I have used my sabbatical to further my own professional development by taking continuing professional development courses at Chester College, and to explore some ways in which ICT can be more closely linked with other areas of the curriculum in my own school.  I have undertaken 2 assignments at Chester, which are summarised below; unfortunately the third module I had planned to take was cancelled, and I have had to choose an alternative, unrelated to ICT, which does not start until the end of November.

Using Word Processors with Year 2

Introduction

This study was undertaken with a group of 17 Year 2 children during the Literacy Hour, concentrating on four of them.  The children were all achieving below the national expectations in literacy, particularly in writing. To determine whether the use of word processors would have a beneficial effect on their writing, I focussed on three possible benefits of using word processors, namely:

· Does collaborative working on the computer improve the quality of written work?

· Are the features of a word processor, namely a word bank and the facility to correct text, used by the children to enhance the content and vocabulary of written work?

· Does the use of speech feedback help with spelling and proof reading?

The children were given various writing tasks over a 5 week period, using both pencil and paper, and word processors.  The two programmes used were Talking Textease and Clicker 3, both with prepared word banks, and a speech-feedback facility.  The children usually worked in pairs, but each of the four children in the focus group worked alone on at least one task.

Findings

The conclusions reached at the end of this short study were mixed, but some answers were found to the questions raised.

· Collaborative working proved to be worthwhile in enabling the children to share ideas, and to discuss their work in progress, checking for sense and meaning, and for spelling and syntactical errors.  However, the experience also showed how important it is to exercise care when pairing children.  The paired boys did not work well together.  Successful groupings were less easy to predict: some pairs of similar ability worked well together, but not if both had low levels of literacy or ICT skills; other pairs of mixed ability worked well.  Personality must play some part in this, but the conclusion for this group of children seems to be that children with very low levels of literacy need to work with someone of a higher ability; for other children literacy levels seem less important than self-confidence in either ICT or literacy.  

· The children did not use word banks to improve their use of vocabulary, but rather to aid their spelling, either copying out words, or using the word bank to insert a chosen, longer or harder word.  The children had no desire to return to or redraft their work.  The only editing feature used by the children was deleting and correcting the more obvious errors as they worked.  The children expressed most satisfaction with this ability to present neat work with no crossings or rubbings out. 

· The use of speech feedback was similarly disappointing.  The children did not use it regularly, or critically to proof read their writing, except when prompted to do so.  The limitations of the phonetic reading by the computer in aiding children to correct their spelling also became obvious.

· The enjoyment and self-esteem that children gained during this study were probably the most beneficial aspects of using word processors.  They remained focussed and on-task for longer periods than usual.  They saw their work “in print” and took pride in sharing it with others.  If anything from this study fed back into their written work, it is probably this, which encouraged them to persevere with longer pieces in class.

This study was of a very short duration and the children were only developing confidence in using the word processors towards the end.  In future, several sessions would need to be spent coaching in the use of specific features of the word processors, in particular, speech feedback and word banks.  A clearly defined focus to tasks should encourage, for example, a greater use of specific vocabulary from the word banks, and critical listening skills, but, overall, it proved to be a worthwhile exercise to be repeated over a longer period in future.  



Using ICT to support History teaching

In this assignment I explored some of the ways in which ICT can be used as an effective and purposeful tool for the teaching and learning of history.  I focussed on the historical skills of enquiry, interpretation, and organisation and communication, and considered how the key ICT skills of finding, developing and presenting information could best be used to support them.  I read research and reports on ICT and history, and then looked at three units from the QCA schemes for both history and ICT and how they could be combined in my school.

Historical enquiry and ICT

CD-ROMs and the Internet are both widely used in schools as sources of information for history topics, and can also enable children to see artefacts and ‘explore’ virtual historical sites.  Some CD-ROMs are specifically aimed at Primary school children and contain topics of direct relevance to history units of work.  The language and content are likely to be accessible to children.  CD-ROMs aimed at a wider audience, and the Internet, contain a much greater range of information, but the language and relevance (and accuracy) might make these less useful to children.  The careful use of search engines, such as Yahooligans, can direct children to more relevant (and safer) sites.  

Historical interpretation and ICT

Computer databases can enable children to explore large amounts of historical data.  Many local studies units look at census returns, parish registers or monumental inscriptions.  Using a database children can search, sort and select information, thus discovering patterns in the data and using it to answer real historical questions.

Organisation and communication and ICT
Children need to exercise their skills of researching and selecting information before communicating it to a wider audience.  Word processing and desk top publishing packages enable children to communicate their work in different styles, such as historical newspapers.  The work can easily be amended as the children make new discoveries.  More ambitious presentations can be made using multimedia packages, maybe including sound and video.  More and more schools are publishing examples of work on web pages.  Children from different schools and localities can also use e-mail to share and compare their findings.  Teachers can also use ICT as a presentation tool.

Conclusion
ICT can be used in a purposeful way to support and extend children’s historical skills: as an information resource, as a tool for sorting and interrogating historical data, and as a presentation tool.  These activities can also be structured so as to extend children’s ICT skills.  However, ICT must not be viewed as a panacea.  It can never adequately replace the first-hand experience of visiting historical sites, of viewing and handling original documents and artefacts nor of interviewing “eye-witnesses”.  ICT can supply resources where such first-hand experiences are, of necessity, difficult or impossible to achieve.  
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