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Writing at Key Stage 1 using the Interactive Whiteboard

Marion Scott-Baker

What makes you want to write? Well for me it was never writing about what I had done on a wet Sunday and as a teacher, apart from the very occasional howler, I cannot say I’ve particularly enjoyed reading about events in the average middle class home at weekends. So why do we think that a blank page and the instruction to write ‘My News’ should not daunt 5 and 6 year olds?  Even worse, National Curriculum now requires that these children practise writing in different ‘genres’. The skill of translating your thoughts into the right letters at Key Stage One is hard enough without having to organise ‘The life cycle of the lesser spotted wood louse’ or ‘How we made a cheese sandwich’ into acceptable prose. If we, as adults, do not feel that that writing is relevant why do we think that our pupils should feel inspired to do their best?

My motivational problems for Key Stage 1 pupils at Cheam (along with my holiday problems!) were solved a few years ago when by chance I met Beverly - an American teacher of Grade One pupils – while in Rhode Island. We were soon deep in discussion about British and American Education and our own situations in particular. Although I am married to a computer consultant, at that time, in the mid nineties, I was still of the opinion that computers were an optional bolt-on to fill time for children who finished their work and were otherwise largely superfluous but I HAD at least mastered email…

Beverly and I continued to converse via the Net and quite soon included our pupils in the exchange. Initially this involved writing about and drawing ourselves and mounting the work in a book which we posted to the States. Autumn Terms so often start with the instruction describe ‘Yourself’ or ‘Your Holiday’, but the difference was that, for once, our children had a real audience - children like themselves but in a country a long way away, albeit some pupils had been to Disneyland so there was a bit of reality attached to this concept. We had certainly all been on seaside holidays that had taken ‘ages’ to reach, but a glimpse at the globe told us that these children lived not just across the Atlantic but in a water based community by the sea. Immediately National Curriculum Geography bells started to ring about comparing a country area with a seaside area.

Our new friends lived in the smallest State in America, but small becomes a relative term when you look at the globe. We could obliterate our whole island of four countries with just one finger whilst America took a whole hand span with Florida still ‘hanging out’. Ideas of Geography – size and distance - began to form. 

We compared flight times for our various holidays. A flight to Spain took a boring two whole hours, from sitting down to breakfast at home until the end of morning break. How did this compare with a flight to Providence, Rhode Island? We made graphs of journey times and actually pretended to board our plane at the start of the day so that we could get a feel for the length of a 7-hour flight. This brought in lots of Maths, estimating times and distances, telling the time, making a graph, and pie charts of a day. These were made on my newly acquired data-handling programme; suddenly I could see a reason to ask my husband a little more about how to operate the computer! 

When Beverly’s envelope arrived I was as excited as the children to see what was inside. My class was amazed at the names of the pupils and to see their efforts to convey information in wobbly handwriting and spelling like ours, they really WANTED to read about their new friends even if it was a struggle. They could identify with some of the favourite activities of our Rhode Island penpals, such as liking to go to McDonald’s, but the recreational activities of children living two hours from Cape Cod were both similar and different. There was just enough information to kindle the imaginations of my class. 

Next we tried to make our own questions and to email from the computer suite in the Prep school. By the time we had logged in and got half way through the laborious typing of our questions our lesson time was over so, back in 1997, my answer was to scribe their emails online myself. With the aid of a mile long connection lead from the Science block I was able to log onto the Internet so we could read our emails in the classroom. The twentieth century had arrived at school!

Things have developed tremendously since then. Our classes worked together for 4 years before Beverley became an adviser and I had to find another school.   I could probably write a book about what staff and children gained from this relationship. Prep School pupils still talk about their friends in America and what they learned from this experience. Aside from all the curriculum based learning that Beverley and I collaborated on, the greatest gain was a feeling of world citizenship. Holidays do not teach children about lives in other parts of the world.  This experience enabled the children to identify with lives that in some ways mirrored their own, but in other ways were so very different. It opened their eyes to diversity and opportunity in a way that posters, videos and Barnaby Bear just cannot.

We are now twinned with a school called Pleasantville Elementary School in Pleasantville, Iowa. The twinning has become far more professional. We hope to set up network conferencing using ‘Netscape’ next year and now that we both have websites and publish our topics on the net we are able to exchange video, photos and information between schools. 

The purchase of a Canon digital video recorder has given the children a lot of practice in planning and producing presentations on various subjects from caterpillars to homes. Information is quickly and easily transferred and answers come back by return while they are still alive and relevant. The children have had plenty of practice in considering the needs of their audience, selecting appropriate information, presenting it clearly and in appropriate order and enjoying the feedback they have received. Our children review their films critically and are keen to remake them if they feel that they are not right and show a great pride and interest in their work.

Later in this series is an article from my ‘partner’ in Pleasantville with her impressions of our two years of working together.
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Reading and the Interactive Whiteboard

Marion Scott-Baker

I saw one demonstration of a Promethean Interactive Whiteboard and I was lost. Like Toad, I sat in a corner with a glazed look in my eye muttering ‘poop poop!’ and knowing, deep in my soul, that my teaching life would never be the same again. Somehow, even if I had to sell my soul, (my body being past its ‘sell by’) this thing would be mine…

Heads and ICT departments tend to think that this sort of technology belongs to ‘proper teachers’ teaching ‘real’ and preferably dry subjects such as Chemistry and Maths. Presumably so that they can store diagrams and lesson notes and never have to produce them again. Infant schools still get the old slower computers that have been superseded because it is imagined that they do not need new technology. On the contrary, they need the best and fastest available.

Small children do not have the life experience to imagine and ‘fill in the gaps’ in what is said to them, with little knowledge of the world they cannot ‘see’ things unless we show them. They are new to language so they comprehend at a speed much slower than their older siblings do. In normal conversation they miss quite a few sentences along the way while trying to assimilate the preceding information. They need lots of ‘visuals’ to fill in the gaps if they are to understand what we are talking about and what better way than to have endless pictures from the internet ‘on tap’ as we try to explain the world to them?

At the Foundation Stage and Key Stage 1, learning is all about literacy. Reading is the tool for learning for the rest of our lives. We cannot access information without literacy skills and everything else that is taught in the Early Years, from painting to PE, hangs upon this essential framework. Children come to school expecting to learn to read and at our school we make sure that they feel that they are doing just that from their very first day.

We are firmly of the conviction that the way to teach children to read is to tell them what sounds the letters make and how they interact between each other to make different sounds in words. This may seem obvious if you do not teach at the end of the curriculum concerned with literacy skills. However, if you are in a Senior School you probably struggle daily with pupils who were not taught this basic information at the age of 5.

Until the literacy strategy came along to pay lip service to phonics, typically reading was taught by a ‘whole word’ strategy. This meant teaching children to recognise a few words on flash cards and then giving them endless books from a reading scheme that repeated the vocabulary already taught. Adding a few new words so that the child was able hopefully, through familiarity, to read stories about Peter and Jane or Janet and John.  Children would also be taught the sounds that letters make when in the initial position in a word in the expectation that they could then work out for themselves the sounds they make elsewhere in the word and hence, the clues to decoding the rest of the words that they came across.

Those of us who were successful at school did just that because we had the right sort of intelligence. Others, after two years of failure, went to the ‘Special Needs Department’ where hopefully a kind lady explained the code. Sadly many children were left demotivated. Poor readers anyway, they were missing out on the curriculum again because they were being extracted from the classroom to have a second chance at the infant school curriculum they had missed. Many of these were bright children but with poor visual or auditory skills. 

The government’s literacy strategy now acknowledges phonics as a tool for teaching reading but takes 3 years to open this door. Sadly, interesting books do not consider the syllabus and use words that are not restricted to what the NLS has taught. Children need all the information much earlier than Year 2 to get the confidence and practice in decoding that they need.

‘Jolly Phonics’, the synthetic phonics programme that we use, is not the only such programme on the market but, in my opinion, it is the most up to date and best. Now this is being recognised by many schools and authorities across the English speaking world who are buying it in their droves.

English is a 92% regular language….if you know the rules! However, because it derives from a number of different language roots there are lots of irregular words. I will not go into explanations, except to say that although we have 26 letters in English we make 42 different sounds, and those sounds can be written in over 60 different ways. So, whilst  ‘sounding out’ words works with simple short vowel words such as t-u-b and w-i-n, we soon run into problems. Just add an ‘e’ to each word try to sound out the resulting t-u-b-e and w-i-n-e. P-L-A-N sounds more like Pollyanna than plan, and why should pale and pail both sound the same?  The two words ‘Busy’ and ‘Lizzie’ sound as if they should only vary by one letter but in fact they have none in common. 

We solve this problem from Day One by teaching the children all the sounds that there are in English and all the combinations of letters that make them. So that, within the first term in Reception, all the children will have seen all the phonic possibilities and will remember most of them. They will know that ‘ai’, ‘ay’ and ‘a with a magic e’ (a-e) all say long ‘A’ and that ‘ow’, ‘ou’ ‘ough and ‘o-e’ say ‘OH’. They will, through an intense diet of fun and games, have developed almost automatic responses to the letter prompts as they scan along a word and, because they read everything they see confidently, they will soon develop a wide reading vocabulary. 

So why is the Interactive Whiteboard so important in this process? Well it makes this learning visual and fun. Yes, I know that the National Curriculum drove childhood out of the window, but children learn best when they are having fun. Five year olds do not know yet that school isn’t meant to be enjoyable and they also do not know that they are meant to sit still and listen in the classroom. What is more, many of them don’t - and probably can’t - if they are boys!

To teach them we have to interest them and justify their attention. They are a fickle audience, raised on bright colours and quick soundbites. If what we are doing bores them they will soon be playing with their Velcro shoe tabs, fiddling with Jenny’s plaits or rolling on the floor. To teach them we have to see where their minds are going and race to the front to lead them a little further. We have to get their attention and hold it. We cannot paint word pictures because they are limited in imagination in experience but we need to have the resources at our fingertips to teach them quickly and visually.

The First School whiteboard needs to have a huge resource bank of clip art and photos of all the likely words in a five year old's vocabulary that fit the phonics patterns that we teach.   For example, in a lesson on ‘ie’ sounds I need to store pictures of a pie, flies and a tie, and even a sty. I also need irregular words such as chief, handkerchief, and thief. These resources enable me to quickly display recognisable picture clues to all the words that the children might suggest; no waiting for my poor artwork. They can then drag and drop the pictures on the board into groups of different spelling patterns.

The whiteboard can give me access immediately to a huge source of pictures on diverse subjects. I can also import clipart from other sources and, using Promethean’s new ‘Primary’ software package plus one of their camera features, even draw round the item that I want to select out of a larger picture and transfer that portion onto a new flipchart. This enables me to choose my pictures from just about any source and select exactly what I need. 

If working on a ‘Big Book’ this facility enables me to select on one small area of the picture or text to work on before or after working on the whole text. This facility goes beyond literacy work and can find applications in other areas, limited only by the teachers creativity and vision. A simple example of using this facility in Science work is to start with a picture of a whole flower, then select the different areas of the flower such as stamens, petals, seed box, bud and leaf and select them separately for magnification and closer observation. Once all the work has been completed the children could actually replace the pieces, jigsaw fashion, back into the initial shot.

I can put words on the board for the children to decode and then use the reveal function to show the picture and see if they are correct. I can also use the material in reverse by showing the picture and asking the children to write the word. The reveal function enables me to show text from a page one line at a time so that the children can see clearly exactly what I am talking about, and in addition I can use the spotlight function to focus on one word or sentence. In the ‘Primary’ package the spotlight can be changed to a number of different shapes including a rectangle which is ideal for highlighting one or two words or pictures on the screen. Gradually revealing a picture using a spotlight is an excellent way of testing children’s observational powers, asking the question ‘what is it?’. Using the font option, converting to a chosen typeface means that they are never misled by my poor orthography and, if a child writes the word correctly, the conversion facility is very good at converting their letters into script. The flip chart pages created using words and pictures that have been worked on during the lesson are easily printed out to make a class alphabet book or dictionary or topic book and the pages are memorable because the children have been so involved in creating them.

The phonics work, decoding and encoding words, continues endlessly throughout the infant department and having the resource bank of words and pictures is a tremendous support to the staff who are used to spending long hours scouring dictionaries and poster collections for appropriate words to fit a spelling pattern.

The next stage is reading. When you are new to reading it is so exciting to take a book home to show off how grown up you are. The most memorable book is one you have made up yourself and what could be better than to have one that you can keep at home and reread regularly.  Using the white board it is easy for a group of children to make their own reading book and print out a copy for each child. 

We use either the 4-page book format on ‘2 Simple Publisher’ and draw our own pictures or import suitable photos or pictures onto flip chart pages. For example we might take digital photos at playtime and then encourage the children to encode their own text, for example “I can run. We can jump. I had a ball. Sam played with me.” This is the tedious text of early readers but if the picture is of you and your friends it is suddenly exciting and relevant. Print and staple the pages and everyone has their own copy of the book to take home and proudly read to Grandma and Auntie.

It is no good learning how to read if you do not understand what you are reading so a lot work has to be put into comprehension skills at KS1. But what fun is there in reading a passage in a textbook and writing out the answers? How much more fun to scan in some pictures or sentences from a story for pupils to put in the correct order by dragging and dropping. It is great fun to take turns filling in the missing words in a big book story and then being able to see if you are correct. 

If we scan in a favourite story it is easy to edit the pages for work at word, sentence or text level. Without damaging the book, words or phrases can be hidden, highlighted or spotlighted so that all the children can see exactly what we are focusing on. The text can quickly be adapted so that it is appropriate for different levels, making your work very versatile. What is more, once you have scanned in a lesson it is there to go back to tomorrow, next week or next year. 

Co-operative work on comprehension, grammar and punctuation keeps children interested and involved. When there is a chance of being the selected person to highlight all the speech elements of a text everyone sits up alert and hopeful of being chosen. When the work is finished and all the speech marks, capital letters, descriptive words or whatever you are working on have been clearly and colourfully annotated, it is time to go through the text using this information for a guided reading session. How much more expressive the children are when they can see the clues to how the speeches should be read in glorious colours that they have selected. They can move from flipchart to flipchart easily, even print out scripts for everybody, and the work can be reviewed at subsequent lessons at the click of a button. This is the end of boring language work! 

To test reading and spelling skills I work on a coloured background and, having put my word and picture on the flipchart, cover one or the other up by picking up the same colour in a broad felt tip and colouring over word or picture. The child can either see the illustration and try to spell it or read the word and check the picture. A quick rub with the board marker removes the scribble layer and reveals the text or picture answer. This facility can also be used for ‘look, say, cover, write, check’ activities. 

Our pupils are used to a bright, fast world of colour, sound and picture. They do not have the attention skills of yesteryear and we no longer get and hold their attention with chalk and talk. It is only by first getting their attention through the media they understand that we can hope to teach them the literacy and concentration skills that they require to participate in twenty-first century learning.  
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Using an Interactive Whiteboard for Topic Work at Key Stage 1

Penny McBroom

‘Twas on a Monday morning’ that Form 2 went to see a Victorian washday staged at  Katesgrove Museum in Reading. They were fascinated by the wooden dolly and tub, the scrubbing board, the flat irons, the mangle and all the other paraphernalia of domestic hygiene from the turn of the century. By the Monday afternoon they were back at school, anxious to share what they had learned at Parents Assembly the following Friday, and with their pen friends and shared topic partners in Iowa. But how best to show linen bloomers and clothes horses to people living in a world of fabric softener and polyester cotton?

Some of the children took our Canon digital video camera with them and Charlie and Sophie were armed with the Kodak still digital cameras. These are wonderful cameras for children as when replaced in the cradle attached to the computer, the photos appear immediately on screen. The children pressed the buttons on their equipment as discreetly as Japanese tourists during the presentation and the curator, in full Victorian gear, was happy to display the various items afterwards for close-ups. When we got back to school it was a matter of a few minutes to transfer the photos onto flip charts. 

First of all I tried loading them into ‘CTAD Reading and Writing Web’ - this is an excellent package for key Stage 2 - but I found the pages too restrictive in size for my pupils. I then tried with ‘Clicker’ but there was no real advantage as I soon discovered that we could not work with the pictures and the writing section on the board at the same time. In fact the easiest and best method for us was simply to put each picture on a different flipchart on our Promethean Interactive Whiteboard.

Making pages for our book began with the children sitting in front of the board, reviewing the shots and working out appropriate texts for each page. We worked together to get the spelling correct, children taking it in turns to scribe directly onto the board and, when we were confident that we had said what we wanted, using the conversion tool to change the text to cursive script. This is loaded into the computer using Katherine Balcombe’s excellent ‘Handwriting for Windows’ package which allows for text to be produced in cursive or pre-cursive script. The programme comes with a number of options such as loops or no loops, closed or open ‘b’s’and ‘p’s’ to fit in with any school’s handwriting style; it also allows text to be produced in light or dense dots for handwriting lessons. Overall an excellent addition to our white board. 

We tried first to use the function that allows the text to automatically convert to cursive while the children were writing but this caused a number of problems. Not only did the children find the sudden change while they were writing confusing, but also when the font changes the writing drops down the board so that it was impossible to organise the letters and words on the page.

Now that the ‘Primary Activboard’ software has been launched, writing onto the pages is even easier as it is easy to put appropriate handwriting lines on the page and also to review the words that the pupils have scribed before finally adding them to the text. This means that all the children are involved in  ensuring the validity of each word before it becomes part of the joint project. 

Once completed the children were able to print out the pages to produce a class book for reference and to publish their book on the Web for our partners in Iowa to get a glimpse of a Victorian washday English style.

At the same time Year 1 were thinking about homes. Each child brought in a picture of their home and we arranged them in the order in which they were built. The oldest, built in 1483, was a medieval Hall House but, even older, was a Roman well in the cellar of another. Many of the houses dated from the eighteenth century, and in the same village as the Hall House there was also a perfect example of a Georgian Farm House. This perfect English village with its village green also had Victorian farm workers’ cottages built to commemorate the Queen’s Diamond Jubilee complete with a plaque on the front. The village offered a Tudor beamed cottage, some modern ‘executive’ dwellings, and an old Board School which, although converted into a house, still has an obvious school room, bell tower and teacher’s house. We were soon off again with the video camera to record the details of wattle and daub which Alfie’s Mum had left exposed while decorating, and the scorch marks on the beams in the attic from when the house had a hole in the roof to let out the smoke. English Heritage had assisted us by insisting that the well, the outhouse and privy and a number of other features were retained. And we were also able to show the children the builders marks on the beams that had enabled illiterate carpenters to match the joints, MFI style, on site.

We filmed the answers to all the questions to a questionnaire that the children compiled while we were there, and we were then able to send these to Iowa with the film. This meant that the American children could get a glimpse of history that must have previously seemed like a fairytale to them. 

In the meantime the children in America emailed us with details of their time line of homes. The oldest house that they could tell us about was 50 years old and was constructed of wood with just a few rows of bricks at the base. This was not like any of our houses and led us to wonder why we use different materials. Investigations told us that wood is the most common material in America as it is so plentiful on their vast landmass, whereas our small island is better able to provide us with clay for bricks or, further down the road from us in Hampshire, flint.

The youngest American house, at 3 months old, was made of plastic and metal and turned out to be one of the modular homes that are so typical of America – no one here had seen one of these although we did know about caravans. All the children in our farming community live in detached houses so it was a revelation to us that children could live in moveable houses and apartments. We truly had our knowledge of the world expanded.

Functions on the new ‘Primary Activboard’ software lend themselves to topic work at Key Stage 1. It is simple on both packages to pick up a net page and add it to a flipchart. ‘Primary’ gives us the added facility, using one of the camera functions, to select a particular area of a picture or page and transfer it to another page. When looking for an illustration of a stilt house I was able to find one on a book cover, draw round it with a line - effectively cutting it out - and import it to a flipchart where I had illustrations of igloos, tepees, huts and caves. It was great fun for the children to sort these pictures, ‘dragging and dropping’, by a number of different criteria such as building materials, hot and cold countries, animal and human homes without the need for me to juggle lots of different pages and books. The work was easily adaptable to differentiate between different ages and abilities, as are the worksheets which can then be made from the same materials if the board is attached to a printer. It is now easy either to produce professional looking worksheets yourself or to scan in and adapt worksheets to model with a class before they are given to different ability groups.

All staff say that preparation time has been reduced dramatically and they are able to produce excellent professional material which can be shared and saved for future use. We certainly feel that the Interactive Whiteboard has brought our teaching into the twenty first century and added to the motivation and achievement of both staff and pupils at our school    
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Special Needs

Saskia Murray

Five miles from us there is a school for autistic children. As we have one autistic child in our school we have been keen to take advantage of the expertise of the staff there, and in return offer whatever assistance we can to them. While the children at the Special School are not able to cope in Main Stream schools the staff are keen to take every opportunity for the children to visit schools like ours to expand their horizons. This is something we are happy to offer and, as a first visit, we decided that two of the pupils should come and see the dress rehearsal of our Christmas play.

As you probably know, autistic people find it very difficult to cope with change and transition so that they would find a first visit to our school very challenging. As such we needed to prepare both sets of children for the event without giving our pupils any cause for concern. We explained to our Reception children that we were expecting some visitors who had not visited our school before and would need some help from us to make their visit go well. As good hosts we needed to explain how to get to the chapel where the performance was to take place and also tell them about what they would be seeing.  We discussed making maps but decided that it would be easier to make a pictorial representation of the route. The children were delighted to use the digital camera to produce a disk showing photos of the doors, the corridor, the stage, the auditorium and the staff that the children might meet. They had also seen programmes of professional plays before so they were also delighted to write about their roles  and take photos of themselves in their costumes. 

The resulting book about our play, ‘Baboushka’, was produced on ‘Clicker’. When complete it was loaded onto disk and then posted to the teachers at our partner school. This enabled the staff there to prepare storyboards for their pupils,  producing pictures of the forthcoming event in story form which is a very good way of facilitating transition for autistic pupils. Regularly, for a week preceding the performance, the autistic children were shown the work done by our children and told the story of what would happen on their visit. This meant that they were well prepared and did not feel challenged by the change in surroundings; they knew exactly what to expect. While our children were not aware of the real reasons why the book was necessary, they were delighted to have shared their special event with their visitors. The curriculum for both sets of children was answered by the same piece of work. Our children felt that they had real reasons to plan and write about their special activities, their literacy skills benefited, and our friends were better able to cope with change making it an exciting trip for them because of what we had done.
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