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European dimension and eTwinning, this is a huge subject that can be analyzed from different points of view. It took me some time to decide which aspect I would like to explore if I had, as in this case, only a short time to say something that could be possibly and hopefully useful to this audience. I thought that I could give my own contribution to this study visit talking about “collaboration”. It may seem a very simple obvious subject, but we think, as eTwinning National Support Service, that in order to reinforce the European Dimension in school it is necessary to foster REAL cooperation among schools, teachers and pupils that take part in an eTwinning project.

This aspect is also closely linked to the use of ICT in school, which is another basic aspect of eTwinning: just think of the enormous ict potential for schools’ cooperation and networking.

In fact we can say now that most schools are connected to internet and have at least acceptable computers equipment (if you think of an eTwinning project, you actually only need a computer and a good internet connection!). So our purpose now is to start using this tools properly, to innovate school and foster the European Dimension. The real challenge now is how to use these new tools in a pedagogically sound, and creative way in school. Modern society demands that we rethink the way we teach and learn; how can we do it with the help of ICT? How can we integrate them in the school curricula? But this is another aspect that will be discussed later by other colleagues. What I would like to focus on here is that a very high value of ICT is indeed in communication and collaboration. We cannot think of communication and distant collaboration nowadays without considering ICT tools and the way in which  they have radically changed our habits and we cannot think of European Dimension without communication and collaboration.

We recently talked in Brussels about changing the eTwinning quality label application and Eugenio Riviére, in charge of the eTwinning action for the European Commission, said something that finds me totally in agreement. He proposed to cancel, or at least change, the question “European Dimension” because he felt that teachers would write here only “bla bla bla” kind of sentences (we would say in Italian, fried air…meaning a lot of nice words out of nothing). This can seam very shocking if you think that it’s the proposal of someone of the European Commission! But European Dimension is a very generic and vague concept that can be declined in a variety of ways, so in order to help teachers to answer this question, and understand the meaning and importance of its applications, we thought it would be better to ask directly what we really want to know, what we think is an important aspect in an eTwinning project that can develop European Dimension in school. And this is how schools, teachers and pupils interact, if and how they exchange their experiences, if they have common pedagogical objectives, if they really work together rather then work separately on parallel pathways and just exchange final outputs …

What we realize analysing many of our projects in Italy (but our European colleagues confirm this is a common problem) is that most of them could be done, with roughly the same results, without an European partner. They could be done within a single school or even a single class. The interaction with the European partner is often limited to some mail correspondence and the final exchange of outputs. Some teachers think that the European Dimension is implicit in the project itself and in the mere fact that they and their pupils use a foreign language and have some contacts with their partners. I don’t deny that this is partly true and that it can be a good start for a totally new comer, but after nearly 4 years of eTwinning we now expect, or at least hope for, something more from more expert teachers. 

Schools often don’t really work together, they work in parallel. These projects should not simply be activities on a certain theme, developed by teachers in different schools, and then maybe compared, but a long term cooperation where actors of different schools agree on common pedagogical objectives, exchange information, share knowledge, interact constantly, learn from each other, experiment on innovation and involve as many people as possible on different levels (decision makers, head master, other teachers, pupils and parents). eTwinning will only succeed if there is a good and permanent cooperation among all actors. This is how schools could really build an European dimension in education.

Let’s see what we mean with collaboration in an eTwinning project at different levels:

1. Teachers 

2. School as a whole

3. Pupils 

1 – TEACHERS

eTwinning is a teacher-driven project. Central and national support services do not fund single projects selected on European or national criteria, but give free helpdesk, ict tools and other services to anyone. This means that teachers play a central role, they can develop their own projects as they like, according to their preferences, pedagogical needs, timetable, context and competencies. 

They can compare their pedagogical approaches with other teachers, get to know other countries’ school systems, share their resources and ideas, and therefore they are offered a great opportunity for professional development. This is the aspect in which European Dimension has been more developed up to now in eTwinning. Even if projects are simple and do not provide for a high degree of cooperation among students or other school’s actors, teachers usually have frequent contacts with their counterpart, share pedagogical objectives, exchange ideas, plan together project activities, even though they very often carry them out (implement) separately and independently, sometimes they visit each other and if it proves to be a good matching they often keep in contact for future common projects. This is also because eTwinning teachers are usually very motivated and this helps them in overcoming many difficulties.

Collaboration very rarely reaches a considerable degree of sharing if it comes to specific didactic methodologies and objectives, since teachers are still very influenced by national and local needs and standards and because European school curricula can be very different one from another. From this point of view things may change in the future, along the path of the Lisbon strategy. Anyway, teachers can learn to avoid some of these problems through a better partner search. A good and well-matched colleague is one of the main success factors in eTwinning projects and generally in fruitful and long term collaboration. Moreover collaboration should not only concern the initial discussion and planning phase or the final outputs, but it should involve all phases of the project and be centred on the process, the methodologies and the organization of work, thus slowly become an “habit". This is the direction in which we would like our teachers to go…These aspects are in our experience very often overlooked and not given the due importance and attention.

Professional training, mobility, visibility and reward for good practices (and of course a lot of on field experience/practice)  could easily improve the European Dimension towards this direction.

Things get more difficult when we talk about pupils and about school as a whole.

2 – SCHOOL AS A WHOLE

One of the aims of eTwinning is to foster school networking. It gives schools the opportunity to become part of a collaborative learning community, cross national borders and overcome isolation. If teachers and headmaster are able to exploit this occasion, a simple eTwinning project can give birth to a fruitful chain reaction and help to bring the school into a permanent European network, with all consequent benefits in terms of innovation, visibility, services offered, etc. It also represents an opportunity for personal professional development of the school’s staff.  And, indirectly, an incentive for mobility…

From this point of view much can be done. Very often teachers feel they are left alone in the school, they don’t perceive a strong support from their colleagues and their headmasters. This makes it difficult for the project to “spread” in the school and start its positive influence, when a simple and isolated projects leads to another one and then another showing a constant improvement: the innovative teacher becomes the standard/benchmark, bringing the school into the wider European collaborative learning community. Headmasters and policy makers play a central role in fostering the spread of projects like eTwinning, and in giving guidelines and concrete examples and tools for the development of the European Dimension in Education.

3 – PUPILS

There is still a lot that can be done in order to improve the European Dimension on this level. Generally speaking we can say that eTwinning promotes an intercultural dialogue and raises awareness among pupils of the cultural and linguistic diversity of Europe, while building at the same time a shared European citizenship. 
It is very important to foster direct and constant collaboration among students of different countries: this is a very simple way to motivate students, develop key competences and strengthen their European consciousness (this is why I think it’s an important aspect, it requires less institutional and political changes, it’s easier to do and has positive and long term effects…). When we talk about European Dimension we do not simply mean tolerance or mere knowledge of the other, but development of an European awareness through the sharing of common values and the “habit” of working together, despite the cultural and linguistic diversity. This is how we can build a real European citizenship, where the European Dimension overlays and is added to the national one, but never replaces it. 

How can teacher promote such a process?

Focus should be kept on peer education and collaborative work: pupils can learn a lot from each other. Their natural strive for socialization, if stimulated and guided, will do much of the work, especially if we talk about foreign language, but not only.  I will conclude with some practical examples of how it is possible, through an eTwinning project, to foster this process:

· Mixed working groups (when the foreign language fluency makes it possible, mixing roles and responsibilities across borders and creating multinational working groups will implement pupils learning process, especially from the foreign language and ICT point of view: pupils will have to communicate, discuss, plan and collaborate at distance in order to reach a common goal, so they will use these tools in real context, not just study them. They will naturally share fears and satisfactions, learn to understand and respect each other, understand and manage the interdependency of their works.)

· Crossed tasks (teachers noticed that interest goes down when each class has to prepare a task by its own and simply pass it over to other students; there will be an initial enthusiasm while preparing their task, but interest will dramatically drop down when it will be the time of receiving the other students’ work. Things would be different if for instance after a first information exchange, where pupils send each other “raw material”, suggest how to work and where to look for information, there were a crossed task, that could be for example creating a presentation from the other country’s point of view, and finally the output exchange, much more interesting since it’s a work on your country, done by your “colleagues” and based on some of your information, and maybe even with an evaluation task for pupils themselves. In this case the motivational tension is constantly high all the time and the learning process is more effective.

· Reciprocal evaluation could also be very stimulating and meaningful in this context.

· Even if collaboration doesn’t go as far as in the previous examples, it is important always to plan provide for at least some direct collaboration that goes beyond the simple mail exchange and personal presentation. For example:

· at least some part of the given task should be based on a direct involvement of the partner class (it could be for example that a certain bit of information has to be taken from the European peers, or that part of the task is to get the partner’s opinion on a certain subject, or that at least one of the roles in the class work is given to the partners  i.e. evaluation, supervision, photography, drawing etc.)

· Chat, forum, videoconferences that enable direct interpersonal contact

This are all ways to make the interaction and the reciprocal comprehension stronger and more realistic. Pupils develop social skills and apply them in an intercultural and heterogenic environments. They learn to “see” through the other’s eyes and distinguish different perspectives. So on one side they become aware of their own values and opinions and so strengthen their own identity, while on the other they learn not to be always self-centred, not to take the sharing of ideas for granted and to understand that opinions and believes can change together with the observation point of view.

As I said at the beginning, under this aspect eTwinning projects are not very ahead yet and could improve a lot with a small effort. And if we think that pupils will be the European citizens of tomorrow, I think it’s worth a trial.
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