North East Lincolnshire LA Case Studies


Using ICT in the Foundation Stage NE Lincolnshire LA – project overview 
Developing the use of Virtual Learning Environments to share learning journeys
Case Study 1
Introduction 
In the autumn term 2005, the Early Years education team were working with settings to develop practitioner skills in observing, documenting and planning for children’s learning (Sharing Learning Journeys). This identified a need for all settings to have access to a digital camera or camcorder and funding was found to provide every setting with the means to visually record children learning. 

This ICT project was seen as an opportunity to further develop previous work by collaborating with the local authority’s ICT team. The aim was to extend the schools network of Virtual Learning Environments (VLEs) to include the private and voluntary sector with the emphasis on providing a vehicle for exchanging information with parents. We wanted to find out if this would be an effective and viable way for practitioners to communicate with parents/carers about their children’s learning experiences, whilst also raising the profile and use of ICT across the Early Years. 

We invited all Foundation Stage settings to take part in the project and selected a range of ten from those interested. These included representatives from the Childminding Network, day nurseries, preschools, nursery classes and reception classes situated in a variety of accommodation. Two practitioners from each setting were asked to commit themselves to attending training and meetings and co-ordinate the project within their settings. They were also required to complete an ECERS ICT scale at the beginning of the project and at the end of the spring term. 

The project team discussed the training which would be necessary and recognised the need to provide funding for supply cover to release the key practitioners. 

Initially a day of training was delivered by the project team on: 

• sharing learning journeys and the documentation process 

• downloading images from cameras 

• inserting images and text into documents in a variety of ways. 

This created a lot of enthusiasm and creativity among practitioners. For example, one setting used PowerPoint hyperlinks to record children’s individual learning within a group activity, whilst others found interesting ways of recording children’s voices. 

In the meantime, a meeting was arranged with a representative from the company which provides the local school VLEs. The requirements for the project were discussed and arrangements were made for a trainer to run two consecutive days of training with half the practitioners attending each day. 

We then needed to ensure that all settings had sufficiently up to date computers and internet connections to access the VLE. This meant we purchased three computers and arranged broadband internet connections for two settings. We also purchased digital cameras/camcorders for the two maintained schools and memory sticks for all settings. 

The practitioners were encouraged to continue the project in their settings with the Early Years and ICT teams providing support as needed. 
Summary of overview 
• Ten settings took part in the project. 

• Twenty practitioners received two days of training and attended two twilight meetings and an optional twilight training session. 

• Four educational development officers, the primary ICT consultant and the education web designer devised and supported the project. 

• The training on management of the VLE was bought in from Netmedia who supply the local school VLE network. 

• The following resources were purchased: 

– a one year contract for two VLE domains 

– three computers 

– internet connections for two settings 

– two digital cameras/camcorders 

– memory sticks for all participants 

– supply cover for practitioners for two days training 

– one day’s supply cover for each practitioner to work on the project 

– web designer time 

– ICT consultant time 

– education development officer time. 

Obstacles 
• A general difficulty was the need to limit the size and number of photographs in a document as file size became an issue for saving and uploading to the VLE. We looked for ways to compress photographs or set the cameras to take photographs that needed less memory. 

• The first VLE training day did not meet the teams’ or practitioners’ expectations as the trainer had not fully understood how we wanted to utilise the VLE. 

• The second VLE training day was a great improvement as the VLE trainer had a greater understanding of what was needed and changed the training programme. He was able to offer an alternative way of recording a learning journey directly into a child’s space on the VLE. However this format was very basic, using a sequence of photographs and text. Many of the skills developed on the initial training day could not be applied. Some teams were able to upload onto the VLE children’s learning stories that were less complex but this could take several minutes. Teams made their own choices about the best way forward. 

• Not all settings had sufficiently up-to-date computers and internet connections to access the VLE. 

• One of the settings was about to move into a new children’s centre, so it was agreed that it was not logical to fund the upgrading of the internet connection in the existing premises. They resolved to use ICT to share information with the parents in the setting for example by providing slideshows and video shows. 

• One drawback highlighted by practitioners was that some parents did not have internet access or were unable to open the Word documents. 

• Practitioners were unable to progress/practise their skills due to lack of time and so we provided each practitioner with further funding for a days supply cover. 

Findings 
At the end of the spring term the team held a project meeting to gain feedback on the effectiveness of the project so far. 

• All settings were documenting children’s learning and using the information gained to share with parents and plan for children’s needs. 

• Most of the settings were on the verge of using VLEs to communicate with parents and one had set up a trial with one family. 

• The majority of settings had set up the children’s VLEs and established a group of parents who wanted to participate in the project. They were awaiting passwords for parents and/or the opportunity to explain the process to them. 

Overall the project has had a positive impact on all settings. The evaluation questionnaires show the range of emerging positive practice. 

Impact on practitioners 
• A raised awareness of how ICT can be used to enhance children’s learning. 

• Increased confidence and ability in using ICT, e.g. digital cameras, computer skills, manipulating images, compressing photographs. 

• Developing skills in setting up VLEs for children, uploading and creating files (some with website links) within the VLE. 

• To create visually exciting documents such as newsletters and reports to parents. 

• Recognising the value of digital cameras to visually record observations. 

• The increased use of ICT for administration and other purposes. 

Impact on children 
• Increased child-centred planning achieved through practitioners recognising children’s interests, learning styles and developmental needs whilst documenting their Learning Journeys. 

• Enjoyment at seeing themselves and friends interacting in their settings. 

• Their empowerment through taking photographs and being involved in recall and discussion. 

• Sharing their experiences with parents/carers. 

• Enhanced experiences of ICT, for example, their learning stories being produced on a computer 
in one place and seen on another at their home or a grandparent’s house. 

Impact on parents 
• Parents were interested and excited about the prospect of being involved in their child’s learning experiences. 

• Printed and screen versions of learning journeys have been shared with parents in settings. 

• Immediately on return from an educational visit, the children could show their parents a slide show of the day’s events and share their feelings. 

• Grandparents outside the locality were able to view their grandchild’s learning journey. 

ECERS scores indicate that progression has been made in all areas, however the greatest impact for children and practitioners has been on ‘Learning about the uses of ICT’. 

Key priorities for the future 
The project team needs to meet to consider next steps. 

• The settings in the project will be invited to a meeting to share learning journeys and consider next steps. 

• The settings need to continue to develop the project which will require ongoing support from the project team. 

• The schools in the project recognise the value of continuing to update each child’s VLE and the need to continue the practise throughout the school. 

• The childminding network have organised training for childminders and parents to enable access to the system – they have recognised that the scheme will be ineffective without parents being able to access the VLE. They are keen to increase the number of childminders participating. 

• The project team have been approached to support the development of an alternative VLE specifically designed for the Foundation Stage. 

• Ultimately the team would like to develop the use of ICT and learning journeys in all Early Years settings. 

Continuing to develop the use of Virtual Learning Environments to share learning journeys
Case Study 2

Introduction 
Following a review of the above project during Spring 2007 it was determined that the needs of the two groups involved in the project were different. 

The Childminding Network

The Childminding Network practitioners had actively developed the use of the VLE to upload their children’s learning journeys and these were shared with parents electronically via the internet. Parents have been logging into their children’s VLEs to access information and to communicate with the childminder. Although each childminder took a very individualised approach to this, there were common aspects that can be identified:

· Uploading digital images 
· Uploading videos

· Uploading children’s daily diaries including menus, equipment requirements for trips etc.

· Uploading examples of children’s work e.g. scanned paintings

From the childminder’s perspectives the use of the VLE to communicate with parents electronically has improved their ability to care for the children as quite often the children are picked up and dropped off by people other than the parents due to working hours etc. The childminders have found that the flow of information has been much improved through the use of the VLE. Another benefit pointed out by the childminders was that if they were due an OfSTED inspection, they found it very easy to provide evidence and documentation of their childminding activities which saved them a huge amount of time and effort.

Next steps for the Childminding Network
This group wanted to further develop their use of the VLE to create more effective e-portfolios for the children. This would involve training on the more advanced features within the VLE. They also wanted to extend the use of the VLE to a bigger group of childminders using the original group as mentors. The group also discussed the fact that some of their parents had expressed the idea that the children’s portfolios should be available when the children entered mainstream education. This is technically possible as most schools use the same VLE in North East Lincolnshire and it is possible to transfer learning objects such as the children’s e-portfolios between different learning institutions. However, the parents that have discussed this with schools have not had a positive response. From a school’s perspective it would be difficult to manage a single child’s portfolio meaningfully. This will only be manageable if all schools start to use the VLE for their pupil assessment record.
The Preschool Settings      

The preschool practitioners had found it difficult to use their pupil e-portfolios because of the way they had been set up. During a review meeting it was agreed that the e-portfolios being used by the practitioners needed some redevelopment in order to work effectively. It was agreed that the funtion of the e-portfolios was as follows:

· to provide a repository for the pupil’s learning journeys that are easily managed by the practitioners

· to enable parental access to their children’s assessment records

· to enable parents to access information about the day to day activities of the preschool

· to develop a process whereby the children’s e-porfolios can be electronically  transferred to their next school in order to support transition 
The e-portfolios were redeveloped by the ICT Consultant and the practitioners were then able to upload some of their pupil learning journeys. However, due to the lack of time it was not possible to share these with parents. During the summer break the pupil’s e-portfolios were tranferred over to the neighbouring primary school and the ICT Consultant has arranged to support the Reception teacher at the school in further developing these. It is hoped that these e-porfolios will then form the basis of the assessment records for the pupils as they move through the primary school. 
Next steps for the Preschool Settings
This academic year the setting wants to be able to develop the use of the e-portfolios further to achieve the following aims:

· to enable parental access to their children’s assessment records

· to enable parents to access information about the day to day activities of the preschool

They will achieve this by carrying out the following actions:

· By working with the ICT Consultant early in September to set up the new e-portfolios

· By ensuring that the e-porfolios are regularly populated with the pupil’s assessment data e.g. digital images, scanned work, text

· By ensuring that the e-porfolios are regularly populated with the information about the day to day activities of the preschool

· By planning a launch for parents to demonstrate how the e-porfolios can be used

Key Priorities for the Future
From September 2007 the following priorities will be developed:
· Provide support for the Childminding Network to utilise the more advanced aspects of the VLE to support their communication with parents
· Extend the group to include more childminders that use the VLE to communicate with parents

· Provide support and training to enable exisiting preschool settings to extend their use of the VLE for pupil learning journeys 

· Extend the number of preschool settings that are able to use the VLE for their pupil learning journeys 

· Work with schools to support them in developing the use of ICT in the FS including the use of the VLE for their pupil learning journeys. 
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