GERMAN schoolteacher’s report on Crosscall                    August 17th 2006

A Impact
Impact on Student Performance

This was difficult to assess because the students received support from different sources – the teacher, the assistant, in some cases German exchange partners and from UCL students. However, I was extremely happy with the students’ achievements in the AS and A2 exams. These were the best AS results since the introduction of the AS exam – 
7 students achieved an A grade, 
5 students a B grade, 
3 a C grade 
1 a D grade.
 The A2 examinations were also pleasing, with all students reaching their predicted grades – 2 A grades, 4 B grades, 1 C grade and I D grade. In the oral component of the AS, which was the largest part of the Weald / UCL project, 14 out of 18 students achieved an A grade. This surpassed my expectations by a long way. In the A2, there were 4 A grades, 3 B grades and 1 E grade.
Obviously it is hard to define which particular area of support made the most difference and it is probably a combination of all of them. I can only report that Weald students in their end of project discussion with me commented favourably on the help they had received form UCL students to formulate ideas, research on the internet and receive feedback. From my monitoring of the e-mail exchanges it was apparent that the native German speakers did not often undertake correction of the written language unless specifically asked to by the Weald student. This meant that in topics, such as holidays and everyday life, the German mentors understood the language of the Weald students but only one English UCL student commented in depth on the accuracy of the language.
To consider for the future: 
· Is the aim to communicate or to communicate accurately? 
· Should correction be by arrangement? i.e. request from the Weald student to look at a final piece of work and comment. 

· Would too much correction put students off and remove the spontaneity of the exchanges?
In my opinion, students are inhibited if they think that their writing is full of mistakes and I was particularly pleased that Weald students ventured to write on a range of topics, which stretched their language skills, particularly at the beginning of the course, so soon after GCSE. However, the mentor needs to play a part in the teaching too if progress is to be made. I think the objectives regarding the language should be clearly defined at the outset for all parties.
Did it improve their use and knowledge of the target language?

Comments from the evaluation I conducted with my AS students
Student A

“I believe that the UCL website was useful as it improved my German a lot owing to the fact I was always replying in German and reading my partner’s replies – which were also in German”.

Student B

“Receiving emails in German was very useful to see how the language is really spoken by Germans and to use their ideas to construct replies in German.”

Student C

“It was an excellent idea and it was useful to be able to practise German with a native speaker through the messages, but it was difficult to keep sending messages when there was little to write about apart from what we did in our free time; perhaps providing some set topics to talk about or work to collaborate on would have been useful.”

Student D
“I found that using my web ct partner was very helpful when having to write my oral for my A level. I began to write my oral and was able to send my plans to my partner, which he then corrected and also gave me some useful links. This was good although some of the language was very difficult and I found it very hard to understand.”
Did it extend their range of registers in the target language eg on-line communication?

Most students did pick up from their mentors tips on writing e-mails. The Weald students picked out suitable phrases here and there and re-used them and I noticed that one or two picked up the native German use of the “e” to replace an Umlaut when using an English keyboard. The students all communicated in the “du” form, which is correct but very familiar to the Weald students from GCSE. They need more practice in the formal “Sie” for the exam and we should consider how to achieve this.
For the A2 students the chosen project provided opportunities to keep up with the news, which we have little time for in lessons. Summarising and manipulating language for their own purposes are the most difficult skill for A2 students to acquire and the more practice they get the better. There was much less evidence of “chat” here, suggesting that the tasks were much more demanding and time consuming. 

Did it increase knowledge of the target country through websites and discussion?

In the first presentation on the Bundesland for Y12, I noticed several suggestions from the German mentors on key aspects to research, as well as suggested URLs. The Weald students all delivered their presentation well and achieved high marks. The help on oral topics for the AS exam was varied and one UCL student admitted he knew nothing about the History topic chosen (Weimar Republic). Much more of a problem here was the timing (discussed later).
A2 students benefited from some time spent on current affairs. This may have improved their knowledge of the target country, depending on the article chosen, but in particular helped them formulate their own ideas. The use of the digital voice recorder is ideal for A2 work, as they often have to produce short presentations on a particular aspect of a topic they are studying. We did not get the opportunity to try this method until rather late in the project. However, I could immediately see the benefit for A2 students in their oral preparation generally. It was particularly helpful, when the UCL student mentor was able to send back a voice mail with suggestions and questions and also to simply re-record the presentation for pronunciation purposes. I observed this happening for at least 4 of the 8 students
Teacher’s observation

The English students of German at UCL were very clued up about the exam system and were able to offer help on techniques, what to include to make the oral a little different from the next person and how to gain marks. The native German students did not think in this way and probably understand less about the nature of the task the Weald students were undertaking.
Student B “My partner was very eager to help but it was difficult to explain exactly what kind of help you needed.”
In future, the aims and objectives of a particular task should be communicated in advance to UCL mentors. It would be useful for them to have an overview of the scheme of work and at what time certain topics are covered. 
Impact on Student motivation
As almost all our students go on to university, they were very keen to be associated with students in higher education. A Level students generally tend to be burdened by the content of the syllabus which leaves little time for ordinary conversation and for trying to express everyday language as accurately as possible. Their time with the assistant is also limited. The e-mail link encouraged communication as everyone felt the need to “chat” as well as to get support with the task in hand. 
One student reported:

“Contact with a German person was good if you weren’t going on the exchange and didn’t have a German partner.” (Half the class took part in a work experience exchange with a school in Wiesbaden) The access to a German student helped towards creating equal opportunities.

This comment “I found my German UCL partner very enthusiastic and encouraging” was repeated by several pupils. 

UCL students also shared information with Weald students on exams they were preparing for, which gave insight into life at university. There is potential for development of this. It could be an agreed aim of the project and included in a list of topics for “general” chatting.
Impact on yourself and your teaching

I use ICT a great deal in my teaching and welcomed the opportunity to add another dimension to the use of ICT in my lessons. I was particularly impressed with the potential of the digital voice recorder and have used these with other classes – a bi-lingual history module with year 9 to enable them to voice over PowerPoint slides in German and with year 11 practising for orals. 

Although I realised early on that I would have to depend on the UCL students to cover the agreed areas of the syllabus and not view the project as an added extra, I wasn’t completely successful in my planning. It is more time-consuming than expected and as there is no more time I would need to set myself very clear guidelines and define my expectations more carefully. I realised by the end not to take anything for granted. I should have monitored the e-mails more closely as students were not always prepared to tell me if things were not going well - the less well organised (and generally less able) were not always seeking the correct support. I feel we have not exploited yet the resources or the expertise which could be made available to us through the UCL VLE. As we do not yet have a VLE at school, it is difficult to understand all the possibilities. 
A project of this kind will only improve with evaluation and refining the process so I would welcome an opportunity to put all the things I have learnt into practice a second time.
Factual information

The students were given some time in lessons to use Crosscall but this did not prove to be enough. Y12 students were encouraged to check their e-mails once a week as we were in a computer room. In their open evaluation for me, some students said the lesson time was insufficient. Y13 had less access to a computer room so I had to rely on them doing much more for themselves. Generally I set them some homework time every now and again to research their articles. It would not have been possible to give sufficient time in class for this. One of the biggest hurdles is to plan this in with all the other things going on. Ideally I would like to integrate the project better than this year into the scheme of work. If we are not careful we have too much repetition, particularly in what our assistant is doing.

For Y12 the preparation for the oral is always very time-consuming and this year they were not able to benefit as much as I had hoped. In the main this was because they only managed to reach the practice stage by the end of March and then came the Easter holidays. It may therefore be better to leave this area to the language assistant and the teacher and consider other areas of the syllabus for the Crosscall project. It certainly worked better with Y13, where the oral has a very different format.
The period between September and December seems to be an optimum time. After Christmas, communication was less frequent for some students. Stress points arose on both sides (Weald and UCL students) and I think these need to be thought about in advance. The time from January to the end of March is shorter and more pressured. For example, Weald students in Y12 and 13 take modules in some subjects in January. I am sure that UCL students also have key exam times. Weald students have mock exams in March. It is only realistic to make life as stress free as possible, otherwise this leads to a breakdown in communication. This was noticeable from the dates on the e-mails. Y12 students also have an exchange with Wiesbaden – their students are here at the end of January (for 2 weeks) and ours go back towards the end of February (for one week). Holiday times are different too. Y13 have UCAS and university interviews. If I were to do this again I would look carefully at the time frame for the core projects, while encouraging everyone to communicate as often as possible. 
Weald students have 30 minutes a week with the German assistant. She supports the topic areas the teacher is delivering and enables oral practice. We need to avoid overlap.

Some students ran into difficulties using this from home (see section on ICT)

Technology
Under controlled conditions in school, the web ct site generally worked well, although when several pupils accessed this at the same time we did sometimes get error messages and they had to shut down and re-open. I was able to help a great deal with the technology – not all teachers would have been able to do so. I was rather taken aback at the range of ICT skills. It is so often said that young people are very good at ICT but that is not my experience. There were students who had no difficulty either at school or at home and managed everything perfectly. Some students said that they were unable to access the webct from home. I am uncertain whether this is due to conditions on the use of the internet at home or slow dial-up connections or even a lack of computer. Some students were not used to using e-mail very much and even had problems with attachments.

The digital voice recorders have great possibilities but we only had them for the last part of the project. They are easy to use and upload and have more potential than we have realised. I would need to make these more widely available though.

Some comments from Y12
“The help was sometimes slow and it depended on whether your partner had checked their emails or not. I did not always get replies from emails so it was easier to get help from someone in school.”

“Writing in German can be time consuming and we didn’t always have enough time in lessons to reply to our partners. I was unable to access the website from home.”
“At the beginning of the course we designed our WebPages, which was quite a good idea, as partners would be able to find out information about each other and if we wanted we could upload pictures of what we looked like. The link sometimes struggled to open when a number of people were using it at the same time, and I also struggled to use the system at home.” 
I would pay more attention at the beginning to checking the ICT capability of the student at school and at home and partner the less confident with someone in the class who was proficient in ICT.
It is also very important that everyone checks e-mails very regularly. Comments on the e-mails have led me to realise that this is not always the case (both for Weald and UCL students)

Summary
Any ground-breaking project, particularly using ICT, needs more than one year to work properly. I have learnt so much this year and know that I could run this so much better if I had the opportunity to continue. As a pilot project, this did exactly what it was supposed to do and had its successes and its areas for review and development. It would be a pity not to reap the rewards of this year.
I would recommend other schools to use it but to learn from our experiences. I imagine that other schools who have been piloting Crosscall this year have more to add.

I have incorporated ideas for possible improvement throughout the report but summarise them here.

· Set the objectives of the project up with the UCL students myself on their first visit (all our students said that this face to face meeting was extremely important but it also important to have time with the teacher). Discuss correcting of work, topics for general chat, limitations of Y12 students in the standard of their language, what the exam board requires in the areas they students are helping in etc etc
· Set the time frame carefully, looking at stress points on both sides.
· Monitor e-mail link more carefully and intervene if things are slowing down.

· Adjust the project in the light of comments made in the report.

· Plan project very carefully into the scheme of work and integrate with the work done by the teacher and the assistant. Avoid overlap as much as possible.
· Make the overview of the scheme of work available for the UCL student.

· Refine the Y13 project a little (it was rather demanding in the time) but keep this very similar, as the ideas were good.

· Change the second term project for Y12 to make it more accessible for Y12 and UCL students.

· Build in the use of the Digital voice recorders more.

· Check the ICT capability of students. Consider how to overcome difficulties of logging on outside of the lesson time.
