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Executive Summary 
1.0  
Context

Dr. Roger Austin and Dr. Aidan Mulkeen in 1999 identified the opportunity that the growth of Information and Communications Technologies (ICT) presented to schools and founded the Dissolving Boundaries programme from an initial successful project entitled “This Island we live on” (http://www.ulst.ac.uk/thisisland/).

The Dissolving Boundaries programme was designed to promote: the integration of technology in a meaningful way in curricular work, educationally valuable collaborative work in schools and cross-national links promoting cultural awareness.

The Dissolving Boundaries programme was developed as a cross-border initiative involving schools in Northern Ireland and the Republic of Ireland.  The Department of Education in Northern Ireland and the Department of Education and Science in the Republic of Ireland jointly fund the programme.

The programme is now in its fifth year and since its inception has attracted over 170 schools in both the north and south of Ireland. This year (2004-2005) 154 schools were involved, which created 42 partnerships at primary level, 22 between post-primary schools and 13 involving special schools.

2.0  
Aims of the Programme

The aims of the Dissolving Boundaries programme are to engage schools in collaborative, curricular projects using ICT.  This involves promoting quality learning in schools, and encouraging cultural awareness and mutual understanding amongst children and young people across national boundaries. The focus of the programme centers on three key areas:

1 Cultural – the development of cross-border links   


    that promote cultural awareness;

2 Educational – promoting valuable collaborative


learning experiences for pupils;

3 Technological – integrating ICT into the curriculum in a meaningful way.

3.0  
Partnerships

Participating schools are linked with a compatible school on the other side of the border to form a partnership. These partnerships are formed through a process of mutual negotiation, which is initiated at a planning conference held at the beginning of the year. Schools are linked according to their school sector, age of pupils, and in the post-primary sector, according to the subject specialism of the participating teacher. 

During the planning conference the participating schools explore and strengthen their partnerships, whether newly created or continued from the previous year, by designing and planning in detail the area of work they will engage in during the coming year. 

The partnerships are developed further during the year through regular communication between the participating teachers.

4.0  
The Programme’s use of ICT

The students involved in the Dissolving Boundaries programme are required to make extensive use of their school’s computer facilities and video-conferencing capabilities.  The programme provides the initial capital outlay for a video phone and the cost of ISDN installation where necessary.

Throughout the year, students and teachers engage in various forms of communication with their partner schools across the border. They use e-mail, telephone, computer conferencing through the Northern Ireland Network for Education (NINE) and video-conferencing.

Training and support for the teachers is very much a feature of the programme and is provided by the Dissolving Boundaries team. Training topics covered during the past year have included:

· Computer conferencing (using NINE);

· Video-conferencing, classroom practice and student use;

· Collaborative project work presentation;

· Collaborative Web page design.

5.0  
Research Focus

In previous years the focus of research reports addressed: the potential of the programme to enhance and transform teaching and learning (Dissolving Boundaries – supporting transformation in the classroom, 2004); the impact of the programme on pupils and on learning of sustained, inter-school topic work using ICT (The Global Classroom: collaboration and cultural awareness in the north and south of Ireland, 2003); how and to what extent the programme facilitated cultural awareness, integrated ICT into the curriculum and contributed towards teachers’ professional development (Dissolving Boundaries in the North and south of Ireland: cross-national co-operation through ICT in Education, 2002).  These published research reports can be viewed on the Dissolving Boundaries web site (http://dissolvingboundaries.org).

This year the focus of the research was to investigate the learning histories, project work practices and methods of communication that are used by the teachers and pupils and explore how the participants learned from the programme. We also investigated the influence of the Dissolving Boundaries programme within the school and explored the concepts of community knowledge and communities of practice.

6.0  
Research Methodology

The research methodology involved both quantitative and qualitative methods. A questionnaire was sent to all the teachers who were currently involved with the Dissolving Boundaries programme (see Appendix I).  The response rate was 51% (76 in total); of these 58% were from primary schools, 32% from post-primary and 10% from special schools.  The questionnaire contained both open and closed questions.  Questions focused on the following key areas: teacher information; use of information and communication technology; communication with partner school; programme support; pupil participation; professional development and the effects on the school curriculum.

Focus group interviews carried out during the end of year evaluation conference provided further data and allowed for further discussion with teachers on the issues covered in the questionnaire. These discussions lasted approximately 45 minutes and were audio-recorded.  The focus groups consisted of between 8-12 members and were facilitated by the ICT advisors from the Education Centres in the Republic who have been a supportive presence within the Dissolving Boundaries programme over the years, but are external to the programme as such.  The six focus groups included three primary and special school groups and three post-primary groups.  These groups were asked to consider the impact of the Dissolving Boundaries programme on teachers and pupils in terms of:

· Relationships and contact,

· Attitudes and values,

· ICT skills and teaching methods.

A further focus group discussion was conducted on the practical issues in using video-conferencing, facilitated by one of the ICT Advisors. Data was collected from three separate discussion groups from primary, post-primary and special schools.

In addition the programme team frequently visited participating schools. Such visits occur mostly in response to technical difficulties but include also calls to support classroom and school activities and to discuss the progress of the project. Discussions with teachers and pupils arising from these visits were recorded informally. 

Three schools were visited to formally observe the operation of classroom video-conferencing; video and audio recordings of these classes were made.

7.0  
Summary of Findings

The pupils’ learning outcomes included stronger and more competent ICT skills, heightened and improved social and communication skills and the transfer of skills from the Dissolving Boundaries programme to other areas of the curriculum. 

64% of teachers noted a development in their pupils’ problem solving skills and noticed improvements in their ability to tackle a wide variety of tasks whilst working as part of an effective and focused team.  

The pupils’ general knowledge improved through interacting with pupils in another school.  55% reported that this interaction encouraged them to work harder on the project, with the added motivation of the increased audience for their work in their partner school. The pupils enjoyed the extra responsibility they had by being involved in discovery-based learning.

89% of pupils developed positive relationships with their partner schools.  Friendships were formed through the written activities of computer conferencing and collaborative project-work and through the oral interactions facilitated by video-conferencing and face-to-face meetings. Many schools reported that they had made good friends as a result of the programme, with some describing the strong bonds that were now in evidence.

The Dissolving Boundaries programme was found to be a great leveler in the classroom.  Because many of the activities were new to the pupils, especially those at the primary level, it gave them a great chance to perform on an equal footing with peers. The use of ICT and collaborative project-work meant that pupils of all abilities found they had a valuable contribution to make. 

67% of teachers described how the collaborative nature of the Dissolving Boundaries programme encouraged them to adopt new teaching methods and 91% of teachers felt that the Dissolving Boundaries programme had provided them with a valuable experience of professional development.

64% of teachers described how the programme highlighted the potential of integrating ICT into the curriculum rather than using it separately as a standalone subject.  A further 75% mentioned that Dissolving Boundaries had increased their usage of ICT in school.

Teachers found it necessary to carefully manage equipment and resources required for their project work. This frequently involved the teachers spending increased time on lesson planning. The increased effort that the programme required was rewarded by the enthusiasm of the pupils and the benefits experienced by the pupils. The teachers repeatedly reported in the focus group discussions that they felt they were involved in an important and worthwhile programme.

Communities of practice are described by Wenger (1998) as a process for learning in groups and an important function of these communities is the provision of opportunities for the participants to communicate, discuss and exchange ideas.  The Dissolving Boundaries community of practice straddles the boundaries of the two partnered schools and so creates a new boundary of practice.  This boundary of practice is constantly moving, defining much more fluid and varied forms of participation (Wenger, 1998).  

78% of teachers felt that there were other areas within their school’s curriculum that could benefit from adopting the technology and teaching methods of the Dissolving Boundaries programme.

The Dissolving Boundaries programme helped to create schools as important centers of community life - with teachers, pupils, parents and local communities working together to promote educationally enriching experiences and positive community relations (OECD, 2001). 

The Dissolving Boundaries programme models the possibilities that are available to schools to provide a broader learning environment for the pupils. By using technology, schools are able to access rich and varied opportunities for learning and to broaden the scope of and audience for the work they produce, providing them and their teachers and schools with the invaluable experience of building a community of practice in which all partners share the responsibility of learning.

