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Background to this report

This report was commissioned by the project co-ordinator: Dr Gee Macrory and has been produced based on a variety of sources of information:

· discussions with the Dr Macrory and the lead project practitioners in France, Lucette Chrétien, and Spain, José Luis Ortega in October 2009;

· the online resources of the website and the learning platform;

· a variety of documentation, including the initial project proposal; progress report and feedback; the final report; and the draft handbook.

Implementation and execution of the project

This has been a two-year project with a core aim of developing a new technologically enhanced curriculum for initial training for both specialist and non-specialist language teachers. The trainees have been able, as a result of their exposure to this curriculum as a part both of their course, but also in their teaching practice (in some cases), to critically evaluate the impact of the project’s input on their own development as well as the children that they have been working with.

This particular project sits at the middle of a complex group of innovatory activity which has included what is termed the Six Schools Project, as well as initiatives supported by the UK’s Teacher Development Agency (TDA), The Language Innovation Plan in France and in the plan for the Promotion of Plurilingualism in Andalucia. It has sometimes been difficult to tease out the boundaries between the different aspects of these separate projects from the various sources of information presented for analysis, but this has been mainly because the different projects have by necessity become so closely connected together. This interconnectedness is ultimately a strength for the Technologically-Enhanced Language Learning Pedagogy (TELLP) project itself and points to the likelihood of continued success because of the TELLP project’s embeddedness in the mainstream activity of the primary schools in the Six Schools Project, within the higher education structure involved in the training and in the political agendas of the local community.

From the initial observations undertaken in the early phase of the project in November 2007 and through the ongoing activity of the movement of trainers and trainees engaging in teaching practice in their home countries and abroad, there has been a steady and incremental development of an innovative teacher training pedagogy that has brought together existing initiatives, e.g. the CLIL agenda with innovative uses of technology. What needs to be emphasised here, is that this is a development that is occurring in the primary sector of language education, which has until now has not had much focus directed towards it when it comes to the innovative use of technology and that the work that has been started on this project clearly appears to have been embedded into the ongoing practice of the higher education institutions involved and looks to be making an impact into the broader community at the same time.

Data collection and findings

The project has collected a range of data, which has begun to be analysed to produce interesting and useful findings for the primary languages and the teacher training community.

As might be expected, all of the different stakeholders in the project have been the focus of data collection; this has included the teacher trainees, the pupils, teachers, head-teachers and the trainers. Data have been collected in a variety of formats, using different collection instruments. Trainees on teaching practice have used pro-formas to observe video conferencing activity live; other trainees have used the same pro-formas to view the recorded video that has been collected as a part of the project in their classes in the universities. Some trainees were also interviewed, as were teachers and head-teachers. Children took part in focus groups.

Key findings from the data collection have shown the value of providing the trainees with opportunities to engage in projects of this kind and of the use of different technologies, particularly video, to enhance the learner experience. It needs to be emphasised that at the primary level it is very unlikely that many children will get to meet the speakers of other languages in the broader European Community. In the UK particularly, children will be aware of bilingualism, particularly as many of them will be bilingual themselves, or will certainly know children who are, but they will not, in most cases, have the opportunity to meet children from France or Spain, to realise that these are also living languages that other children use on a day-to-day basis for communication. The children in France and Spain will also become aware of the diversity of children that attend typical UK schools. This therefore promotes early intercultural understanding. The trainees and teachers also see that the exchanges with classes in other countries gives the pupils a better insight into their own culture, it causes the pupils to ask questions about who they are as well as getting insights into the target culture of the language they are learning. It also shows the pupils how similar they to other children in their habits and activities. The children showed a particular interest in making contact with particular children in the target countries, showing an interest in a more personalised learning agenda. Other findings include increased motivation, because the children enjoyed the activities, they liked communicating with children of their own age in authentic ways. There was also evidence of the children developing a better awareness of the nature of language, understanding that accuracy, whilst important, is not the only goal of communication. It also built their confidence to speak when they realised that they could actually be understood. Children also requested the chance to speak more freely to each other rather than being bound up with the constraints of the particular activity that they were engaged in. They appeared to want more autonomy. This began to have an impact on the role that the teachers in the different schools saw themselves having, perhaps having a lasting impact on the schools themselves and the way that the curriculum is taught.

Both the trainees and other teachers saw the role that ‘content’ had in encouraging the pupils to use language. The children were not doing linguistic exercises, but exchanging information and ideas that had meaning for them. This made the trainees and teachers realise the benefits of a CLIL approach. The fact that the project had a high profile in the schools was also an important element of the project’s success, making languages seem more important. There was also an impact into the broader community of the parents who supported the project in a variety of ways.

Impact on teacher education

This is one of the core features of the project and clearly it has had a significant impact in this domain. Not only is there considerable evidence that the project has changed practice within the project partners’ institutions, but there is also clear engagement with the broader teacher training community.

One of the most striking elements in this regard is the notion of a European teacher, one who is both tuned into the needs of their own as well as the broader European community. The initial target here is young trainees who will form the backbone of the language teaching profession for the next generation of learners and the training that they are being offered fits in well with the new requirements of a broader content driven language curriculum supported with technologies of various kinds. The trainees come across the technologies in various parts of their course: as exemplars of good practice in training sessions, where they get to both engage with example lessons that illustrate how the video technology get used. They are also asked to critique this material in detail. The trainees who do teaching practice in the Six Schools then experience the uses of technology first hand. They may do this when they go into local schools, or into schools when they are on teaching practice in the target language country: England, France or Spain. All of the trainees can make use of the materials provided in the draft training handbook, having ready-made lesson templates and examples to refer to. They can also see a wide range of other materials that have been produced by other trainee teachers, teachers from the teaching practice schools, or by the pupils and make use either of these ideas or the materials themselves.

The project’s other real impact on the trainees has been the way that it has changed the tutors’ approach to their teaching. As well as making use of material drawn directly from the project, the more content-based action learning side of the project has encouraged tutors to be more task-based in their teaching, so rather than talking about good practice they have demonstrated it within their own teaching and via the materials. They have encouraged the trainees to be more critical in their approach to the material and the ideas that are presented on the courses. The students have also been offered the necessary skills training to make use of a variety of technologies in their classes, so rather than the more generic skills that so often make up a core part of teaching about technology, the training has been targeted at language learning and as a result seen by themselves as more relevant.

Potential value of the pedagogic approach

Without active practical engagement with new pedagogical approaches it is difficult for trainees and teachers to gain a real understanding of how technologies can effectively be used to support language development. This project has enabled a shift in teacher training pedagogy that is in the process of transforming how the trainees are taught as well as giving them opportunities to take the pedagogy that they are presented with into their practice schools, both in their local communities as well as when they do their teaching practice abroad.

The pedagogic approach has also shown the value that the exchanges between the different countries can have in providing effective training both for language teaching, but for a CLIL approach, too. It is clear from other studies that the use of CLIL can have a positive impact on the uptake of languages in schools and the kind of training that has been a part of this project can effectively enhance this process by providing a model of how best to implement CLIL. By teaching other subjects in their first language in the schools they visit whilst on teaching practice, it gives the learners the opportunity to be taught a subject by a native speaker and at the same time showing the trainees that CLIL is an effective way of providing both content and language practice.

In addition to the impact on the trainees, it is clear that the children and their teachers are also being enabled to have a better understanding of language development through the use of the video conferencing facilities and the learning platform. It has taken the two project years to get the schools effectively involved, but they are clearly interested in taking the project forward and will reap the benefits of the investment of time and effort that the university partners have put in.

Dissemination and sustainability

There has been a broad range of dissemination already in the project and this has included a range of activities. The project has been presented to local teachers, to groups of trainees and to members of the academic staff at a variety of locations in the different regions where the project partners are situated. Papers have also been presented at a number of academic conferences and this will continue beyond the end of the project. The project ran its own dissemination event in July 2009 in Manchester and a further conference is planned for June 2010, in Granada. There are also a number of academic papers in development from the conference presentations. The dissemination process in the UK has been aided by the direct involvement of the Teacher Development Agency in the project, the use of technologies in education is a central part of the TDA’s agenda and they are clearly keen to take the outputs from the project forward.

The project team will now start to spread the results of the project amongst the broader teaching community in their contexts. They are in the process of developing a handbook that will be used as the basis for teacher training sessions, some of which have already been arranged, or are in the process of being arranged. The Six Schools Project is set to continue for another two years and this will be a good basis to build on for the higher education institutions that have been involved in the Three Universities Project.
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