What are collaborative projects?

Collaborative projects bring together two or more groups of students who work together on a theme or question or who contribute to a compilation of materials on a topic. iEARN projects use the full range of ICT, including newsgroups, email, web pages, video-conferencing. Many projects also involve physical exchanges of student work either as part of the process of the project or as a culmination of it.

Some collaborative projects engage a substantial number of groups in a fairly free-flowing interaction; some are more structured. While some projects have a planned life of a limited duration, others are on-going with, perhaps, an annual calendar of project stages.

iEARN projects eschew the "pen-pal" approach to the classroom use of ICT believing this to have very limited benefits. iEARN projects seek to involve students in discussions of issues, production of materials, creative efforts and seek to engage students through commitment to meaningful work with others. 

In approaching involvement in a collaborative project we suggest you consider the following:


Know the requirements and aims of the project.
Through knowing the plans of the project facilitator or your project partner(s) means that you join a project which will best meet your aims and will work most successfully in terms of timelines, expected level of commitment and technology needs.

Remember that iEARN projects are collaborative projects - you are entitled to have a constructive effect on the way the project works: make your ideas known.

Realise, also, that many projects work quite successfully with different partners having different levels and styles of involvement: choose your level of commitment. At the same time, you should always attempt to keep to the commitment you make.


Assess the aims and methods of the project and consider whether and how it can assist your curriculum aims with your class.
The best project will be one where the topic focus and the methodology accord with what you want to achieve with your class and with individual students. Each partner class will do things somewhat differently so, providing you approach a project with an understanding of it, you can design and modify your approach to the project according to your class's needs, ability and situation.


Consider the technical and organisation needs for your project involvement
To work collaboratively with other classes using ICT does not require high levels of ICT expertise; nor does it require large amounts of the most modern equipment. Many highly successful involvements have been based on minimal teacher expertise and very basic computer and communication equipment. Your plans, nevertheless, need to take account of your level of expertise, what assistance you can, if necessary, call on and what time you and your class can devote to the project. Thinking about these things as you first approach a project will enhance your enjoyment of the project and help bring the greatest benefits to your class.

Communicate with the project facilitator or your project partner(s)

These projects are collaborative projects and you, as a teacher, have much to gain through your partnership with other teachers, in other countries and situations, with different, often very stimulating, ideas. Consider your project partners as colleagues and treat them as such.

Always communicate! There is nothing more silent than an unanswered email. You will not always be able to keep to a deadline or reply in detail to messages you receive. You cannot always achieve exactly what you hoped or promised. But don't be silent: a quick email message saying that you've received their message or their packet or viewed their web page will let your partner(s) know that you are there, that you are interested and that you value them and their efforts. Being silent tells them nothing.

Be prepared to say, "Thanks. Received the writings from your students. They're fantastic! We'll write as soon as we can." Waiting and being silent until you can write a long email or finish the work your students are doing leaves your partner with no feedback.

Be prepared to exploit all the possible benefits of the project for your class.

As a teacher you will want your students to achieve the best, the most exciting and most useful outcomes from project involvement. It is a truism of collaborative projects that the benefits to students tend to exceed those envisaged in project plans. Be open to opportunity and be prepared to accept the ways collaborative projects expand your class's experiences and skills.

Ensure that students receive reinforcement, validation for their efforts.
Make sure that parents, the school administration, the community, the local media are aware of the boundaries your students are breaching. Help them to be proud of their achievements: the benefits for their love of learning can be immense!

And … finally … 
All of us who have experienced successful collaborative projects have come to feel closeness to the teachers from around the globe with whom we work. Many of us have made long-term friendships through our project experiences. 

Many teachers, in other countries, work under very difficult circumstances: many work in very trying conditions, economic, industrial and political; many of them only work in collaborative projects through exerting very special efforts. They want to work with you because they realise the potential benefits for their students. Please understand and appreciate their efforts and the value they place in your collaboration.
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