





Dear friends


I will now present for you some of my thoughts about what we have achieved by using e-mail in education, and what we are going to use it for in the future!!





My background:


I am a senior teacher in the  Danish “Folkeskole” - Fredensborg Skole  and have been teaching pupils from 6  to 15 years of age for nearly 25 years.





I have used e-mail in education since 1987, and have tried a number of different subjects and conceptions of working with e-mail since then. In fact I’ve had at least one e-mail project with one class running each year, and sometimes I have had several classes involved on different projects. 





As I will continue as a teacher for only one more year I find this a good opportunity to share with you some of my experience throughout the years - good as well as bad ones


 -   have we obtained some of our goals ?


 -   and how can we go on and use it best in a world, which have changed a lot since the 


     11th of September last year.





E-mail Projects:


My first e-mail project took place 1987 with an English school in Stockport outside Manchester. It was a project made in co-operation with The Royal Danish School of Educational Studies - now replaced by DPU -and supported by IBM Denmark. It was based on local studies of the environment, but before that the schools involved made a presentation of themselves through a video and a Magazine made by the students. Besides describing our local areas respectively, we also exchanged information of more personal character like pocket money, food  etc. 





Then we made a project about crime - finding out which type of  and amount of crimes  were being committed in the two areas - Stockport outside the big city Manchester and Fredensborg a rather peaceful small town situated near a big lake and forest and farming environment. Some of the pupils wrote more personal stories about crime experienced by themselves in some way or another.  The above projects took place during a period of 3 years, and were made as project work from one class to another about various subjects. All students read all the material from each other, and didn’t have their own partners. 


With the same class I made a project with a class from the National Institute for the Blind. 


 The blind pupils got special equipment which made it possible for them to communicate in spite of their handicap. My students wrote an essay about how it is to be blind,  and the blind students made comments on the essays - and it turned out that some of my students’ imaginations were wrong. For example it’s not common for all blind persons to have a guide dog. 





In 1989 The Royal Institute of Educational Studies had an American Guest Professor Eric Sandeen working there. We took the opportunity and used him as a partner for our studendts. At the same time there was an election of the President of the United States, and my students sent questions to him about his opinion of the election. Later on he made a project about American Culture, where the students had to write about their knowledge of different aspects of the American Culture, and received answers  from the professor. All material was exchanged through e-mail. Here we have an example of how students can get feed back from an “expert” within a certain area. 





After a paper I was asked to make at an international seminar at IBM Brussels about the experiences I and other colleques involved in different projects  using e-mail with the Royal Danish School of Educational Studies have had - I was invited to a symposium in Jerusalem about e-mail projects. Here among others I met Henk Slighte from Holland - who had made  e-mails projects with England and Germany. This resulted in Denmark joining the ESP - Kirsten Anttila and Mogens Eriksen who were  employed by The Royal Danish Institue of Educational Studies to take care of their distant learning and e-mail projects, were the persons who since then have been coordinators of the Danish part of ESP. 





Since then I have made many kinds of different e-mail projects





Remembering


A project with Vinterboys’ School in Kent – where my partner was the vice headmaster David Marchant 


 - here students at the age of about 10 - 11 years asked their grandparents to tell about their memories from World War II. Not focosing on who was the bad guy - but on shortage of food, clothes fear of bombs etc.  - to tell that wars are just bad for everybody. This was a project running for a short period where the two classes exchanged  and read all the material - again without personal partners. 





Das Bild der Anderen


A project where students in my classes were writing with partners in  Augustinus College in Amsterdam. My partner was Thomas Peters.  The language was German, and the project was running for 3 years - starting with personal descriptions, ending with descriptions of their respective countries. 





Racism 


-  A project for students at the age about 14 or more. Here each class had to find out how many immigrants or refugees they had in their school - community - country - and find out what was done for them - and which problems there were - They also wrote stories of how their class mates  or persons they knew were victimized or persecuted because of their race - colour.  Some of my pupils wrote some beautiful poems against racism-


This project I made with several different classes throughout the years. We made it both in English and German and had contributions from many different countries. It was only running for a shorter period each year - and again without personal partners. 





The Grand Parents Project  - Cooperation between Nations and Generations


This project started with  cooperation between two Danish Classes when the students were 8 years old. The two schools were Solbakkeskolen in Jægerspris and Fredensborg Skole in Fredensborg. We were two teachers - Jane Hansen and  me, (Nina Lund). After the first year with personal introductions and  descriptions of the schools again with no personal partners - we visited each othe. and then we got the idea of involving the grandparents. You can see this project described more in detail on our home page.  www.espdk.dk./bedste/  or  choose www.espdk.dk  the danish hope page for ESP. Where you can find several projects.  The first year it was only the grandparents from the two classes who were involved, and everything was written in Danish - later we cooperated with two schools in Estonia - As the pupils were beginners in learning English they rewrote  their grandparents’ stories into comics. The year after it was the parent’s stories that were made into comics. This time we also had Swedish schools joining us and the last year it was the pupils own childhood stories  that were written both in English and in their mother tongue - where schools from Norway, Estonia and Denmark took part. Again we read all the material and had no special partners, but the last year each pupil made comments on one or two of the comics/stories from their partner countries.





Image of the Other


At the same time I have since 2000 had an Image of the Other project running with my English classes and a school in Moscow.  My partner is Alexander Bykov. (This is the English version of Das Bild der Anderen)- Here  the students have their own partner and have during the years written a number of letters starting with personal desciptions - descriptions of their schools and their own home/room and ending with letters where you describe your own country. We write two or three letters to each other each year. 





Home for the Blinds


Beside this I have earlier made projects where a class has communicated in Danish with The  Home for the Blinds in Fredensborg. This were grown up blinds, who also had other handicaps - all of them had learning difficulties in one way or another. Here we could visit each other, and the idea was to open the world for those who would easily be isolated from the outer world. Here the subject had to be on the conditions the weaker part could offer. The students did learn a lot  about acceptance and tolerance of people who were different. 





What  I have learned from working with so many projects. 





- You must always plan your projects with the teachers involved 


   Agree on when the project will take place, and how much time you will spend on it


 


- You must also take into consideration when your partner countries have holidays - project weeks 


    examinations etc. 





- You must do you best to finish your letters within the time agreed upon





- On the other hand you must be ready to accept, that things can happen - break down of 


   hardware - illness - etc.    





The project must always be adjusted to the weakest part - you cannot exchange photos by e-mail,  if not both have the possibility of scanning or using digital cameras. 





- It is important to start with some sort of introduction - to make you know more about your


   partners. 





If somethings happens which prevents you from finishing your letters in time  - send an e-mail to  your partner and tell why.





If your partner has been silent for some time – send an e-mail, and if you don’t get an answer, try snailmail – or phone or use your national coordinator who might help you. You must always make sure, that you don’t hurt your partner’s feelings in cases like this.











I cannot tell if it is best to make projects with individual partners or projects where all the material from the partner schools is read by everybody - It depends on the students who are working together, and the kind of topic you have chosen. 





It is more personal to have your own partner - you can ask personal questions beside the topic you write about - on the other hand  - it often happens that you have to change partners if the project is running for more than one year - which is necessary if you make e.g. the Image project where there are many letters  to be exchanged. Furthermore some pupils will always get less interesting letters than others, which can be a disappointment, but then again those who write and receive interesting letters benefit a lot.





The class, who is working on the Image Project now, have also been doing the Grand Parents Project - and they have been doing e-mail projects since their 2nd grade - 8 years of age till now, where they are 14 years old.  - For 2 years they did both projects, and they are also doing a German or French e-mail project at the moment. Some of them still find it interesting but their are others who find they have been doing too much of it. You then have to listen to them and find a way to motivate them.





I find however, that there are more advantages than disadvantages by working on e-mail projects. Most important is - that we live in a world were the International Dimension is more and more important - The only way to avoid misunderstandings is to know each other as well as possible. 





Did any of our hopes and goals come through?


One of the most important things which we then thought could be achieved, was that communication across borders might provide our students with knowledge of social life an culture in other countries, and that this could lead to cross-country respect and friendship based on mutual understanding -  


In other words - that communication between schools across borders  could make you:





Make friends through understanding!!











Has this been the case??


In some respects yes - My students were just exchanging letters with their partners in Moscow during the terrible hostage episode, where many people died. The Danish students were of course  afraid that some of their partners or their families were involved in this. We expressed our worries and concerns in our letters to our Russian friends. After this followed a political crisis between the Russian and Danish governments.  Denmark didn’t want to hand over one of the leaders from Chechnya, who was staying in Denmark. My pupils were thinking that the Russians were overreacting, but it gave me an opportunity to explain the difference of what politicians  say to each other, and their reasons for doing so, and what the ordinary inhabitants might think about the situation. We had an interesting discussion about this. 





We have during the years had severeal examples of students taking an interest in what was happening to their partners during the years. Some years ago a plane fell down in Amsterdam just in the area where some of the e-mail partners from Fredensborg Skole lived - and it made a great impression on them. It doesn’t mean that there aren’t any predudices any more - unfortunately the tragedy from the 11th of September last year has made many Europeans very unkind to refugees and immigrants, and this makes it even more important to try to make projects which aim at  making the groups understand each other. We cannot wipe out xenophobia and racism through e-mail projects - but we might help to reduce it in some of our classes. 





One of the things we hoped when we started was - that the direct written communication would motivate the pupils more than tasks written only for the benefit of the teacher. This is true in some respects but one thing cannot replace the other. The pupils still want to get feed back from their teacher, to find out how good or bad they are compared with others, but this does not mean that they don’t want to write in real to someone - it is important that they can see that being good at expressing themselves in a foreign language is of importance in the real life - that they can use their language for something real. 








What about e-mail projects in future?


In the future I think that we must make projects with Africa - Asia  and Australia - we must make projects about different religions as it is not possible to ignore that differencies and misunderstandings between different religions can create big problems. One way is perhaps to find out what things we can agree on. Make projects which shows that when it comes to essential questions of life the feelings are perhaps not so different as we believe.  It is also important that pupils in Europe and USA learn about the conditions of students in other parts of the world. 





I still hope and believe that the only way of avoiding wars or terrorism is by letting our young generations learn as much as possible about each other, so they know that the youngsters  in other countries feel fear, happiness, joy and sorrow just like themselves.








So far so good!!











