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iIEARN Brasil




HOW ONE PUBLIC LANGUAGE SCHOOL IS OPENING BRAZILIAN CLASSROOMS TO THE WORLD

As a contact person of iEARN in Brazil, I currently coordinate a group of gifted foreign-language teachers who, on a regular basis, have been meeting to help create the iEARN Center in Brazil. Our main objective is teaching foreign languages   effectively through online collaborative projects and making a difference in the world.

I have been a teacher of English for the past 19 years in a publicly funded Center of Languages (CIL) for students in grades 5 to 12 in the Distrito Federal of Brasìlia. There are eight CILs in DF, including mine, which is in Taguatinga, a satellite city in the District. In all, the CILs reach about 32,000 students from neighboring public schools.

Since 2001, I have worked with project-based learning in CILT. Over all these years I have met very smart, responsible, and committed teachers in both public and private schools who have contributed significantly to our work of implementing online projects in our schools. By reading our messages in our iEARN forum http://foro.iearn.org/iearnforum/brazil you will have the chance to know those special teachers, and also to get acquainted with our story, whose title could be: How one public center of languages in the Distrito Federal is helping many Brazilian schools open their classrooms to the world. 

It was 2000 when I started to take part in a non-profit organization named Partners of the Americas. Through my participation in the Brasìlia-DC Partners, I met several talented people, and I met someone who introduced iEARN to me – Cathy Healy, who is also a Partners’ member. However, the person who first told me about iEARN was Richard Boyum whom I met in Cathy´s place. At the time, Richard was the U.S. State Department’s field officer for English Language Programs in Southeast Asia and a member of the Executive Committee of TESOL, the main professional organization for EFL teachers. And that was the starting point for iEARN in Brasìlia. I brought iEARN to our public language center and all this story began.

I started spreading the news about iEARN at CILT very enthusiastically. Nevertheless, many teachers whom I invited to participate in some projects were, at first, very reluctant to use computers and technology to enrich their practice and to join the projects. They also were constrained by our lack of equipment. The first teacher who accepted my invitation was Isabel Teixeira (former iEARN contact person in Brazil). Then, Valda Silva, Rosane Domingos, and Márcia Pinheiro, all teachers of English as a Foreign Language, joined us. Márcia Delgado was the first Spanish teacher to use projects with her CILT students. All of these teachers had the chance to take iEARN online development courses with scholarships. Thus, those teachers and I were pioneers in developing iEARN projects in Brazil. 

Many events have happened since the beginning up to now. In 2001, I was selected to a masters program in Applied Linguistics at University of Brasília. I researched on interaction in online collaborative projects, and used “My Dream World” as the case study. I was very glad to observe a group of students of English instructed by Valda Silva, our colleague. And I was extremely grateful to meet Minoo Shamsnia from iEARN-Iran. I got my degree in 2004. By that time I started to notice what was learning globally about.

At the same time, Isabel began to attend the iEARN conference, going to Japan, Slovakia and the Netherlands and bring back new techniques and colleagues to collaborate with.

She and I promoted iEARN in many talks and workshops, not only in public schools, but in private schools as well, including DF’s most prestigious schools, the four-center Casa Thomas Jeffersons in Brasília, which appointed two English teachers to work part-time on helping their colleagues participate in projects.  Isabel and I also made the finals in the teacher’s prize given by the Secretary of Education in the Distrito Federal.

Last year in July, Isabel and I gave a workshop at the 10th National Braz-TESOL Convention in Brasília, where we also helped form a technology special interest group, and this year we were asked to give the same presentation at a regional event called Braz-TESOL One-Day Seminar. It was in Brasìlia on March 30.

From October-November 2006, Isabel and I taught our first certified class for the Secretary of Education, which was funded by the U.S. Embassy’s Office of English Language Programs. Teachers from six of the eight CILs attended our class and returned to their centers to promote iEARN projects to their principals and colleagues. We also were asked by the Secretary of Education’s technology director to explain about iEARN projects to all of the education directors. We had a good reception. However, after the elections in November, a new Secretary of Education was appointed and she appointed all new directors and new principals may be appointed by mid-year.

So, in some ways, we must begin again, but from a stronger position:

At present, two teachers, Ana Cristina Chaves and Reijane Viana are about to finish their iEARN online professional development courses. They started projects at CIL Ceilândia, which is a satellite city around Brasília. They are eager to take part in our committee.

DIFFICULTIES

· Equipment and maintenance of it – we have only 5 computers for more than 4.000 students.

· The short time we have with the students: only twice a week for 1:30 each class. 

· Getting more Webheads to participate with us in iEARN projects – they don´t like the forums structure.

· Lack of support of the Secretary of Education  in DF. 

· Lack of conditions to develop projects on a regular basis.

.  


POSSIBILITIES

· Train more public school teachers with the support of Secretary of Education of Distrito Federal.

· Provide training to teachers of Fundação Bradesco – a private initiative of Bradesco Bank. They have 40 schools in all Brazil and are trying to help teachers with professional development.

· Keep the partnership with the American Embassy.

· Giving workshops at the Universities (Catholic, UnB, and UniCEUB)

Despite all challenges, the enthusiasm remains the same as the beginning. We have some expectations listed as follows:

· Increasing the number of teachers in our teachers’ board.

· Creating an Association of iEARN teachers in the Mid-West region of Brazil, which includes the states of DF and Goiás.

· Enhance our partnership with Partners of the Americas.

· Design iEARN training resources adapted to our reality.

· Creating our website.

· Producing a brochure. 

· Compiling the material already filed for a book.

· Training more teachers locally, and, very soon, nationally.

· Having iEARN projects developed in Portuguese.

In all, this story, the faith in this proposal of online collaborative projects and global learning portrays what moves ourselves forward. We deeply believe that iEARN can really make difference in the students’ lives and in the planet.

Almerinda Garibaldi

