers meant that they needed more support and input from the university and teachers in order better to exploit the resources available. It did appear to have changed their view on what it means to be a language teacher – one trainee whose previous teaching experience had consisted of presenting vocabulary items from the front of the class said that “this has completely made me re-evaluate what it means to teach a language”.
Discussion 

This has been and continues to be a challenging project that has already thrown up a number of issues pertinent to the relationship of technology to SLA and to the whole issue of curriculum development at school level and at university (teacher-training) level. 
First of all, the data appear to support the notion that video-conferencing has positive benefits in terms of motivation and confidence, in this case for younger children learning languages at primary school level.  There are undoubtedly benefits as far as speaking and listening skills are concerned and this for the first as well as the foreign language. What comes across is what appears to be a fundamental difference in the experience of language learning in this way, a difference that resides in the reciprocal nature of the language learning experience. This in turn has the capacity to alter the teaching and learning relationship between children and teachers and promote a more autonomous approach to language learning. Coupled with the benefits in the development of intercultural understanding, this particular project suggests that the technology has powerful potential to change for the better the language learning experiences of young children, addressing Johnstone’s (2001) call for a different rationale. That said, there remain numerous unresolved issues that are pressing if technology such as this is to be commonplace in England and/or Europe before too long. The first of these is the issue of appropriate pedagogy – role of teacher; teaching of communication strategies; establishment of focus on form so that there is a balance between the development of intercultural understanding and the language itself; adopting a descriptive and enquiring approach has proved fruitful as has an open mind to what is appropriate; the issue of language use and skills remains unresolved; and the relative importance that different countries attach to intercultural understanding and the development of linguistic competence - competition for the TL space?  Progression and assessment of attainment remain an issue. So too do the questions of the relative value of individual, small group and whole-class work. Also, the question of what happens when children who have experienced this innovative approach to language learning go to secondary education and the change in teaching approach they may have to face; equally, trainees who have been introduced to this project in all three countries may be taking up posts in traditional contexts. 
Teacher education is therefore vital – both in-service and CPD. However, having begun a project by considering the 6 schools project an innovative teacher training context of itself, the experience of the project with trainees suggests that in parallel with a possible change in the relationship of teacher and learner in the languages classroom, we too at university level need to encourage more active participation from our trainees and learn from them, and also from the teachers involved in the schools projects who may not be either experienced language teachers or researchers but who nevertheless as highly skilled primary practitioners have much to teach us.
At both the level of the technology in schools and the teacher education curriculum, differences as well as similarities need to be explored. Different education systems and teacher perspectives, different prior experience of technology and in particular the relative roles of English, French and Spanish on the world stage need to be taken into account; finally, the experience of the French-Spanish link needs a study of its own, as it is likely to yield valuable insights into the acquisition of a lingua franca with non-native speakers of that language. 
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