Case studies from the British Council’s school linking project Connecting Classrooms
Ysgol Dinas Bran, Llangollen, Wales- Rabba’a Al Adawiya School for Girls Sana’a, Yemen

Demolishing preconceptions, building trust and understanding
‘I asked some of our students who had befriended Yemeni students what they had expected them to be like when they came over here to our school last summer,’ says Peter Williams, International Coordinator at Ysgol Dinas Bran, Llangollen. ‘They said they’d expected them to be quite radical, extreme. And when I asked the Yemeni students from Sana’a, they said exactly the same. They all expected to find a whole host of cultural differences, and yet underneath, they found they were all the same.’

‘We have different cultures and religions, but that is not a problem as long as we respect our differences,’ agrees Tawheeda Al Sunaini, who teaches English at Rabba’a Al Adawiya School for Girls, Sana’a and is Connecting Classrooms co-ordinator.  She says that parents were nervous about letting their children go, but it was fine, they were well looked after and it because it was a success, it means that now parents will allow their daughters more freedom.

Tawheeda was one of eight teachers who came to Llangollen with 12 girls from her school and two boys from Baghdad School for Boys in Sana’a. They took part in an International Youth Challenge, joining in many activities with schools from other countries, and getting to know each other and laughing and talking together on picnics and outings. 

Peter Williams describes a typical scene: ‘One day a group from many different countries went for a walk and a picnic and I noticed they just started teaching each other dances and games and songs, it was all impromptu.’

The challenges ranged from sports and dancing to maths, cooking and eco-awareness, where the Yemenis shone. ‘We won first prize in the flag-making competition,’ says Tawheeda. ‘The flag was made entirely out of recycled plastic.’ 

Recycling, conservation and eco- awareness and the future of the planet is a shared concern between these linked schools. ‘We have carried out joint environment projects on water shortage and climate change and we recently held a video conference on “The Future of the Future” and what we can do as responsible citizens.’

Students and teachers keep in touch with the friends they have made through texts and emails. It helps that the Yemeni students have an excellent command of English –Tawheeda says her own English and that of the visiting party has improved and that this has benefited all the students. The truth is that they work very hard and achieve a high standard, in pursuit of their own coveted ISA. ‘Our students are embarrassed about the time and trouble our Yemeni peers take over their presentations,’ says Peter Williams. ‘It’s spurred them to take more time over their own work.’ 

At Dinas Bran, teachers have taken material from Yemeni letters and talks from teachers and partner schools to look at religious differences and similarities. This has helped start to break down some misconceptions among pupils, often formed from the media. ‘They have begun to show a greater tolerance of Islam and other cultures and religions. The very negative stereotype is being changed into something a lot more positive,’ says Peter Williams.

Las Mayas School, Caracas and Stanford Primary School, South London

How comparing standards and evaluation enables teachers to learn from one another

‘Our schools are a very good fit,’ says headteacher Keran Currie of the Connecting Classrooms link between her school, Stanford Primary in south London, and Las Mayas Primary School, Caracas. She and Dolores Brito, Headteacher of Las Mayas, have visited each other’s schools and discovered that they share the same concerns for child safety and protection. 
Las Mayas School is a large school with 3,000 pupils and Dolores Brito spends a great deal of time dealing with socio-economic problems. ‘The children have a lot of challenges, with violence, drugs and prostitution in the community. I have to spend more time on these challenges than on the children’s basic skills, and I regret this. From linking with the UK I realise that we have to make sure that community work does not take more time than is necessary, in order to give more time to the school. We need to find a balance.’

At Stanford, where there are 300 pupils, there are children from many different ethnic groups. ‘Our school looks bright and colourful, but we have vulnerable children who arrive here with no English, different cultures and languages and for whom literacy is a problem.’ Like Dolores Brito, Keran Currie is constantly dealing with child protection issues.
The Connecting Classrooms link grew out of a joint leadership programme that enabled headteachers to set out and then compare their standards and methods for teacher self-evaluation. Dolores Brito says she is especially interested in the decision-taking process in the UK. ‘You have a whole group of people taking decisions, whereas in Venezuelan schools, it’s just the deputy head and the head. It’s so good to spread the load, such a relief. I also like the way teachers have leadership skills and do a lot of planning and monitoring.’

Keran Currie was ‘bowled over by the musical opportunities at Las Mayas’. The Government supports a flourishing countrywide programme, ‘El Sistema’, to teach young children to play musical instruments. ‘I’d love to have that, but we have to make do with a lot of singing and just have percussion instruments.’ 
On her visit to Stanford, Dolores noticed how colourful the classrooms and corridors were, whereas there are few resources for decorating at Las Mayas. ‘She asked me how we achieved that,’ says Keran. ‘I told her our displays are all just paper and it costs us little, because we often use recycled material.’ As a result, they are now recycling fabric for their carnival costumes at Las Mayas.

In all the schools she visited Dolores observed the recycling and collecting initiatives. ‘We don’t have the culture of recycling that we saw, for example, on our visit to Stanford Primary School, but as a result of what we saw we’ve begun a recycling project with our pre-school children. Teachers have brought the parents into this, too. Now we collect cans and take them to the recycling centre and we are paid for this. With the money we earn we have managed to give the children a treat and take them on a trip to an amusement park.’

Taipei, Taiwan and Nottinghamshire, England 
When teenagers from two worlds meet, their horizons and minds expand as they find common ground

‘Our students here in Nottinghamshire will probably always think the centre of the universe is the middle of Nottinghamshire. They have very little outside influence in their lives, so it’s good to be linked with a completely different world,’ says teacher Rachael Lane. She teaches English at Garibaldi College, Forest Town one of ten local schools in a Connecting Classrooms link with Taiwan and South Korea. For the past two years, pupils have been working with students from Taiwan and South Korea and communicating together through Skype and online. 
Rachael has visited Korea and Taiwan to establish the link. She observed how pupils are taught and learn at Garibaldi’s linked school, Jhengh De Junior High School in Taipei County. She noticed that students in class were very well-behaved and hard-working, often attending Saturday morning classes. ‘Exams form a massive part of their education system. At 15, Korean and Taiwanese children move on to another tier of education, like the US college system, so for 14 and 15-year-olds, it’s crucial to do well in end of year exams. 

‘Parents too, have high expectations of their children. They want their children to have what they themselves didn’t have. It’s a lot of responsibility resting on them, and consequently it makes them seem older than our 14-year-olds.’
When teacher Suzanne Wells from Nottinghamshire’s Meden Technology College, visited their linked Chong San High School in Taipei, she was struck by students’ responsibilities beyond their lessons. ‘They come in early and clean and repair the school first thing. They do the painting, cut the grass.’ 
In summer 2009 a party of Korean and Taiwanese students visited the UK. Students who had previously Skyped and emailed each other shared fish and chip suppers and the visitors were taken on a trip to Sherwood Forest. ‘Now our students have met students from Taiwan who have a different approach to education.  It’s good to see students who are very driven, it’s made them aware that there are other attitudes out there.’
Taiwanese students and teachers also enjoyed noticing differences, says teacher Chialin Lai from Jheng De. ‘We met some English students from Garibaldi at the British Council in London. There was a discussion about different teaching methods in school. It seems that the teaching methods in the UK are more flexible and free, at the same time, teachers are allowed to have more interaction with pupils.’

Chialin Lai was equally aware of cultural differences. ‘When we were leaving the school and saying goodbye to each other, an English girl came up and gave one of my students a hug to show friendship. My student was shocked and did not know how to react. I noticed the girl was feeling a bit embarrassed. One of my female students tried to explain the cultural differences, how Chinese friends don’t usually hug.  After all the explanations from each other, I saw they were all laughing. I could tell from my student’s shy face, he wanted to try and show his respect for English culture - he slowly opened his arms and gave her a hug back. I was really touched to see this scene. The understanding of differences and the respect for the different cultures just happened outside the classroom.’

North Lincolnshire, England and Dalian, China

A stimulating and inspiring partnership that links teachers, children, families and the wider communities

There are 3,000 pupils at Tao Yuan School, Dalian, in north-east China and only 300 at St Bernardette’s Catholic Primary in North Lincolnshire, but thanks to a link going back six years, these apparently very different schools have come together to learn about each other’s language and customs and in the process, make true friends. 

‘Most of my staff have been over to Dalian and worked at Tao Yuan Primary School,’ says St Bernadette’s headteacher Paul McNicholas, ‘so we are getting to know each other very well and the same is happening with the children.’ 
Headteacher and teacher training programmes funded by the link are in place in both North Lincolnshire and Dalian. Teachers here have found inspiration and new motivation from visiting China. In one case a teaching assistant has been prompted to gain a higher qualification, in another a headteacher considering early retirement has  now determined to continue, ‘I’ve so much to do!’

With the groundwork laid by teacher visits, parties of children of only eight and nine years old from these two partner schools have now visited each other, accompanied by teachers and parents. They have penfriend links through email and the trip has given them first-hand experience of all they’ve been learning. ‘I always thought it was the children who would sustain the links, but now the families are emailing one another,’ comments Paul McNicholas.

A Chinese language assistant teaches children in Years 5 and 6 at St Bernadette’s about Chinese culture and basic Mandarin such as letters, numbers and colours and they are soon singing Chinese songs and miming the actions.  ‘This year our language assistant, Elva, Miss Dongxia Chen, is from our linked school, so we’ve known her for five years,’ says Paul McNicholas.  
In Chinese primary schools English is a core subject. Traditionally, the national education system places emphasis on written work, exams and reaching specific standards. However, as a result of visiting and observing how their UK partner schools teach, Chinese language assistants say they have changed their own style, and they report that this is popular with their pupils. ‘We have created some activity-based English courses and stimulated students’ interest and enthusiasm by holding competitions. Students are encouraged to raise questions and take a more active role in classes. Language and culture are not separate - I found that learning about culture can help the learning of language.’
So far 18 students from linked schools in North Lincolnshire have continued to learn Mandarin when they have gone on to secondary school. They are taught at an after-school club by a native English teacher who is a Mandarin speaker.
Thirty-nine schools are part of the ambitious north Lincolnshire education linking programme. They all network and meet up to exchange ideas.  The link extends beyond schools to the wider community and is now supported by British Council’s Connecting Classrooms programme: ‘We were the first local authority to have an area link rather than just a school-to-school,’ says Suzanne Watson who is Project & Strategic Development Officer at North Lincolnshire Council. The council is linked to the Dalian Education Bureau. ‘We invite the local community to events so they can share experience and we’re interested in promoting business and trade links, and establishing an international business centre here. 

‘We want to learn more about our Chinese partners’ culture, “what life is really like for them” rather than the preconceived, simplistic ideas we may have.’

The North Lincolnshire Dalian link was established in 2003 through the DCSF Area Linking grant and schools have since benefitted from DCSF and HSBC funding, managed by the British Council to support their partnerships.  The Local Authority is now in receipt of a British Council Connecting Classrooms grant, which is jointly funded by the British Council and the DCSF.

