Enhancing Racial Awareness through Online Collaboration
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1.
Background

Changkat Primary School and River Valley Primary School started our collaboration efforts since 2002.  Our schools’ first collaboration was in Singapore ThinkQuest Junior 2002.  Subsequently, 2 collaboration teams were formed and one of them won a gold award for that year.  
With this success, our schools decided to also work on an online collaboration on enhancing racial awareness of the students following year.  The Singapore ThinkQuest Junior collaboration in 2003 was another great success as we won the platinum award as well as the Macromedia Best Website Award. Our online collaborative project had also taken our teachers and students to a higher level of collaboration efforts working together. These collaboration efforts had benefited our teachers and students’ learning greatly.

2.
Objective of the online racial-cultural collaborative project

Although Singapore is a multi-ethnic and multi-cultural society, many students were still ignorant of each other's customs and cultures. In order to create a sense of oneness and to promote integration, there must be a willingness to learn, understand and have mutual respect for one another's culture and customs.

(1) 
This project aims to prepare students to learn to utilize and manage information to reach solutions. It requires the learners to think mindfully in order to use the application to represent what they know.  

(2) 
The project is intended to equip students with critical thinking skills such as analysis and synthesis through the use of authentic problems.

(3) 
To promote higher order thinking as these skills are seen as important in reaching solutions to many of today’s problems.

(4) 
To engage learners in knowledge construction rather than knowledge reproduction through the use of cognitive tools.

(5) 
To create environments where learners can be actively engaged in ways that are intended to help them construct their own knowledge through the of constructivist models of instruction.

(6) 
To emphasize to students that learning is with the computers so that learners can enter into intellectual partnerships with the computer.


River Valley Primary School has mainly ethnic Chinese students (99.7%) while Changkat Primary School has a good mix of the different races. This project provided a win-win situation for both schools as River Valley Primary students had a chance to interact with students of other races from Changkat Primary, while Changkat Primary students got to know more friends and the experience of working online collaboratively. 

3.
Analysis of Content / Subject area

	
	Chinese
	Malay
	Indian 

	Festivals
	Chinese New Year

Hungry Ghost Festival

Qing Ming

Dragon Boat Festival

Mid-Autumn Festival
	Hari Raya Haji

Hari Raya Pusa


	Deepavali 

Thaipusam 



	Customs
	Marriage, Birth and Death

	Food
	Dumpling

Yu Sheng
	Nasi Lemak 

Sotong Ayam 

Satay
	Rojak

Kambing Korma

Murtabak Ayam

	Religions
	Buddhism

Taoism
	Islam
	Hinduism

Sikhism

	Traditional Costumes
	Cheongsum
	Sarong

Baju Kurong

Baju Kebaya
	Dhoti, Saree, Choli

Dhavani, Khamees

Salwar, Khameez


4.
Description of Instructional Approach

Constructivist approach was used in this online project. Students pieced the information together and present their own constructed knowledge using Microsoft PowerPoint presentation. Scaffolding in the form of teacher-led discussions about the different cultural practices among the races helped to provide students with some basic knowledge.
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Detailed description of Assignment

A generic Web Quest framework is followed.

Introduction

Although Singapore is a multi-ethnic and multi-cultural society, there are many who are ignorant of each other's customs and cultures. In order to create a sense of oneness and to promote integration, there must be a willingness to learn, understand and have mutual respect for one another's culture and customs. 

This assignment is done with the intention of providing the opportunity to research and find out information pertaining to some aspects of the personal and social behavior of the 3 main races in Singapore. 

Task

Students are assigned into groups of four (2 from each school – for instance, they paired-up with a student from their own school and the other 2 members will be from the partnering school).  The groups will consist of at least 2 different races, if possible.

Collaboratively via the discussion board, chat room or email, the group will propose a topic that is related to Singapore’s multi-ethnic and multi-cultural society.  The choice of topic would be subjected to your teacher’s approval.  


Process

The following roles of 1 Editor, 1 Designer and 2 Researchers will be assigned to members of the group.
Task and Schedule

	S/N
	Tasks
	Schedule

	1
	Decide on the topic and roles to play.

Appointed leader to seek approval from teacher.
	Week 1

	2
	Researchers to gather relevant information using the Internet and other available resources

At the same time the editor and designer will draft the layout of the project work.

Exchange of working documents or files via email.
	Week 2 - 4

	3
	Submit draft to teacher-in-charge.
	Week 5

	4
	Design and working on Project.
	Week 6 - 8

	5
	Submission of completed project for feedback.
	Week 9

	6
	Final touch up of project.
	Week 10 - 11

	7
	Final evaluation by teachers-in-charge.
	Week 12

	8
	Meeting up of students who are involved in this project on Racial Harmony Day.  Dance performance by River Valley Primary School at Changkat Primary School and Ang Klung performance by Changkat Primary School at River Valley Primary School.

(Please refer to Appendix 1 folder for Pictures Taken during Racial Harmony Day at both schools)

(Please refer to Appendix 2 folder for Videos Taken during Racial Harmony Day at Changkat Primary School – please open with Windows Media Player)

(Please refer to Appendix 3 folder for the MS PowerPoint Presentation created by students from both schools)
	Racial Harmony Day


On-going tasks:

1. Meet online every week to discuss about topic and to submit weekly status report by leader.

2. Every member to submit fortnightly reflective journal to teacher-in-charge.

3. Consult teacher-in-charge when necessary
Evaluation
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	Exceptional

Achievement

21 - 25
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	Superior Achievement 16-20
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	Commendable Achievement

11-15
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	Rudimentary Achievement

6 – 10
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	Minimal Achievement

0 - 5

	Group and Collaborative Learning


	•
Almost all students enthusiastically participate

•
Responsibility for task is shared

•
Students reflect awareness of others' views and opinions and include references to other opinions or alternatives in presentation and answers

•
Questions and answers illustrate forethought and preparation
	•
Students show adeptness in interacting

•
At least 3/4 students actively participate

•
Lively discussion centers on the task
	•
Some ability to interact

•
At least half the students confer or present ideas

•
Attentive reading of documents and listening

•
Some evidence of discussion of alternatives
	•
Strong reliance on spokespersons

•
Only one or two persons actively participate

•
Sporadic interaction

•
Conversation not entirely centered on topic
	•
Exclusive reliance on one spokesperson

•
Little interaction

•
Very brief conversations

•
Some students are disinterested or distracted

	Critical Thinking
	•
Demonstrates a clear, accurate understanding of the scope of the problem and the ramifications of the issues involved

•
Employs all information from the documents and extensive personal knowledge that is factually relevant, accurate, and consistent in the development of a position

•
Bases conclusion on a thorough examination of the evidence


	•
Demonstrates clear understanding of scope of problem and at least two central issues

•
Uses the main points of Information from the documents and personal knowledge that is relevant and consistent in developing a position

•
Builds conclusion on examination of information and some consideration of consequences
	•
Demonstrates a general understanding of scope of problem and more than one of the issues involved

•
Employs the main points of information from the documents and at least the general idea from personal knowledge to develop a position

•
Builds conclusion on examination of information and some consideration of consequences
	•
Demonstrates only a very general understanding of scope of problem

•
Focuses on a single issue

•
Employs only the information provided

•
May include opinion as well as fact in developing a position

•
States conclusion after limited examination of evidence with little concern for consequences
	•
Demonstrates little understanding and only limited comprehension of scope of problem or issues

•
Employs only the most basic parts of information provided

•
Mixes fact and opinion in developing a viewpoint

•
States conclusion after hasty or cursory look at only one or two pieces of information

•
Does not consider consequences

	Communication of Ideas
	•
Takes a strong, well‑defined position

•
Presents a well‑organized, persuasive argument with accurate supporting evidence

•
Deals with all significant issues and demonstrates a depth of understanding of important relationships

•
Examines problem from several positions
	•
Takes a clear position

•
Presents an organized argument with perhaps only minor errors in the supporting evidence

•
Deals with the major issues and shows some understanding of relationships

•
Gives consideration to examination of more than one idea or aspect of the problem
	•
Takes a definite but general position

•
Presents a somewhat organized argument

•
Uses general terms with limited evidence that may not be totally accurate

•
Deals with a limited number of issues

•
Views problem within a somewhat limited range
	•
Presents general and indefinite position

•
Only minimal organization in presentation

•
Uses generalities to support position

•
Emphasizes only one issue

•
Considers only one aspect of problem
	•
Position is vague

•
Presentation is brief and includes unrelated general statements

•
Overall view of the problem is not clear

•
Statements tend to wander or ramble

	Knowledge
	•
Offers accurate analysis of the information and issue

•
Provides a variety of facts to explore major and minor issues and concepts involved

•
Extensively uses previous historical knowledge to provide an in‑depth understanding of the problem and to relate it to past and possible future situations.
	•
Offers accurate analysis of the documents

•
Provides facts to relate to the major issues involved

•
Uses previous general historical knowledge to examine issues involved
	•
Relates only major facts to the basic issues with a fair degree of accuracy

•
Analyzes information to explain at least one issue or concept with substantive support

•
Uses general ideas from previous historical knowledge with fair degree of accuracy
	•
Provides only basic facts with only some degree of accuracy

•
Refers to information to explain at least one issue or concept in general terms

•
Limited use of previous historical knowledge without complete accuracy

•
Major reliance on information provided
	•
Reiterates one or two facts without complete accuracy

•
Deals only briefly and vaguely with concepts or the issues

•
Barely indicates any previous historical knowledge

•
Relies heavily on the information provided



Conclusion

Upon completion of this assignment students had demonstrated a better in-depth understanding of at least one aspect of Singapore’s multi-ethnic and multi-cultural society.  We cannot take racial harmony for granted. Social harmony is crucial for the economic development and survival of Singapore. This project might have come to an end but together students should strive to further strengthen the communal ties between the different races in Singapore.

5.
Issues and Challenges faced during Implementation of Project

5.1 Technical Problems

Email Accounts Creation and Usage

Teachers helped students to sign up for free email accounts such as Yahoo! and MSN.  The process was rather tedious as the group of teachers had to sign up nearly 150 accounts for all participating students.  In addition, there was no standardization of email addresses as some of the user names had already been used by other users.  When students forgot their password, there was no way to retrieve their passwords.  

Video Conferencing Experience


Both schools tried on at least 3 occasions to conduct Video Conferencing using the teacher computer with the whole class via the school network but the transmission of the quality of images and sound were far from satisfactory.  At best, it could only be said that students have only a glimpse of the technology.  The whole effort to video conferencing was aborted. 

Lack of Online Learning Management System


A robust and captivating online learning management system was not available at the time of this project.  Students relied main on the email to communicate.  The asynchronous nature of the email sort of dampened the motivation and interest of the students.  
A system that provides synchronous type of communication is preferred.  In addition, students could not save their work online.  At the time of the project, both schools have their own online teaching and learning management system but they were from different service provider and hence online connection and linkage was not possible.  
5.2
Operational Issues and Challenges


Product versus Process 


Throughout the whole project, there was this rather implicit focus on the product, i.e. the research that was put into a PowerPoint Presentation rather the process of the learning experience, especially the online learning experience among the students.  
With the confusion faced when using the free email accounts, especially with the non-standardization of email addresses among students, the teachers often resort to using their own email accounts to communicate on behalf for the students.  This has inevitably taken away the online experience from the students.  


The online communication process for students to communicate with their counterparts via email is crucial for the students to experience the usefulness and challenges using this online communication tool.


In addition, some students did not have any ideas of the different festivals celebrated by the different cultures and races.  There were no scaffolding resources or activities to facilitate that.

Motivation and communication of teachers involved

Students and teachers alike were frustrated at times when the technologies did not perform to its expectations.  There were occasions when the project came to a standstill when teachers and students did not communicate for more than two weeks, especially at times when there were other school activities and duties that demanded their time.

At times, teachers did feel that the project was really an add-on to their daily teaching and administrative load, especially when other school’s duties and responsibilities were also demanding their time.  If not of the positive attitude and perseverance of the participating teachers, the project would not have come so far.

6.
Factors that facilitated the collaboration

Although it cannot be said that the project was a total success, it has provided us with valuable experience where future collaborations could build upon.  At the very least, students and teachers got to learn more about multi-racial and multi-racial Singapore.

Upon reflection, there were several pointers that facilitated the collaboration effort.  Firstly, trust and respect between the teachers of the two partnering school was crucial.  They were the values that pulled us through the challenges and technical problems faced during the collaboration.

Secondly, there were frequent communication and feedback among teachers who were involved in the project so that everyone was informed of the latest developments.  This was easier said than done as all participating teachers have their fair share of other school duties and responsibilities to perform.  
The choice of teachers was another crucial factor closely related to the second point. The teachers involved needed to have the technical knowledge as well as the positive attitude to get the job done properly.  These teachers were intrinsically motivated and learned to overcome the complaints arising from technical difficulties and occasional misunderstanding among the participating teachers.  
Fourthly, the teachers shifted their mindsets and adapted to necessary changes and modification made due to both technical and human resources constraints.  Flexibility was required to ensure smooth flow of the work schedule. 
Finally, the teachers’ perseverance ensured the completion of the project in spite of the problems faced.

7.
What’s next?
At the end of the project in 2003, our schools decided to fine tune and improve our collaborative projects.  An action research approach of continuous cycles of data collection, planning, implementation, and review was adopted to further improve upon what was done previously.

The objectives and rationale of the Racial Harmony Project remain relevant but there are areas that needed further improvement and changes.  From the experience of our collaborations, it is clear that there is a need to source for an easy to use, captivating, and low cost online management system that provides the necessary communicative tools. 
We also felt that there is also a need to focus more on the process of online learning rather than the product itself. This is how we came about to introduce Quest Atlantis into our collaboration for 2004.
Quest Atlantis (QA) was first introduced in early 2003 to River Valley Primary School by Dr. Lim Cher Ping, an Assistant Professor from the National Institute of Education / Nanyang Technological University.  

7.1
Quest Atlantis

Quest Atlantis (QA) is a learning and teaching project that uses a 3D multi-user environment to immerse children, ages 9-12, in educational tasks. Building on strategies from online role-playing games, QA combines strategies used in the commercial gaming environment with lessons from educational research on learning and motivation. It allows users to travel to virtual places to perform educational activities (known as Quests), talk with other users and mentors, and build virtual personae. A Quest is an engaging curricular task designed to be entertaining yet educational
Each Quest is connected to local academic standards and to our team's commitments. Completing Quests requires that members participate in real-world, socially and academically meaningful activities, such as conducting environmental studies, researching other cultures, calculating frequency distributions, analyzing newspaper articles, interviewing community members, and developing action plans. QA can be integrated into many settings, including classrooms, after-school programs, public libraries, and museums.

The introduction phase of QA started off with training of a group of enthusiastic and interested teachers during the period of March to May 2003 in River Valley Primary.  The initial training and implementation were disrupted by the SARS outbreak.  It was not until the second semester of year 2003 that QA was tested with 2 primary 3 classes with the help from Dr. Lim Cher Ping and Ms Jennifer Yeo, a part-time tutor at National Institute of Education.  Lesson plan (please see Appendix 4 folder for lesson plan) was jointly formulated to integrate the use of QA into the primary 3 science curriculum. 
There were initial technical glitches but were resolved as the teachers got used to the system. The feedback from this initial trail was positive but teachers did feedback that the Quest assigned was too tough for the Primary 3 students.  As it was integrated into the science curriculum, the teachers did not see it as an add-on to what they have to do.
River Valley Primary School is presently using QA for all their Primary 3 classes as part of the Inter-Disciplinary Project Work for the year 2004.

After several sessions of discussions and the initial trail in late 2003, the two schools decided to adopt QA as the online teaching and learning management system for their collaboration project in 2004.  Below is a screen capture of QA 3-Dimensional and 2-Dimensional Environment.






Alternatively, registered users can also log on through the Gateway to the 2-Dimensional environment as shown below.  The 3-Dimensional environment which includes the online synchronous chat will not be loaded in this setting.  The 2D Gateway provides greater flexibility to the system.
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With QA, students would be more able to have a richer online learning experience process.  The system needs minimum training for the students. Assignments and tasks including feedback from teachers could be done entirely online.

7.2
Description of Assignment / Quest

Some people from Atlantis are debating what it means to be “Atlantian.” Many of the people from Atlantis have similar interests, do things in similar ways, and share a common view of the world around them. However, some people in Atlantis do not agree on what defines an Atlantian. They view Atlantians as a diverse group who have varied interests. Yet, there does still seem to be a general attitude that is, well, “Atlantian.” 

We would like to know how people from Singapore define themselves. What does it mean to be "Singaporean?” Research Singaporean culture, which might include foods, forms of entertainment, celebrations, political systems, sports, and fashion. Report back to the OTAK on what you think it means to be "Singaporean." 

Goals:

· Report back to the Council on what you think it means to be “Singaporean,” discussing at least four examples of what you think makes someone "Singaporean." 

· Find a few pictures of something that you think is "Singaporean” in order to provide a visual example to Atlantians. Explain what makes these pictures "Singaporean.” 

· Submit your written description and pictures to the Council through the OTAK. 

Resources:

You can consult family members, friends, teachers, television, radio, books and magazines for information. Also, you can use search engines to find images or other examples. 

You may use the following link(s):

http://www.cia.gov/cia/publications/factbook/geos/sn.html

7.3
Action Plan for 2004 Online Collaboration / Task & Schedule

	S/N
	Tasks
	Schedule

	1
	Planning and Discussions.
	Term 1; Week 3 to 6

	2
	School Move For River Valley Primary School.
	Term 1; Week 7 to 10 (Including March School Holidays

	3
	Setting up of accounts for students and familiarization of the system for teachers and students. 

2 Primary 3 Classes (Social Studies) from River Valley Primary School & 2 Primary 4 Classes (Social Studies) from Changkat Primary School will be involved.  A total of 4 teachers would be involved initially
	Term II; Week 5 to 7

	4
	Selection of relevant Quests found in Quest Atlantis.
	Term II; Week 7 to 8

	5
	Start of Online collaborative project for Changkat & River Valley Primary School.

· Including scaffolding video resources on the different races in Singapore so to provide students a better understanding of the different races at the very beginning of the project.

· Selection of group members (a mixture of group members from the 2 schools is preferred)
	Term III; Week 1 to 3

	6
	Racial Harmony Day

· Meeting of students who are involved in the project.

· Invitation of the AngKlung Group to perform at River Valley Primary School.
	Term III; Week 4

	7
	Continuing with project with students from both schools interacting online.

Invitation of teachers who are not participating to observe lessons.
	Term III; Week 4 to 6

	8
	Submission of completed project for feedback.
	Term III; Week 7

	9
	Final touch up of project
	Term III; Week 9

	10
	Final evaluation by teachers-in-charge
	Term III; Week 10

	11
	Explore possibilities of involving other classes in using QA for their Social Studies Lessons.
	Term IV and beyond


The Quests (assignments) to be completed remain relative similar as in the previous year.  These Quests were taken from the Quest Atlantis itself.  The system also gives the teachers the option to propose our own Quests / Assignments.  

With the introduction of Quest Atlantis as the online learning management system, the challenges and issues faced by students using the Internet to communicate would no longer be an issue.  Moreover, the process of online learning and collaboration would be enhanced.

7.4 Evaluation Criteria for Students’ Project Work

The evaluation rubric remains unchanged as presented earlier in this report.
7.5
Sharing Our Experience

Teachers from our schools have expressed their excitement about this project and have completed items 1 to 4 as listed in the Action Plan for Year 2004.  Data would be collected, analyzed, and further improved in the next cycle of this action research project.

Online collaboration projects between Changkat and River Valley Primary School was shared during the HOD Seminar conducted at Meriden Junior College in November 2003 (please refer to Appendix 5 folder for PowerPoint presentation).

This project on online racial awareness collaboration was also shared at the Learning Festival organized by Outram Secondary School, under South 4 Cluster, on 22 May 2004 at the RELC (please refer to Appendix 6 folder for PowerPoint presentation).

Dr. Caroline Ho (Department of English Language and Literature, NIE) invited us to share learning and challenges of this collaboration effort with the NIE teacher trainees (please see Appendix 7 folder for the invitation email and letter from her).  This project will also be shared at the International Conference for Educational Technology in September 2004.  

The main objectives for the sharing of this project are to let fellow educators be aware of the issues and challenges (myths & facts) of online collaboration as experienced by the two schools and how the Action Research Approach has helped enhance the execution and success of this project.

7.6
Evaluation of the Collaboration Project

The evaluation of this collaboration project would main rely on the objectives spelled out in Para 2 (Objective of the online racial-cultural collaborative project) to see how well the activities have been carried out to meet the initial intended outcomes.

Groups and individual interviews with teachers and students who are involved will also be conducted.  In addition, the assignments handed in by students will also be taken into consideration in the assessment of how successful this project has been carried out.

QA 3-Dimensional Environment





Synchronous Chat with registered users only 





QA 2Dimensional Environment
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