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A \IIRTUAL meeting between two teachers on
opposite sides of the world led to a collaboration
they hope will change the way children learn.

Vicki Davis, a teacher in Georgia in the US, and
Julie Lindsay, an Australian then working at an
international school in Bangladesh, found they
had a great deal in conunon. Both believed that
traditional classrooms were alien to today's
youth, who were living a more stimulating life
outside them through the use of mobile tech-
nology and social media. They wanted to bring
2lst-century communications technology into
schools to link children across the world.

Keen bloggers, they met at an online confer-
ence hosted by K12, an American education
company that sells online schooling and curricu-
lum plans, and decided to link the pupils in their
two schools. Adapting the "flat world" concept
from Thomas L. FYiedman's book about globali-
sation, The World Is Ilat, they founded the Flat
Classroom project in 2006.

Their vision of flattening the classroom walls so
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ready-made projects, marked by volunteer judges.
Here in the UK, a range of "e-twinning" organ-

isations and groups have also been springing up.
Some schools, such as Heathfield primary in
Bolton (see panel, page 7) have made imagina-
tive use of blogging to form global links.

But these approaches have yet to become a
standard part ofteaching. Although schools here
have some of the most advanced computer
equipment of any developed nation, pupils are,
by and large, expected to leave the social media,
messaging, apps, games and video-sharing that
define the rest of their lives at the school gate.

Nick Hine, a lecturer at the University of
Dundee's school of computing, has explored
why technology is rarely used in schools in more
imaginative ways, such as setting up global links.
He is one of the founders of OurDigitalCulture,
an international group of teachers and lecturers
that explores the way technology can be used to
support social interaction and learning through
the writing of multimedia "stories". The best: la t la laa l r l r

For more information
about the Flat Classroom
project visit www.flat
classroomproject.org

Lindsay, J. and Davis,
Y.A. Flattening
C/assroorns, Engaging
Minds: move to global

collaboration one sfep at
a time (2012). Pearson
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and cultures could leam together tluough virbuaf
leaming environments has now been enshrined
in a book, Flatteni,ng Classrooms, Erryagi,ng
Mi,nds. Sometimes triclcy to read (it is laid out as
a series of web pages), it mixes a didactic theory
of learning for the 21st cenhrry - an electronic
version ofproject-based learning - with technical
information and case study projects.

For a fee of around S30, their not-for-profit
organisation links pupils around the world on
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embedding them in stories, he says.
The fact that communications technology has

not been embraced by schools is a barrier in
itself because parents and wider society tend to
equate social media with pleasure, not work.
Then there is the prescriptive, curriculum-driven
way teachers are expected to work, an obstacle
to collaboration that lends itselfto project-based
learning, says Hine.

"It is not always easy for teachers to do it, but
they should recognise that technologi is not an
optional extra. In most cases, schools really
need to get to grips with technology as it is being
used by kids," he says.

Hine tells the story of one of his project's frst
collaborations beh;veen 11- and l2-year-olds in
Canada and children of the same age in Bogota,
Colombia The teachers suggested that they start
their intemet session by describing their schools.
The Canadians said that their school had 250
pupils and the Colombians thought that they had
misheard. They had 4,000 pupils in their school,
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FLAI CLASSROO}* Vicki Davis (left) and Julie Lindsay.
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attending on a shifl basis throughout the da1'. "It
made both sets of children really starl to thilk
about their own local situation in relation to a
completely different culture," Hine says.

Indeed, Lindsay and Davis talk a lot about the
impoftance of promoting global awareness and
a deeper knowledge of culture than can be pro-
vided by a textbook. Lindsay, who has mor-ed
from Bangladesh to an international school in
Beijing, says that children should be confronted
with different religious and cultural beliefs and
Iearn to aclcrowledge and respect differences,
creating bonds of understanding with their new
friends without losing their own identity.

So far, howeveq the schools outside of the US
taking paxt are overwhelmingly private, fee-
charging international schools, perhaps not
giving a full picture of life for ordinary people
in Bangladesh, Korea, India or Beijing.

Teachers can train online to become Flat Class-
room certified, but will have to sign up to - or at
least pay lip service to - the wider dms of the
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project. "We can change socieff for the better from
the bottom up, while improving education and
students' engagement," Lindsay and Davis write.

The book is not just about technology but
about learning as well, they explain: "We are
forging new pedagogies. We question current
education systems that place value on content
above process." They tell teachers: "Learn to
redefine education to be holistic, cross-cultural
and technology-rich in order to scaffold new
Iearning paradigms for enhanced engagement
and real-world problem soMng."

Only a handful of schools in the UK have signed
up, one of which is the Royal Masonic School for
Girls, an independent day and boarding school
in Riclamansworth, Hertfordshire. Drew Buddie,
the school's head of ICI says that it is possible
to separate the jargon and theory in the book
from the wealth of information and technical ad-
vice it also provides. "The book is their Utopia.
Vicki and Julie are totally committed - the effort
and attention to detail that has gone into the Flat
Classroom project is really quite extraordinary.
They really believe in and love the process of
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getting young people leaming from each other
and if there is a fault, it is that they love it too
much," he says.

So how does it work? Buddie decided to use a
Flat Classroom project as coursework for his
GCSE ICT class last year. Since then, the syllabus
has been changed and the open-ended choice of
projects for coursework has been removed. He
plans to flnd another way to use the Flat Class-
room project, but says that it is important to
embed it in the existing curriculum, not treat it
as an optional extra.

Flat Classroom matches up schools and pro-
vides a gfid for teachers to enter individual
pupils in up to six aspects of a project. Buddie
chose the "connecting the world project" and
signed up his pupils to work on aspects such as
innovation, invention and prediction or a play
about "how we live". The pupils then work
collaboratively through an enclosed, password-
protected content management system on the
social networking site Ning.

Students work together to develop personal
learning environments and networks including a
wiki web page and a multimedia blog. The
projects are graded by volunteer judges on a
marking scheme drawn up by Flat Classroom
that can be adapted for different topics.

"Collaboration rules the roost. Here is a student
from the UK, one from Qatar, one from South
Kore4 one from America. You four a.re now a
team and have to work together to diwy up
the tasks. Perhaps the script will be written in
Britain, it will be fllmed in America and edited
in China," Buddie says. "There's online contact,
instant messaging and, if the teachers agree, [the
pupilsl can Skype. All the slides, including lesson
plans, are provided and you build around them.

"We gave it two double lessons of 80 minutes a
week and the girls worked a lot in their own
time. It would be more difficult to do a project in

a school that wasn't independent, where you
wor-rld be working strictly to a curriculum and
exam syllabus."

Time differences between the schools in the
project - seven in the US, one in Korea, one in
Canad4 one in Australia and the Royal Masonic
in the UK - were not a problem, says Buddie,
because the pupils passed the baton on to some-
one else, just as they would in the world of work.
More problematic were the holiday clashes,
which made it hard to find times when all the
schools were in session.

Alternative schemes
The Flat Classroom project is a more formal -

and ideological - version of what is aJready
happening to some extent between schools in
different paxts of the world that have twinned
for decades. One of the most extensive such
programmes, Dissolving Boundaries, has been
running across the border between the north
and south of Ireland for 12 years, led in Northern
Ireland by Dr Roger Austin, a professor of edu-
cation at the University of lJlster, and by his
counterpart, Angela Rickard from the National
University of Ireland, Malmooth, near Dublin.

In this project, Protestant, integrated and
Catholic schools in Northern Ireland are linked
with schools in the south. Since its inception,
around 300 schools on each side of the border
have formed links, involving 36,000 children
(see panel, page f).A recent evaluation by the
National Foundation for Educational Research
said that it was beginning to alter children's
perceptions of each other and helping to embed
ICT in the curriculum. According to a report by
the joint schools inspectorate tn 2012,99 per
cent of the Northern Ireland schools believed
that it was playing an important part in changing
their pupils' atbitude to the divisions.

The joint curriculum projects have included

E-twinning from lhe
Brifish Council
Free online partner-
finding and collaboration
tools, designed to
motivate your students,
improve key skills and
cultural awareness, bring
ICT into all curriculum
areas and help you to
achieve the lnternational
School Award.
www.britishcouncil.org/
etwinning.htm

OurDigitalCullure
This forum is a space
where schools can
"explore the nature of
multimedia stories,
hyperfiction and
collaborative writing in
the education of young
people and of adults".
The project is designed
to find ways to explore
how technology can
support social
interaction and learning.
www.ou rdigitalcultu re.org

The Schools
Linking Network
A national charity that
supports schools and
other organisations
across England to
explore identity,
diversity, equality and
communiiy. lts work is
focused on four key
questions: Who am l?
Who are we? Where do
we live? How do we all
live together?
www.schoolslinking
network.org.uk
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topics on the Irish famine, healthy eating, poet-
ry, fairy tales, monsters, recording the weather,
collaborative storytelling, recycling, FYench and,
more recently, joint enterprises designing, mak-
ing and selling greetings cards.

"We want them to cover other parts of the
curriculum so it doesn't get pigeonholed as just
about citizenship," says Austin. "International
research shows that Iinks with near neighbows
bring the greatest level of anxiefi but some
Protestant schools have used the experience of
linking with distant schools across the border to
get the confidence to reach out to their Catholic
school down the road."

In his forthcoming book Online Learning and,
Communi,ty Cohesi,on, co-authored with Profes-
sor Bill Hunter from the University of Ontario
Institute of Technologr, Austin advises making
the collaboration part of the curriculum so that
it will be sustainable in the long term, rather
than the educational equivalent of a meteor that
lasts three weeks.

There is nothing to stop an individual teacher
using social networking to find others wanting
to collaborate, but being part of an organisation
that promotes links can make it easier to find the
right partners, he says. "Schools need to think
about whether they want access to a virtual
learning environment and, if so, which one. We
use Moodle [an open-source e-learning platform]
because it has good tools such as the forum.

"It is also better to have groups of fow or flve
children talking to each other, because ifyou have
one-to-one it becomes more like an electronic pen
pal," Austin adds. "Problems occur when a child is
sick or absent, or they may not like each other. In a
gtroup, you get sufncient diversity to make it difn-
cult to say: 'All those Northem Irish are x' or'those
Southem Irish are y'."

It is also more likely to work well if the groups
have equal status in terms of age and ability.
Institutional support is key. "You need this work
to be endorsed by the headteacher or principal,
not just one teacher working alone," Austin says.

"We say this is not an extracurricular activity.
This is not something you do at lunchtime or
after school. You have to find something in your
curriculum that matches that of the other
schools so you can reasonably say: 'We are look-
ing at this subject together.' Citizenship is not
just a subject, it is a process - and through this
linking you are developing respect for other
accents and other ways of looking at the world
that is much more real for the pupils than sitting
down to study the United Nations Convention
on the Rights of the Child."

So, are classrooms a springboard for this new
"flat" world or are they places that give children
boundaries and a respite from the bewildering
barrage of information, interaction and images
that bombard them daily? For once, there is no
government edict on what schools should be
doing. The answer is in the hands of the teacher.

Binyameen is 11 and says that blogging has changed his l i fe. The boy from
a small primary school in Bolton stood before a conference of teachers last
summer to tell them his story. "Nearly a year ago, I had no idea what blogging
was. However, ever since we started it in Year 6, I haven't been able to stop.
This new digital way of learning has had a huge impact on me and on my
literacy skills," he said. "Writing in books is boring when only the teacher
sees your work. On the computer, the whole world gets to see it"

Blogging has put Heathfield Primary School on the map through i ts depufy
head, David Mitchell, who has gone on to form the highly popular "quad
blogging" initiative, now used by schools around the world. Aware that blogs
need an audience and feedback, Mitchell joined four schools together, with each
taking it in turn to write a blog that is read by fhe others.

Mitchell introduced blogging to his Year 6 class in 2009 and they were soon
hooked, writing sfories, wiki project pages and even full novels in class and al
home. " l t  has had a massive impact both on the engagement of pupi ls and their
levels of writing. Year 6 is making an average of two years of progress in writing
per child," he says. "Blogging gives them an audience and a purpose. They are
canny at using key words to guide people to their blogs and we have had
comments on their work from all over the world, from authors and experts.
The German Ambassador left a 400-word comment about how he became
an ambassador."

Mitchell tells how a reluctant writer. who was at level 3b at the end of
Year 5, produced level 5 writing when hls project ,...1
on howler monkeys caught the attention of a lit'"i.'
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" lvolunteer at an animal sanctuary in Guatemala. ";

She sent 15 pictures of the howler monkeys .r
she had raised by hand and a wealth of
information abouf them.

"She said she would be coming back to
look at his work. He knew an expert
scientist would be reading his report, so
he was not going to produce something
half-hearted. He was gett ing as much help
as he could to make sure the spel l ing and
the vocabulary was right" says Mitchell.

Ballytrea Primary School is a small, rural school near Stewartstown in Ulster that
has been paired with St Mary's National School, a primary in Castlefin in County
Donegal, southern lreland,

Pupils use microphones and webcams to set up videoconferencing through the
Elluminate system, and correspond by email.

"They are a primary in a small town - we are in the middle of nowhere," says
Glenda Colvin, the headteacher of Ballytrea. "The children are from very similar
backgrounds yet culturally there are differences. Although there is no acfual
border, many things are different in the south - the education system, the money,
the television channels.

"They are not going to meet these children as they go about their daily lives,
but through the internet - followed by face-to-face meetings twice a year - they
experience another culture. There are differences, but they are also finding that,
in many ways, they are the same: they have the same hobbies and interests, they
play the same musical instruments and follow the same football teams."

The project, part of Dissolving Boundaries, is run in two classes, one for seven-
to nine-year-olds and the other for 10- to 11-year-olds. "Each child has their own
idenfity and password, but the teacher is allowed to see everything that is
posted on the website," says Colvin. "The children know this and we have never
had any issues about what is or is not acceptable for them to write."
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