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Report on the History of the Future exercise carried out with country co-ordinators and teachers

Margaret Markland, Geoff Butters, Peter Brophy, CERLIM

Introduction

This report is the first stage of the validation and evaluation of impact carried out in fulfilment of workpackage 6 of the “Motivating Active Participation of Primary Schoolchildren in Digital Online Technologies for Creative Opportunities through Multimedia” project, known as eMapps.com.  This is a multinational project, the focus of which is elearning.

The History of the Future exercise is a useful evaluation tool for the early stages of a multi-stakeholder project. It can be carried out in a short time at a meeting of stakeholders, focuses upon the individual, and provides a quiet and reflective activity which contrasts well with listening to presentations, or participating in group discussion.  The purpose of the exercise is to surface or articulate the embedded assumptions of each individual as to how project activities will effect the changes necessary to achieve the goals of the project.  These can then be compared, any misalignment between these assumptions can be aired and discussed, and consensus reached upon what the main outcomes of interest of the project should be. 

The exercise is introduced and explained.  Participants are asked to imagine a time in the future when the project has ended, and to write a short press release for journalists explaining what they have achieved.

The report which follows results from two iterations of the exercise, the first carried out at a meeting of representatives of the EU New Member States (NMS), namely country co-ordinators, and project management partners.  This meeting was held in Prague in February 2006.  The second results from a Summer School for teachers, educational technologists, country co-ordinators and project management partners held in Nida, Lithuania in April 2006.   The activity was facilitated on each occasion by staff from the Centre for Research in Library and Information Management (CERLIM), UK.  The participants on each occasion included project partners from the UK, Belgium, Spain, the Czech Republic, Slovakia, Slovenia, Lithuania, Estonia, Hungary, Latvia and Poland.

Stage 1. The Prague meeting in February 2006.

Twenty five NMS representatives were present at the meeting, plus three other project management participants. Three CERLIM staff facilitated the exercise, but did not answer the questions.  Twenty-one responses were collected.  

The participants were given the difficult task of answering four questions as if they were teachers, thus being asked to think as they imagine teachers think.  The purpose of this was to see whether they had considered the game as a tool for learning as well as a ‘game’.

The participants were asked to spend no more than twenty minutes, without consulting others, to write a response to this scenario.

You are a teacher who has successfully used eMapps.com.  Tomorrow at a press conference you will present its accomplishments to local journalists.  Write a press release below for distribution at this meeting, explaining succinctly

· What it is that you have accomplished, including what you set out to teach in this way

· An example of what one child has done and what they have learned

· Why it is important

· What you did that as a teacher led to this success

Use your imagination to think of a scenario for this exercise!

The substance of the responses is given below, with particularly illuminating verbatim quotes included, though minor errors of English have been corrected.

What is it that you have accomplished, including what you set out to teach in this way?

Few respondents actually ‘talked with a teacher’s voice’, but they believe that what will be achieved are the following

· the game will enhance the relationship between the teacher and the child.  They think that the children will see the teacher in a new light; as a ‘modern and mobile teacher’, a ‘respected person’.   ‘The children think I am a more interesting person and a good teacher because of the way we worked in teams to play the emapps game’.  So they anticipate that playing the game will enhance the teacher / child relationship, will raise the esteem in which the children hold their teacher, and that this positive effect will last.   One particularly interesting comment was ‘I have come three steps nearer to the generation which is born with info-technology and knows the logics of computers and mobile phones instinctively.’  Thus the teacher will be admitted to a world which children already know and understand well.  The children will open up a new world to the teacher, and the teacher will learn from the child. The teacher / child dynamic which prevails in didactic teaching will be reversed.
· The game will enable new kinds of communication and co-operation between children and teachers.  They express this as ‘found a common language with children to share knowledge!’ or the game ‘facilitated a real natural co-operation between teacher and children’.  So they expect that the technology, as well as providing the game, will provide a new means of communication and co-operation which seems natural to both child and teacher.  It will be interesting to see whether in the future children and their teachers continue to use the technology in this way, outside the context of the game.  Will teachers and children communicate by mobile phone?  In ten years time, will children text their teachers for homework advice?   ‘During the learning process the child was motivated to be more familiar not only with new communication technology but at the same time to communicate more with me about the most suitable way to obtain more information about the study subject’.  

· The children will take to the game very easily and quickly.  The respondents do not anticipate that the children will have difficulty learning either how to play the game or how to use the technology.  ‘We started work with students and they immediately took the idea of such kind of learning as something very usual.’  

· The children will learn through play.  The respondents expected the children to approach the learning process in the way that they approach play.  Making learning a playful experience will ‘make learning more attractive for the children’.  Bringing the elements of play which children enjoy and which motivate them to concentrate into a learning situation, they believe, will make it easier for the children to ‘understand a lot of concepts in a play based way’.  The children will love the game, which the teacher will find a satisfying outcome in itself. 

· The children will understand more about the subject they are being taught, because they are shown how it is relevant to their familiar environment   One respondent believed this to be true, though it could be argued that this cause and effect would not be unique to teaching through gaming.  He said ‘Through engaging children in …. playing games in the environment they know, the knowledge and interest of children has increased significantly’.

· The game lends itself to the teaching of the following subjects
· History, in particular local history – ‘the history of our town’ and of the famous people who have lived in their town; the ‘history of our local environment’, historical figures.  History was the most frequently mentioned subject.

· Geography

· Physics

· Natural sciences

· Languages ‘the knowledge of English has improved very much as well as interest in studying foreign languages’.  

· The game lends itself to the acquiring of specific skills

· The use of new technologies

· ICT skills

· Computer design

· Photography ‘the children were walking round the city, making photos’

· Video making ‘about architectural objects’

· The game lends itself to the teaching of generic skills

· Collaborative planning

· Problem solving

· Project management

· Knowledge acquisition

· Information management skills ‘ability to make a hierarchy of important information’

· Team working skills

· Decision making ‘they had to decide which place they wanted to visit’

· Writing, and creative writing

· The game will enhance the status of ICT in elementary schools ‘not only as a tool, but as a means of providing pupils with combinations of skills that they will need in their daily lives’.  There was a suggestion that the integration of ICT into schools had not been successful because the link between ICT and underpinning pedagogic use had not been made.  ‘It is not very common to use technology for achieving better results in the educational process.’ However the game is ‘something different’ because ‘it was planned for real school work’

· The game will be used in parallel with classroom work ‘When we got back to the classroom I found out that the children had understood a lot of new things about their local history’

An example of what one child has done and what they have learned? 

Most respondents in fact talked in general terms rather than give a specific example; however, they made the following points.

What children will do

· The children will engage in practical activities. ‘Children had opportunity to work with new technologies’ they were ‘walking around the city, were making photos and videos about architectural objects’

· They will enjoy and take control of their learning ‘no pupil is even thinking of getting bored’  ‘they enjoyed it extremely and to be honest they developed the game instead of me’

· Children will be creative ‘Used his/her imagination, became more creative.’ Perhaps the children will be tempted to do more than the task set because of the creative opportunities afforded to them by the technology. ‘They have started their own ‘blog’ with photos and some interviews’  

· Children will have few problems with the technology ‘We learned that children are talented and can use technology without problems.’

· They will have fun! ‘Children have done a lot of fun and exciting activities, 

What children will learn

· They children will learn factual information ‘much about the town and its history’, ‘people’s stories’.  Their learning might cover several subjects in one single experience; ‘they learned multidisciplinary content ; history, geography, cultural heritage’.  They will also learn how to use factual information.

· The children will learn skills, ‘to search information, select, organize’ and how to become competent users of new mobile technologies. ‘We went out into the city, took photos of our main cultural landmarks and it was all uploaded into the environment’
· The children will learn how to share learning experiences with other children ‘Every child worked as part of a team,’ ‘we were working with two schools in Poland and a group of children recruited from a number of schools’ ‘Made contacts with children from other countries’
· Disadvantaged children (socially and educationally) will benefit from the game, and will be encouraged to demonstrate hitherto latent skills.  One respondent wrote ‘XY comes from a socially less favoured family. His studying results were lower than average and thanks to eMapps.com he got interested in geography as well as in foreign languages.  We discovered his skills in narrative development as well as computer design.  He got much better studying results and understood the importance of education and is now demonstrating project results to other schools in our region.’  Here there is the expectation that the technology might enable a child who hitherto had not engaged with learning to find a medium through which he can do so and can begin to flourish.  This implies of course that this game and others like it will become embedded in the classroom situation; that gaming should become a mainstream teaching tool rather than an experimental approach.

Another respondent wrote ‘One of my students who was not very good in history has very nicely been able to integrate a (virtual) journey in our medieval city to different historical events’.  Here there is the idea that the technology will help a child to achieve beyond their previous ability.

· Children will discover new things about their own families, ‘One child traced what her grandparents were doing 50 years ago, where they lived and understood some of the problems they had to deal with’.   Helping children to ‘understand’ to create knowledge rather than simply to accumulate facts is a key learning process, which this respondent believes the game will facilitate.

Why it is important?

· It motivates the learner  The expectation is that learning how to use the new technologies and to play the game, will impact upon the children’s general motivation to learn.  There will be a ‘knock on effect’ into other areas of their teaching and learning environments.  ‘It’s the way to reach their minds.’ It enhances their interest in studies in general’ ‘Even those boys who don’t usually want to learn and co-operate were very enthusiastic’. ‘The children said they enjoyed using the emapps technology, phones, tablets etc. and wanted to do it again’ ‘According to the fact that children get lazy in learning, this way might be a good process how to re-start their interest in school subjects.’

· It teaches skills and demonstrates that they are relevant and important to the modern world. ‘ These skills are very important in our quickly moving times – to be mobile, to act quickly and to compare knowledge.' ‘It makes them understand the importance of language learning’

· It makes learning fun. ‘The children said this kind of activity is more interesting and more fun than ordinary lessons’

· It takes learning outside of school and into new places and contexts. ‘Exciting historical games, quizzes have been worked out together about the local site related to 1956 television in homes, and they can be played at local history competitions.’

· It encourages self-awareness; of the child’s place in the world and of others ‘Children became more aware of the past and their cultural heritage and became ready for the challenges of the future’. 
· It improves the child’s self esteem as they learn   ‘Now, they can be ‘those’ who show off their history, heritage, geography and so on and at the same time, they themselves learn about it too.’
· It improves the child’s awareness of their own and other cultures ‘Generally children ask their teachers a simple question whether children in different countries learn about them.  So, this project is a good answer for that question.’
· The children learn through doing ‘They helped to change the style of teaching more learning than teaching through doing.’

What you did that as a teacher led to this success?

· Worked beyond what was required because I thought the game worthwhile ‘I spent my free time in order to prepare all that was needed for the project – not only this; I gave my heart for the project’. ‘The teacher could be proud about taking part in this kind of alternative reality game.’ 

· Was a guide and facilitator rather than a ‘director’ of learning ‘I made the guidelines and merely acted as a moderator of the entire process’ ‘I did not have to be a teacher, but rather a mentor who showed the way and helped the student to discover things for himself.’  ‘I was a partner for the children.’

· Made learning ‘come alive’ ‘I have made the history of the place where they live come alive for my students by using the emapps.com game platform as a way of discovering clues about the past’

· Was also a learner! ‘I was ready to discuss things with children, became more flexible and learned new things’ ‘I was surprised how creative children are …’

Stage 2. The Nida Summer School in April 2006

The activity took place on the third day of the Nida Summer School just after the teachers had presented the results of their experiences playing “The Amber Room” game.   Everyone was in the room, including Cocos, technicians etc. as well as the teachers.  The teachers did work at the exercise, but possibly in not quite such a relaxed environment as did the Cocos in Prague, as other activity was going on around them.  Some had problems writing English.  Their scenario was:-

You are a teacher who has successfully developed a game using the eMapps platform.  Tomorrow at a press conference you will speak to local journalists about how you used the game in your school.  Write a press release for distribution at this meeting, explaining briefly

· what it is that you have achieved, including what subject you set out to teach in this way

· an example of what one child has done and what they have learned

· why it is important

· what you as a teacher did that led to this success

18 responses were received from the teachers.

What is it that you have achieved, including what subject you set out to teach in this way.

Although based on a scenario in the future, the answers given by the teachers tended to be very practical rather than visionary.  Possibly, of course, this is because they had just had three days of practical instruction and activity, and were focussing their thoughts upon how they could implement the game in a classroom situation.   Rather than report upon ‘what they had achieved’, most spoke about how the game could be embedded into the life of their school, and the impact that it might have there. This is a summary of the comments made by the teachers

· The children will understand more about the place in which they live, especially its history and culture.   It is evident that many of the teachers envisage basing their game upon the area where the children live, especially those who are based in cities or large towns.  They see the game as an exciting way of improving the children’s knowledge of their local environment.  They made comments such as ‘The goal of this game was to get to know our city and the important places and people’ or ‘It was the basis to teach the children about the history of the place they live in (some unknown, rare, interesting or even mysterious pieces of information have been discovered and gathered) and about people who participated in that history.’
· They expect the children to acquire specific skills using the mobile technologies Learning how to make full use of mobile devices was seen as a key benefit of the eMapps game; ‘the use of ICT and mobile devices such as GPS, 3G phones, digital cameras and so on’.  One teacher described what one girl had learned thus, she ‘understood that her mobile phone is for looking for information in digital form / from the internet / or is a device to document her work or journey to final goal.  She learned the way to upload files on the computer and how to use it to explain how the task has been done.  Also the language of that communication is important.  English is IT language.’  A whole range of skills and understanding had been learned by using all the facilities offered by the devices.
· Winning the game is not an end in itself; it is important that the activity contributes to learning and fits into the school curriculum As one teacher said ‘The most important is that children combine game and learning and they achieve our curriculum plans’. Ultimately, the game may only become part of school activities if it fits into and enhances the school curriculum; it must support ‘a part of the local history that belongs to the school curriculum’, and moreover, part of the curriculum which is current at the time when the game is to be played.  One teacher noted that although the game was very suitable for teaching local history, the way in which the history curriculum was organised in his school, meant that the children would not be learning about the most appropriate period for a ‘local history game’ until they were older than the target age for the eMapps game.  

The curriculum is key to the thinking of most of the teachers.  One said ‘the game is important because the children learn the subjects that are in the curriculum in a playful way.’  Another described his role as a teacher as ‘to develop the narrative based on a curriculum subject’. 

· Using the technology will make learning more interesting.  The teachers clearly believe that using these new tools and mobile technologies will enhance what they can do with the children.  There were comments such as ‘To my surprise children are interested in the history of our region if there's some connection with high technologies.  They've started to use PC more than ever, to learn to set up email box, to send emails and other steps.  They had many ideas how to create a game using general information.’ One teacher described how the mobile technologies had made local history come alive for the child.  ‘One child received co-ordinates of place of the old village and then he with other students make tasks - 'one day in old village life’.  They learned to use GPS and other mobile devices; they get knowledge about ancient history and appreciate ancient people and society.’  Thus they expect the game and the most modern tools used to play it to bring to life events and people long past.

· Playing a game makes learning more interesting  Several teachers mentioned that turning learning into play made it more appealing to the children.  They said ‘Children don't usually like direct teaching, but if they can play a game, they can much better learn, and they can smile too’. The general consensus seemed to be that learning through playing would ‘make learning more interesting for the pupil.’ 

· The children will learn by doing  While playing, of course, the children are ‘doing’, and this element of learning by experiencing, or doing was seen as very important. ‘They will learn a lot of things and knowledge by practice’.  One teacher described a series of activities which a child might carry out.  ‘The child went out to the city where he / she walked around on the predefined path and solved the problems in his / her way with using hints (which he got before on the computer).  To solve the level he had to take some pictures or just write about some signs on the building etc.  Sometimes he just checked some information to see if it was true.  When he / she came back, he used his 'results' from the terrain and put them into the computer.  He could use GPS but at the same time he would have clear information to find the point without it.’  Another suggested how a game might be used to teach a child who had recently come to live in the town something of the local history; ‘One of the children moved to the town three months ago and she hadn't known anything about its history before.  It was an excellent possibility for her to study the town.  She needed all the information displayed on the desktop and then she went out to the scene and experienced it personally.  She made photos, videos and got very excited about what she saw.’ It is, as one teacher said ‘a method of education by doing.’  Another teacher noted the important point that the game was an opportunity to put into practice in a real situation, skills which were learned about theoretically in classroom lessons, ‘they learned how to use devices that they heard about in IT lessons’.  Practical activities, things to do, were obviously seen as highly important to the learning process, and the ‘hands on’ aspect of the eMapps game lends itself very well to this way of learning.

· The children will learn valuable skills for their future lives One teacher saw beyond the child and the school to the impact which games such as eMapps might have upon his country.  He believed that this knowledge and these skills were valuable in the future development of his country in the modern world.  He said ‘I mean, if they can use these devices, they will reach benefit, and they can build a better country with this knowledge and ability.’
· The game will involve other people from the children’s community The teachers had begun to think about how the game might reach out beyond the school community.  One teacher thought of a scenario which involved the children in seeking help from other professional people in his town. ‘One of the boys went to the museum and started a co-operation with the staff.  While looking into some old documents and codes he found an unknown letter written by one of Town's authorities describing the local piece of history - unknown so far.’  Another had imagined a scenario involving the local library and librarians.  So the game might involve people outside of the schools community, and might ask them to share their skills with the children.  Thus the children will be learning from others professionals besides their teachers.

The game lends itself to the teaching of the following subjects

· history, in particular local history both modern, recent and ancient

· geography

· languages (their own, plus English and German were mentioned)

· art

· ethnography, people and society

· civics and culture

· literature, especially the contribution of local writers

· the sciences, particularly biology

· ICT

· Computer science and informatics

· Website creation

· Physical education, though it must be said that this was probably coloured by the two days which the teachers themselves had just spent running around Nida in search of answers to clues.  However, the physical exercise involved in playing the game is worthy of mention.

· One teacher made the point that the game was a way of combining subjects across the rigid framework imposed by the curriculum.  He said ‘The main advantage is that different subjects can be integrated into the one game’.  

· The game lends itself to the teaching and development of generic skills

· Visual interpretation skills

· Speaking skills

· Team-working skills, especially co-operation

· Information seeking, organisation and management

· Critical thinking

· Thinking independently

· Creativity

· Observation skills

· Presentation of their work

Why playing the game is important

A whole range of responses were given to this question

· The game is important because of its practical nature.  One teacher emphasised that the child ‘works - plays - learns in real time with real objects and he gets practical experience (this is also good for his memory)’.

· The game enhances the relationship between the child and the teacher.  Only one teacher mentioned this as a possible positive outcome of playing the game, saying ‘The importance of the game is that it could extend the learning environment, could change the teacher - student relationship’.  This contrasts with the views of the participants at the Prague meeting, several of whom expected this to be a key outcome of playing the game in schools.

· The game will teach the children new and valuable skills, especially technological skills which they will need in future  Many teachers could see the value of the game for a range of reasons. ‘There's no question why it's important - cooperation, taking roles, critical thinking and using technologies - all of these our children will need in their lives.’  Technology, they believe will play a major part in the future.  ‘To be friendly with cyberspace is important in a cyberspace world’ or ‘Now, when technologies are very important in our own life, this game can help for all.’ Or ‘I think, in this world, - world of technology is very important and necessary to use and know, get more information about it.’ 

· The game will appeal to the way modern day children think and act.  ‘The new generation thanks to computer games learn another way than we did.  Maybe their brains are partly different, and the game is their life and thanks to the game they are able to learn more and they are more interested in new things.’

· The children will learn while playing  Playful activity will mean that the children learn easily.  Because they like playing computer games, they will be interested in this game and will learn without realising that they are doing so. ‘It's important because every time children spend time playing the game they enjoy being with each other and they are not aware of learning the same time.’  

· This is better than a commercial computer game The teachers could see certain advantages of a game which they could control and monitor themselves over commercial games.  One was that eMapps could be tailored to the child’s level of knowledge, understanding and experience.  ‘Common computer games are unfortunately impersonal, but a group game like this with small secrets, are personal and very interesting things.’  Another pointed out that the eMapps game was less aggressive than some other computer games, saying ‘it's a nonviolent form of learning’

· It enables the teacher to make a less interesting subject more appealing.  When I learn Slovak language, I think for children it is not very interesting, because they want some interesting methods and probably playing.   And after that they could be masters in it.

What did you do as a teacher which led to this success?

The teachers’ accounts of ‘what they did’ suggest how they expect to use the game in their school setting.

They expect to:- 

Acquire the devices needed to play the game (which they will be able to do thanks to their eMapps funding)

Teach themselves and the children how to use them

Select a suitable topic from the curriculum

Develop the narrative

Create and organise the game content

Explain to the children what they will need to do

Motivate the children to play the game

Support and co-operate with the children as they play the game

Evaluate what the children have done

Publish the results.

Archive the game

Conclusion

The two sets of responses show a considerable amount of agreement between all stakeholders on what the eMapps.com project could achieve.  

The Prague group particularly expects the game to be a success.  Their messages were overwhelmingly positive.  Very few reservations were expressed about the game as a teaching tool, and it was perceived as different from other ICT tools.  There was a clear assumption that the game would enhance the learning of school curriculum subjects, would enable the development of new skills, would engage children who were not confident learners, and would have social, cultural and intra-cultural consequences such as changing the relationship between teacher and learner, or enabling communication between children in different countries. 

The responses given by the teachers to the History of the Future questions were rather more similar than those gathered from the NMS representatives in Prague.  All of the teachers are clearly focussed upon practical matters; upon what needs to be done now, upon what they will use the game for, what skills they will need, what they will have to teach the children beforehand, and how the game will fit into the school curriculum.  They need to resolve these issues before beginning to think about how it might be extended to include children in other countries and cultures, as envisaged by the Prague group.  The responses are positive, but the teachers do see the curriculum in their institution as a possible constraint upon carrying out this activity.  

It became clear from many conversations with them during the time in Nida that their other concern is time, that is the time which will be needed to play the game.  Some simply could not see how they could play the game within the school day with its – typically forty minute – fixed lesson periods.  The game would have to be played out of school hours or at the weekend, and for some this might prove problematic.  

Both groups, however, could clearly see how a carefully constructed game would provide an appealing teaching tool.  They know that many children are familiar with computer games, and expect them to be able to learn how to use a range of new tools and technologies with ease and speed.  The teachers particularly see an opportunity to develop a game which is attractive to children, but which at the same time is non-violent and pedagogically sound.  They expect the children to enjoy the learning experience, but to take it in their stride.  They feel that they themselves will learn along with the children, but are confident of their ability to do so.

Both groups expect the game to be a positive elearning experience for the children, and are confident of success, though in the case of the teachers, perhaps within some constraints.  This exercise, of course, is only the first stage in a lengthy process.  As the evaluation progresses we will be able to monitor whether these expectations are in fact fulfilled.
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