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Successful telecollaboration exchanges in primary
and secondary education: what are the challenges?
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Abstract. The TeCoLa project promotes telecollaboration to foster meaningful
foreign language learning particularly in secondary schools throughout Europe. In
2018, a number of pilot experiences are being conducted. This paper focusses on
one of these pilot experiences, where learners from a Dutch secondary school and a
Spanish primary school telecollaborated in Spanish and English by carrying out four
tasks (creation of vlogs) asynchronously and sharing them in their group’s Padlet
wall. Different sources of data were gathered (recordings, surveys, and interviews)
in order to be able to disentangle the factors that might play a role in successful
telecollaboration exchanges and language learning experiences. Overall learners
seemed to enjoy the experience, but the Spanish participants found the exchanges
much more meaningful than the Dutch ones. This might well be related to the
autonomy given to the students, who might have needed further guidance to benefit
fully from the exchange.

Keywords: telecollaboration, motivation, anxiety, primary/secondary/pre-university
education, vlogs.

1. Introduction

The Erasmus+ project TeCoLa (2016-2019) promotes telecollaboration (Guth
& Helm, 2010) to foster meaningful foreign language learning, particularly in
secondary schools throughout Europe, while training and coaching teachers. Special
attention is given to task development that facilitates authentic communication in
the foreign language, intercultural experience, awareness raising, and competence
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development in the Target Language (TL), taking into account the specific school
contexts and tool affordances.

Several pilot experiences are being carried out in different TLs, making use of
different technologies to engage young learners in telecollaboration practices.
The TeCoLa team is interested in knowing which factors contribute to successful
telecollaboration exchanges implemented at pre-university educational level.
In this paper we focus on a pilot experience carried out among learners from
secondary and primary schools who created cultural vlogs to inform their peers
abroad about cultural issues in their country/region. These vlogs were shared via
the online bulletin board Padlet.

Since very little is known about the factors that play a role in telecollaborative
exchanges among young teen learners, our study focussed on the following: (1) the
effects such exchanges have on these learners’ motivations, and (2) the experiences
they engender in learners and teachers who participate in them.

2. Method

2.1. Context

TeCoLa views diversity as a socially meaningful concept in education that should
strategically lead towards understanding and valuing diversity as a prerequisite
for an inclusive society. The present pilot consisted of a telecollaboration project
between two schools at different educational levels (primary and secondary) in two
different countries (Spain and the Netherlands).

Two TeCoLa coaches assisted the school teachers and monitored the experience.
Together they analysed and compared the specific school contexts and curriculums.
Because of technological limitations on the part of one school, it was decided that
the telecollaborative exchange should be asynchronous. Using either their own
smartphones or ones provided by their teachers, groups of learners from the two
schools then created vlogs in their TL, which they shared with their partner groups
abroad through a Padlet wall.

The participants of this exchange, which was carried out between April and June
2018, were 17 learners of Spanish from a Dutch bilingual secondary school (ages
13-14) and 22 learners of English from a Spanish primary school (ages 11-12).
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The Dutch and the Spanish learners had an A2 proficiency level in their TL. A
total of five groups were created in each school and subsequently paired with
parallel groups in the other country. Separate Padlet environments were created for
those international groups engaged in telecollaboration activities. The participants
uploaded their group vlogs to their own shared Padlet and viewed and listened to
the ones their partners abroad had recorded (see Figure 1).

Figure 1. Screenshot Padlet wall
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Session 1: introduction

year 3 Holland gr 1

Four tasks (T1-T4) were created attending to the intercultural focus oriented
educational programme that learners were following at both schools. In T1, learners
introduced themselves and their school. In T2, they provided general information
about their country/region. In T3, they informed their peers about what to see,
where to go, and what to do when visiting their country/region. Finally, in T4,
learners provided intercultural information about their region/country (how people
live, what a regular day is like, how they celebrate their birthday, etc.).

Tasks 1, 2, and 4 were carried out in the TL (Spanish for the Dutch learners and
English for the Spanish learners). The topic of T3 was more complex and it was
decided that it would be carried out in Spanish for the Spanish learners and in
English for the bilingual Dutch learners. This strategy enabled students to develop
a range of language skills, namely oral expression and listening comprehension,
both in their TL and mother tongue/proficient foreign language.
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2.2. Instruments

The participants were required to complete a survey after every task consisting
of ten five-point Likert scale items. All surveys were provided in the students’
mother tongue and included closed items related to self-efficacy, anxiety,
attitudes towards communication, technology, and the task (based on Jauregi, de
Graaff, van den Bergh, & Kriz, 2012 and Jauregi & Melchor-Couto, 2017). The
first survey included 15 additional open and closed items to gather background
and learning preferences information. In the last one, students were also asked
to rate the project.

The link to the Dutch surveys was distributed by email by the teacher after
completion of each task. The surveys were printed out for the younger Spanish
learners, who filled them in during their English classes. The results were then
manually uploaded to the digital form. The Spanish learners’ survey completion
rate was considerably higher as compared to that of the Dutch learners, who
responded to the survey only in certain sessions — the first survey was completed by
all the participants (17), followed by ten, nine, and five respondents in subsequent
sessions.

Four Spanish and three Dutch learners and their teachers were individually
interviewed in their mother tongue at the end of the project in order to get a more
in-depth view of how teachers and learners experienced the telecollaboration
project.

3. Results

3.1. Motivational factors

The affective scores entered by Dutch and Spanish learners on the first and last
sessions were compared (see Table 1). Learners’ attitudes towards communicating
in the TL were found to differ greatly among both groups, the Spanish learners
valuing it with higher scores than the Dutch ones (Items 1 and 2). The comparison
of T1 and T4 scores reveals a marked increase in the perceived usefulness of the
exchange reported by the Spanish pupils, which is in contrast with the lower scores
given in T4 by the Dutch learners. However, only five Dutch students responded
to the survey circulated after T4 and therefore this value must be interpreted with
caution. Self-efficacy values (Items 4 and 5) were similar for both groups, although
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a slight increase is observed amongst the Spanish learners on completion of the
exchange regarding their perceived ability to express themselves in the TL (Item 5).
Finally, both groups reported low levels of anxiety (Items 6 and 9), although the
scores provided by the Dutch learners were slightly higher in both items.

Table 1. Affective factors

Items Dutch pupils Spanish pupils
T1 T4 T1 T4
Mean |SD | Mean SD | Mean SD | Mean SD
1. I learn a lot by using 32 108 20 1.2 |39 1.3 43 038
» | the TL to communicate
%:j with learners abroad
| 2.1like to use the TL 34 1.0 34 1.1 |40 |I1.1 |40 |10
< to communicate with
learners abroad
4.1 think that my TL 3.1 1.1 32 08 |30 |08 |32 |12
§‘ competence is sufficient
é’ to communicate with
© | learners abroad
ol
g 5. T express myself 32 08 32 04 28 1.0 |32 1.0
well in the TL
6. ’'m afraid that my 2.5 14 24 1.5 20 1.0 1.7 1.0
. classmates will laugh at
5 me whenluse the TL
E 9lgetnervouswhen 24 12 22 13 17 07 19 12
I have to use technology
to practise the TL

3.2. Teachers’ and learners’ experience

Teachers’ behaviour towards the project differed greatly. The Spanish teacher
integrated the project in his classes and coached the learners during the whole
process. For the Dutch teacher, the project was an add-on activity. The learners
were supposed to work on the videos outside the classroom or during the last
10 minutes of the class. This teacher found the ‘autonomy’ with which learners had
worked on the tasks as very relevant and meaningful. However, this ‘autonomy’
might have been experienced as ‘lack of guidance’ (learners received no feedback
and not enough time to work on the tasks), as reported by the pupils interviewed.
Most learners were positive about the project but especially the Spanish ones
rated the telecollaborative experience with very high scores (Dutch learners’ mean
value: 3.8; Spanish: 4.6). The difference in age and educational school level did
not seem to constitute a problem in the exchanges at all, as reported by six of
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the seven interviewed learners. In spite of the different approaches, both teachers
were positive about the project as a whole and manifested their wish to repeat the
experience next year by integrating it in the curriculum. Even the Dutch teacher
seemed to realise that more guidance and monitoring was necessary to contribute
to the meaningfulness of the activity for the learners.

4, Conclusions

This paper shows that telecollaboration projects across levels (secondary and
primary education) can be valuable for learners, particularly if teachers are actively
engaged in guiding them while respecting their autonomy. Further research will be
required to analyse in more detail student attitudes regarding issues such as age
difference, amongst others.
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