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Research Summary

This research uses observation techniques developed by the Effective Early Learning project (EEL) to observe nursery children interacting with stories and other activities displayed on and interactive whiteboard, with stories and activities in non-ICT settings and with stories and activities on a computer. It concludes that the level of involvement, attention and communication was much greater when the interactive whiteboard was used.

Introduction

Using a “Big Book” with nursery-aged pupils enables a whole class group to interact and participate during a story session. It also provides the starting point for discussion and conversation because the illustrations are available for all to view.  

With the aid of a digital camera and an A3 colour printer the school has produced its own ‘in-house’ big books with titles such as “Firefighters for the day”, Shapes for the Office”, “Bobby Bear at the Birmingham Ballet” and “Athletics with Birchfield Harriers” to name but a few. The digital camera not only made the production of books quick and easy but also enabled pupils to take photographs and subsequently become involved in the writing, editing and production process. The camera has provided a useful way of recording a project from start to finish – a mini history of how things develop and pupils delight in looking and interacting with photographs and text that they were involved in producing. 

The introduction of an authoring software (Illuminatus) into the school led to the development of interactive Talking Big Books. Commercially produced talking books have been around for some time and there are a range of stories available. Many of these stories have games and songs in addition to the story. The Illuminatus software allowed the staff at Goodway to replicate these commercial products using in-house material. The first of these Big Books was ‘The Nature Trail’. All pupils, parents and staff undertake a nature trail each autumn so on this occasion a storyboard of the trail was created and then pupils decided what photographs and pictures would best tell the story. Children’s drawings and paintings were also scanned into the story. Background music, home made sound effects and voiceovers where then added to the story.  On a later version of ‘The Nature Trail’ video was added.

The impact of the end product was limited because of the constraints of using a desktop computer. On one occasion the school borrowed a projector so that parents could see the stories on a parents evening. The results were impressive so when the school was offered a projector and interactive whiteboard there was no hesitation in accepting.

Initial reactions to children’s use of an interactive whiteboard.

The immediate observation by all the staff was that the children who used the board were able to explore the activity without having to focus upon using the mouse. Many young children have difficulty with fine motor skills and find such things as clicking and dragging quite difficult. The balloon race in P.B.Bear where the player has to burst all the balloons before they disappear of the page is quite difficult for adults. However, using the interactive whiteboard, nursery children, with practice and perseverance, managed to complete the task and bursting all the balloons brought spontaneous rounds of applause.

It seemed that the whiteboard engaged children who would normally experience problems with concentration and attention. It became such a focussed activity that the teacher had to regulate the amount of time that they spent using the whiteboard. It was also noticeable that children were communicating more with each other during a whiteboard activity sharing tasks and using quite advanced strategies. Children were discussing what they could see on the screen, what might happen next and sometimes relating this back to their own experiences.

The questions and how I tried to find the answer

As the children interacted with the stories on the interactive whiteboard the following issues arose:

· Was there a significant difference between how children used and interacted with a big book in the book corner and the moving big book on the whiteboard?

· Will the interactive whiteboard change pedagogy?

To try to determine answers to these questions a research methodology had to be adopted. There are three main methods of collecting data to answer these questions: asking questions, observing events, reading documents. As much of the assessment carried out in the nursery sector is through observing, talking and interacting with the children this seemed to be the most suitable data collection method to adopt. However, observing children in a nursery school can be quite problematic. It is necessary to be able to observe not only what the children do, but also be able to note conversation, gestures and body language. This can be difficult if the children know the observer, as the children will expect active involvement in the learning process not passive observation. Conversely, if the children do not know the observer then they may not display “normal” behaviour.

For recording the observation data I decide to use a technique based on the observation schedule devised as part of the Effective Early Learning project. This project was devised to support the evaluation and development of quality in early years settings (Pascal et al 1995). This used a recording system that could be described as systematic, descriptive and technological.

The tool used is described as the Child Involvement Proforma. It is an observation instrument that aims to measure the child’s involvement in an activity by looking at verbal and non-verbal communication; the zone of imitative (how much choice the child has); the grouping; the type of learning experience; the type of interaction (whether with an adult, child, group of children, to themselves, etc) and involvement.

Eight children were selected for observation whilst they were using three different software programs on the interactive whiteboard, participating in three non-ICT activities and using the software on a computer.

What I found out

When the children were being observed in the book corner it was noticed that they often chose the homemade books or a book that had been previously read to them to look at. 

The observation below were typical of the non ICT activities 


Fig 1 An example of the level of activity and types of involvement for a non ICT activity . For a key to the abbreviations see the table below.

	TC
	Target Child –no speech/interaction observed

	<TC>
	Target Child talking to him/herself

	C>TC
	Another child talking to Target Child

	A>TC
	Adult talking to Target Child

	A>GC
	Adult talking to a group of childrenof which the Target Child is one

	TC>GC
	Target Child talking to a group of children

	TC>C
	Target Child talking to another child

	TC>A
	Target Child talking to an adult

	TC><A
	Target Child discussing/interacting with an adult

	TC><C
	Target Child discussing/interacting with another child

	TC><GC
	Target Child discussing/interacting with a group of children


Table 1 The Key to the abbreviations

For the interactions with a computer the diagram below is a typical example. Whilst the interactions were varied the level of involvement was quite high.

Fig 2 An example of the level of activity and types of involvement for a computer based activity . For a key to the abbreviations see the Table 1.

The graphs describing the observations of the children using the interactive whiteboard show a completely different story. The first program that the children experimented with was Paintbook. This is a painting activity where the whiteboard pen is used in a similar way to the paintbrush. All of the observations of the children using Paintbook on the interactive whiteboard were rated at Level 4 and all the interactions were also at a high level showing the target child intearcting with another child or with a group of children.

bb

Fig 3 An example of the level of activity and types of involvement for the Paintbook activity using an intearctive whitebaord. For a key to the abbreviations see the Table 1.

The children were then introduced to P>B>Bera. This program contains a story that can be read and intearcted with by a single page or by the complete story. Ther are also interactive games that can be used. The figure below describes the observations during this activity


Fig 4 An example of the level of activity and types of involvement for the program P.B.Bear activity using an intearctive whitebaord. For a key to the abbreviations see the Table 1.

All eight children showed TC>GC activity at Level 4 when they interacted with “The Snowman” program which is based on the Raymond Briggs story.

Last thoughts

The results show clearly that the children’s involvement and concentration was considerably more intense when they are involved in using the interactive whiteboard. It also became apparent as the year moved onward that the children enjoyed interacting with the software on the computer after they had experienced it on the interactive whiteboard and that a number of children were more keen to try more difficult tasks on the computer. They also wanted to be independent wherever possible.

Has the interactive whiteboard changed pedagogy?  There are a number of things that may possibly change the way we teach. With the interactive whiteboard the children are more able to support and coach each other without encroaching on personal space. With the digital camera, interactive whiteboard and the interactive working space within a storytelling agenda we have the ingredients for a new powerful teaching and learning environment which will support cross curricula learning in an infinite number of ways.
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