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Being permanently concerned about offering my students the opportunity to put into practice in a realistic environment what was being learnt in the classroom, I discovered project work as a method answering my needs. What better way to get to know our students than to observe them both socially and also objectively in a well planned learning environment?

This study presents projects from my personal teaching experience, dealing with the frame of a student exchange project, going into detail and showing how it developed; the steps of organizing a student exchange project, the programmes of the exchanges, the topics of the projects, and also giving the detailed scenario of some of the projects completed by my students, ending in final remarks concerning the student exchange project. 

Project work is one of the most exciting developments in language teaching, I think. It combines in practical form both the fundamental principles of a communicative approach and the values of good education, not forgetting that it is an excellent way of breaking the everyday teaching routine.

By encouraging students to move out of the classroom and into the world, project work helps to bridge the gap between language study and language use. It is, therefore, a valuable means of extending the communicative skills acquired in the classroom. 

The motivation lies in the project itself. Students are offered the opportunity of using their acquired skills in situations which are new, challenging and real. 

Is a student exchange a project?


It may seem strange to some, but definitely, the answer is YES. Why?


It has all the features and steps a project has. While the projects included in the programme of the student exchanges were the project works of  students, the organization of the student exchange was the project work of the organizing teachers and schools from both Dutch and Romanian sides. In fact, it is just like a frame project: many projects within the framework of the student exchange project.


To sustain my opinion, here are the most important steps in developing a student exchange project.

THE BEGINNINGS

In June 2005, one of my graduate students (Zsolt Erdei) from Mezőtelegd, Romania, asked me if I were interested in a student exchange programme with a Dutch high school that has shown interest in organizing a school exchange with a Romanian school.

 
Mezőtelegd, the village from where everything started, is a village, 23 km from Nagyvárad, and both the village and the local Reformed church have maintained a partnership relation with Sassenheim and the Reformed community of the town for 11 years. 

Having been Zsolti’s English teacher for 3 years, I could see how much his English had improved throughout the years, in great part due to the opportunity to communicate in English with his Dutch friends, either in Romania or in Holland, and keeping in touch with them through email or chatting on the Internet.

Besides considering it a very good language practice opportunity, and motivation for learning English for my students, I also considered it a good opportunity for them to travel and see other countries, to get to know other cultures, customs, mentalities, different school systems, teaching styles. I didn’t hesitate to take Zsolti’s offer, I gave him my visiting card and waited.

To be honest, I didn’t have to wait long, as an email from a teacher from Holland, namely Mr. Joost van Reisen, arrived in a few weeks, in which he reassured our school about his school’s interest in starting together a student exchange project. Our headmaster happily agreed, so with the Dutch teacher we started correspondence, sending information about our schools, the peculiarities of our school systems, ideas and principles concerning the future exchange.

In May, 2006, this teacher paid a visit to our school in the company of his deputy headmaster. In the meantime, two other teachers joined this project, one from each side: Mrs. Apolonia Chifiriuc and on  the Dutch side, Mr. Maarten Algera.

We have commonly agreed upon 

· the lengths of the visits (1 week each), 

· same number of students from both sides (25 students in the first year), and 

· teachers (2 teachers from both sides), 

· the age of participating students (16-17 years old), 

· the dates of the visits (Dutch in October, Romanians in April),
· the meals and accomodation (making up pairs of students: one Dutch and


one Romanian student hosting each other during the visits), 

· the expenses of travel and the programme during the exchange week (each
group pays his travel to Romania, respectively Holland and back, but the expenses of the programme and trips during the exchange week is covered by the hosting group of students).

We also agreed upon the purpose of the exchange, as being not a simple visit for touristic purposes to the partner school, but a study trip embodying common project work, sports, sightseeing, trips, teaching each other useful vocabulary in Romanian/Dutch- activities based on cooperation, tolerance, getting to know and understand each other better, promote European principles and values (the topics for project work in October, 2006 all had as a central idea the European Union).

THE STEPS OF ORGANISING A STUDENT EXCHANGE PROJECT

Length of such a project: at least one school year, but it even can take longer.

Participants to the project: approximately 50 students each year (25 Dutch and 25 Romanian)+ organizing teachers, participant schools.

Location: Oradea, “Ady Endre” High School, and Sassenheim, Rijnlands Lyceum.

Final product: each year one student exchange week in Romania, and one in the Netherlands.

Objectives: to create opportunity for students to practise and use English –as being the language of communication between the two parties; to cooperate on projects, to broaden the student’s view and knowledge concerning other cultures, customs and lifestyles; to build up mutual understanding and enhance the process of integration into the spirit of a united Europe.

The student exchange step by step:
· Make sure that your school and headteachers support the idea of a student exchange project with a school from abroad;

· Find a partner school, contact them, find out if they are willing to take part in such a project;

· Correspond regularly with the project coordinating teachers(s) in order to find out as much as possible about their school, school life, students, the location where the school is;

· Get informed about the country, the people living there, lifestyle, customs and traditions;

· Make up a team of teachers with whom you think you can work efficiently and in harmony;

· Visit the partner school and meet the people responsible for the project (project coordinators, headteachers) in person- meeting face to face before setting up the whole programme is very important in order to build up a relationship based on mutual trust and confidence;

· The teams of teachers of the two schools brainstorm the goals of the project, set up general principles and general outline of the project, target group of students, length and time of visits, accommodation, trips, expenses and financial matters, divide work, settle the topics for project work.;

·  Inform the target group of students about the exchange project in both schools and select the students who will be participating in the exchange;.

· Make up a detailed program taking into consideration risks too; make plan A, and B (in case the weather is bad, etc);

· Make a budget of expenses and try to raise money and find sponsors to cover at least part of the expenses;

· Make up the pairs- in our case, Dutch students were asked to send a photo and a letter of introduction to us, writing about themselves, interests, family background, likes/dislikes, special needs or allergies, contact information- with special emphases on Messenger ID, email address, or mobile phone number. We received these letters from the Dutch teachers, read them to our students, and they could choose their own partners according to interests or temperament. As the couples were made, Ss were asked to contact their Dutch partners as soon as possible and introduce themselves. 

It was a great advantage both for the visiting students and their hosting families that they could already talk/write to each other, had an idea about their partners before meeting face to face. 

Personally, I’m very grateful for the invention of the Internet and for Yahoo Messenger as they made communication between the two parties much easier, faster, and more efficient.

· Make up a database with the names of participating students (Dutch and Romanian, of course), home and/or mobile phone numbers, email addresses that could be used also in case of emergency.

· Collect the money from students for travel, for the trips, entrance fees for visits, special equipment (if necessary) for the programme;

· Book plane tickets, coaches, boats, make reservations at museums, exhibitions, etc.;

· Constantly keep your headmasters or school authorities informed about the state of affairs;

· Inform both the parents of the visiting and the hosting students about the travel, the partner school, programme, projects, cultural differences, the formalities and documents that are necessary for underage children to travel abroad without parents, etc.

· Find colleagues who are willing to help you and participate in certain parts of the student exchange week’s programme;

· Settle the location of each programmme and decide who is/are responsible for each;

· Make up the necessary lists for crossing borders with underage children, ask for the necessary approval from the local inspectorate.

· Prepare warm-up games/ activities and activities that enhance team building and team spirit.

· Accompany your group/ put into practice the whole programme, actively take part in it;

· Be ready to make changes in the programme- as needed;

· Ask for a regular feedback from students concerning the exchange, make sure Ss’s basic (and not only) needs are fulfilled, they feel comfortable with the host family, pay attention to their remarks, observations or possible complaints, and find a solution to them.

· After the exchange week(s): evaluation of the project: with the participating students and with the teachers- discussions, or questionnaire.

THE FIRST EXCHANGE: ACADENIC YEAR 2006/2007

Student Exchange Programme: Oradea, Romania

October 2006

 Monday- 16 Oct.

17- 18 Arrival

Tuesday- 17 Oct.

8:30  assembly-  school’s festive hall

9:00- 10:30 introducing ourselves to each other

10:30- 11 break

11:00- 12:30 powerpoint presentations of students about Holland, Sassenheim, the school and respectively, about Romania, Oradea, “Ady Endre” High school

12:30- 16:00 lunch and rest

16:00 meeting in front of the school. Then, sightseeing walk.

Wednesday- 18 Oct.

8:30  assembly-  Mihai Eminescu statue- car parking

9:00 departure to Cluj-Napoca city by coach

11:30 arrival to Cluj-sightseeing tour of the city, then free time for shopping

17: departure for Oradea

Thursday- 19 Oct.

8:30 assembly- school’s festive hall

9:00- 11:00 introducing the topics and the tasks of the project, making up the groups, brainstorming about the topics in groups
11:00- 11:30 break

11:30- 12:30 teaching useful vocabulary to each other: in Dutch to the Romanian students, and teaching Hungarian and Romanian to the Dutch students by Oradean students.

12:30- 15:00 lunch and rest

15:00-18:00 work on the projects; research using the Internet and the school library. 

18:00- 19:00 Sports

Friday, 20 Oct.

7:30  assembly-  Mihai Eminescu statue- car parking

8:00 departure to Arieseni , to the mountains

10- 10:30 arrival

10:30- 11:00 Snacks

11:00- 13:00 Work on the projects

13:00-15:00 Hiking up to Ruginoasa

15:00-16:00 Lunch: Hungarian and Romanian cuisine, barbecue party (Hungarian goulash, and Romanian mititei)

16:00 – 16:30 Final preparations for the presentations of the projects

16:30- 17:30 Presentations of the projects in the middle of nature –in Arieseni

17:30- 18:00 Sports

18:30 Departure for Oradea 

21:00 arrival to Oradea

Saturday, 21 Oct.

9:00- Mihai Eminescu statue car parking- departure to Budapest 

Projects

During the exchange week students had to work on a variety of projects. Taking into consideration that the place where presentations of the projects was due to take place was in Arieseni inside or outside depending on the weather, we came to common agreement that the final product of the project would be a poster produced by each group.

· Level: upper intermediate to advanced

· Age:16-17 years old

· Location: IT lab, school library, the school’s chalet in Arieseni

· Equipment: cardboard paper, pencils, markers, highlighters, computers, printer, books on the topics, dictionaries.

· Theme of the project: THE CHANGING FACE OF EUROPE
· Topics:

· Changes in clothing and fashion

· Developments in music

· Changes in relationships between men and women, men and men, or women and women

· The influence of the computer and/or the Internet on society

· Changes in labour or in the meaning of labour

· The new way of living

· The development of the multicultural society through immigration

· The advantages and disadvantages of the EU

The topics were selected by the teachers, each group was given a topic to explore.

· Objectives: to cooperate with each other in mixed groups, to get to know
each other better, to research and select relevant information to the topic, to make students aware of these changes in Europe, to express opinions.

· Skills involved: speaking, reading, writing, social skills.
· Time allotted: 7 hours preparation+ 1 hour presentation

· The project in steps:

· Introduction of the topics and the tasks of the project by the teachers. Ts give explicit and detailed instructions; come to common agreement about the objectives and final product of the project; introduce and give examples of the language that might be necessary for completing the project.
· Forming the groups: the members of the groups were selected at random

by the teachers; there were made 8 mixed groups, 7 groups having 6 members (3 Dutch students+ their 3 Romanian hosts), only one was having 8 members (4+4).

· Checking the understanding of task with concept questions; the time for completing the task is settled.

· Set the task in motion:

· Ts suggest dividing the work between the members of the group.

Students’ work: 

· Brainstorming;

· Collecting information using the Internet and the school library;

· Selecting the relevant information for the task;

· Thinking about the design and the way of presentation;

· Preparation of an attractive, original and catchy presentation on the topic. Report to the teachers on the work completed so far, rehearse the presentations in groups.

· Presentation of the final product.

Teachers’ work: 

· Select the topics

· Introduce the topics and the tasks of the project, give explicit and detailed instructions

· Introduce and give examples of the language that might be necessary for completing the project.
· Form the groups

· Check the understanding of task

· Provide the necessary equipment, create positive atmosphere and favourable conditions for the project

· Monitor the groups, make suggestions and give ideas only when it is necessary

· Debrief the groups

· Give feedback. 

· Presentation of the final product.

· Evaluation of the project.

Remarks: besides the topics and projects presented above, both Romanian and Dutch students had not only to make an introducing powerpoint presentation about Holland, (in particular about Sassenheim and the school) and Romania (Oradea, “Ady Endre” High school) before the exchange week, but Romanian students also made up a booklet with useful words and phrases in three languages (Romanian, Hungarian and English)  used as a reference book during their teaching of  basic Romanian and Hungarian to the Dutch students.
Student Exchange  Programme: Holland, Sassenheim

April 2007

Thursday 19th of April

10:30-
Arrival to Eindhoven Airport. Bus trip to Sassenheim

12.10- 13.30 Expected arrival to RLS, welcome reception by the new headmaster Mrs Annechien Verkade, organizing teachers and students.

Free afternoon and evening program.

Friday 20th of April 
08.30 -  10:10 Meeting. Introduction of the program of the exchange week + project work 
10.30 – 12.10 Sports at the sports hall 

12.10 – 12.40 Lunch

12.40 – 14:00 Project time 

14.00 – 15.30 Visit the nearby exhibition of flower parade cars by bike 

16:30 – 17.30 Reception by the Mayor at the town hall of Sassenheim



Saturday 21st of April

12:00 meeting in front of the school

13:00 Flower Parade: meeting at the Oude Tol in Sassenheim 

14:30- Family day

Sunday 22nd of April

Family day

Optional program: visit the Hague and Rotterdam

Monday 23rd of April

08.30 
Meeting in classroom 007. Evaluation

09.00 - 12:00 Start of the cycle tour to the beach in Noordwijk

12.40 - 15.10 project time 

Tuesday 24th of April 

09:00   Meeting in front of the school: departure to Amsterdam

10:30 – 11:30 Group 1: visit Van Gogh Museum

11:00 – 12:30 Group 2: visit the Music Theatre

14:45 
Meet in front of Madaume Tussauds Museum at Dam square.

15:00 
Visit Madaume Tussauds Museum

16:30 
Walk to the boat.

16:45   
Boat trip

18.00
 Departure to Sassenheim by bus

19.00 
Arrival to Sassenheim

Wednesday 25th of April

08.30 – 10.10 Evaluation and project time.

10.30 – 12:10 presentations & debate with the Finns in the school assembly hall

12:10 – 12.40 lunch 

14:00   meeting in front of the school for departure to the Keukenhof garden by bus. 

16:45   departure from Keukenhof to Sassenheim

All the students prepare a dish to take for the final dinner, followed by a great party at Michael Boogaard’s camping site. 

20.00 Dinner + goodbye party. 

Thursday 26th of April

06.00 meeting in front of the school: departure of Romanian students to Eindhoven Airport

09.00 arrival to Eindhoven Airport. 

11.15 Departure to Budapest.

Projects

During the exchange week in Holland, students worked on different projects. They could choose one from the three projects below. Though a suggestion of the final product was mentioned, students were encouraged to use their creativity to achieve an original piece of work.  

These projects had one goal in common: learn more about each other in many different ways, and use and practise English being the language of communication.

1                Design a local newspaper about the exchange. 

Brainstorm with each other what a local newspaper should include. 

Final result: publish your newspaper on the morning of Wednesday the 25th of April and present it to your fellow students and teachers. Write your paper in English. 

Presentation: 5 – 10 minutes. Take into account that the newspaper has to be printed on time. 

Group composition: 3 Dutch and 3 Romanian students. 

2
      Write a few dairy pages of a young criminal in Romania or the Netherlands. 

Brainstorm with each other what a diary should include and find out what the judicial system looks like in both countries. 

Final result: present your diary to the audience in text, pictures and /or movie. Presentation: 5 -10 minutes. 

Group composition: 2 Dutch and 2 Romanian students.

3
      Preparations in teams for a live debate 
Final result: a live debate with the Finnish, Dutch and Romanian students on Wednesday the 25th of April. Prepare yourself with different arguments for and against the theses. 

We play two different debate styles: fixed role and free role. Fixed role means you have to attack or defend the thesis. Free role means it’s up to you whether you are for or against the thesis. 

5 minutes before the debate starts you are told by the debate coordinator whether you are for or against it. Every debate takes 5 minutes.


      Prepare this debate in teams (about 8 students each) about the following theses: 


       Fixed role debate topics:

“Romania belongs to the European Union!”

“A complete alcohol ban should be implemented in Finland.” 

“The Netherlands has got to protect its labor market more from foreign employees.”

“Romania is doing too little to avoid discrimination of Gypsies.”

“It is justified to torture terrorists.”

“The Welfare state in Finland makes people lazy.”

“Euthanasia is an individual right for human beings.”

Free role debate topics: You can choose whether you support the thesis or attack it. Prepare different arguments.

“Soft drugs should be legalized in Europe.”

“Europe should build more nuclear power stations”

“Prostitution should be prohibited.”

“Smoking should be banned, also in cafes and restaurants.”


“Churches must be made suitable for students to live in.”

“It should be possible for gay people to get married in all European countries”

“Citizens of the EU must be obliged by law to pay 10% of their wages for CO2 reduction programs.”

“Parents must take part in an upbringing course after their first child is born.”

“My country is the best to live in!”

THE SECOND EXCHANGE: 2007/ 2008
Student Exchange Programme: Oradea, Romania

October 2007

SATURDAY, 13 Oct.

5-6 p.m. Arrival to “Ady Endre” High School

Welcoming

Family evening
SUNDAY, 14 Oct.
10 a.m. assembly in front of the school, then

Family day

MONDAY, 15 Oct.

9- 9:30 assembly

9:30- 10: 15 introducing game

Sharing ideas, discussions with the last year Romanian exchange students.

10: 15- 10: 30 break

10:30- 11 visiting the school

11- 12 introducing the project work 

12-12:30 lunch break

12:30- 2 p.m. sightseeing contest (in 3 groups)

2 p.m. – evaluation of the contest, then free time for sightseeing, shopping and preparing the project.

TUESDAY, 16 Oct.

9- 9: 30 a.m. assembly

9:30- 12:00 project work

12: 12:30 lunch break

12:30- 4 p.m. departure for Felix spa- time for walking, bathing and swimming  

WEDNESDAY, 17 Oct.

8:00 a.m. meeting in front of  Mihai Eminescu statue car parking; departure to Arieseni- trip to the mountains

Sports

Lunch 

Hiking and walk

5:00 p.m. departure to Oradea

Approx. 7:30 p.m. arrival to Oradea

THURSDAY, 18 Oct.

9- 9:15 assembly

9: 15- 11:45 project work
11:45- 12 break

12- 1 p.m. presentations
1- 7 p.m. free time

7:00 – Goodbye party in the school’s festive hall.

FRIDAY, 19 Oct.

11:00 meeting in front of the Mihai Eminescu statue car parking- Saying good bye; 

11:30 departure to Budapest- Ferihegy 1.

Projects:
Students were given the topics of the project and had the freedom to decide on the final product of the project. Finally, they have chosen to make a short film, a survey, a poster, brochure and powerpoint presentation.

Groups: mixed groups, seven groups in all, 6 groups made up of 6 Ss (3 Dutch and 3 Romanian) and one group made up of 8 students.

Theme: We are all different! Or not really?

Objectives: to cooperate, to make students aware of the similarities and differences between the two cultures and lifestyles, to get to know each other and each other’s hometown better.

Topics: 

Prejudices about the Netherlands and Romania

Clothes and fashion

Food and eating habits

Everyday life

Holidays and celebrations

School life

Sights of Oradea and Sassenheim.

Student Exchange  Programme: Holland, Sassenheim

April 2008 

Thursday 17 April

12:15 Arrival to Eindhoven Airport

14:00 –  14.30
 Expected arrival to Rijnlands Lyceum, Sassenheim

14.30 – 15.15
 Welcoming ceremony

Afternoon free

Friday 18 April

08.30 –  09:20
Evaluation and introduction of the programme of the exchange week

09:20 – 10.10
School tour & start projects
10.30 – 12.10  Sports

12.10 – 12.40  Lunch

12.40 – 14:00  Project work. 

14.00 – 15:45
Tour through Sassenheim

15:45
Finish at Bowling centre Oude Tol

16.00 -17.00 Bowling 

Saturday 19 April

12.00
Sailing on lake the Kaag, till end of the afternoon. Meet at Park Warmond 

Sunday 20 April

Family Day. 

Optional excursion to Rotterdam. City walk, see the largest harbour in the world, Erasmus bridge and time for shopping

Monday 21 April

08.30 – 09.10
Evaluation

09.10 – 11.20
Project work. 

13.00 – 15.00
Play Boerengolf (= farmers’ golf) 

Free afternoon

Tuesday 22 April

09:00 
Meet at the Wasbeek parking lot

09.15
Departure for Amsterdam

10:30 – 11:30 
Romanians visit: Van Gogh Museum

11:30 – 12:40 
Dutch visit: Amsterdam Dungeon

Free time in Amsterdam! See its cultural heritage, good shopping facilities and its people. 

15:45
Meet in front of Madaume Tussauds at Dam square (de Dam). 
16:00 
Visit the Madaume Tussauds Museum

17:30 
Meet at the exit of Madaume Tussauds. Short walk to the boat.

18:00 
Boat trip through Amsterdam

19:00 
Departure to Sassenheim

19:45 
Arrival RLS

Wednesday 23 April

09.10 – 11.30 
Project time. More than 3 hours to finish the debate and reports

11.30 – 13.00
Break. 

13.00 – 14.00
Project presentations- debate

14.00 – 15.10
Video and powerpoint presentations. 

15.30 – 16.30
Visit the exhibition of car preparation for the flower parade on the Rijksstraatweg

19:00 – 00:30  Farewell party at camping site Van den Bogaard.


Thursday 24 April

09:00 
Meet at the Wasbeek parking lot. 

09.15
Bus leaves to Eindhoven Airport

12:45 
Departure to Budapest

Projects 

1. Debate

Each team had to debate against another team about different thesis. 

During the preparation stage, there were games and activities led by the teachers in order to increase self- confidence and improve debating skills of students. 

Then, students had to do research about the statements and prepare arguments for and against the thesis.

The final debate took place in the school assembly hall. Each debate took 6 minutes. Before the debate started, the chairman announced which team was for or against the thesis; that was followed by 2 minutes preparation time for the teams. Students had to stand up and go to the microphone when it was their turn to speak. They were encouraged to use humour, drama, personal experience, knowledge, etc. while stating and illustrating their arguments.


The theses:

1.
Social networking sites, such as Hi5, Facebook, MSN and YouTube should be blocked on school computer networks.

2.
Secondary schools must distribute condoms for free.

3.
Gay marriage should be allowed in all EU countries.

4.
The Olympic Games in China should be boycotted by leaders of all nations. 

5.
Romania is doing too little to avoid discrimination of Gypsies.

6.
Citizens of rich countries must pay 10% of their wages for developing aid. 
2.
Make a special report about the exchange

Students had to make a report about the student exchange. They had the freedom to choose the form of presentation, that was materialized finally in video and powerpoint presentations.

First, Ss had to brainstorm with their groups what a report should include. They could take models or ideas from local newspapers, websites or a TV journal.

Final remarks on the student exchange projects


Looking back to the past two years of student exchange projects I can definitely state that it was worth doing! I, myself, grew together with the projects as it was something I’ve never cry out for help when I/we faced situations which were impossible for two people to cope with, and found support and help from my colleagues. I gained a lot of experience in organizing extra-curricular and curricular activities, and discovered the challenging, team-building, motivating world of projects that I used only rarely before.


We have faced a lot of difficulties, prepared ‘plan B’s, but still, totally unexpected situations could occur from which I learnt the lesson that two organizers are not enough for such a big project; it has to stand on more feet. And so we involved more people in the second exchange.


Despite the numerous difficulties, challenges, unpredictable situations, tiredness, nights spent in front of the computer, dreams about the exchange week, etc. I can affirm these exchanges were a success each in its turn, both the weeks spent in Romania and in Holland. 

As a result, 50+46 students were involved over the two years and these exchange weeks gave them the possibility of never to be forgotten memories. True friendships were made, many of them still keep in touch with their partners. They have learnt about each other’s country, about themselves, about the world around, got involved in social issues, and gained self- confidence in communicating in English. As the former or present teacher of English of many of them, I can say that their communication skills in English have improved a lot, and they are much more motivated and interested in learning English. 

Last, but not least, I have met some wonderful colleagues, with whom we shared both the pitfalls and the success of the whole project, being a constant support to each other.

Fortunately, I’m not writing about something wonderful that has already come to an end. Thanks to the positive feedback of students, parents, teachers, schools from both sides, this project has become a permanent program in each school’s agenda, and the fourth session will come in academic year 2009/ 2010.
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