A Learning Synopsis for OLPCorps Teams 

About Learning Projects

Most of you should be asking why it is so hard to talk about learning projects and why nobody talks concretely with you. Well, the answer is that there is no single way of doing a learning project. Actually, “learning project” can mean many different things depending on place, culture, school and people working. The way I did projects in Brazil is totally different then the way I try to implement them in Rwanda. Even inside a same school, I worked with teachers that implemented learning projects in very different ways, both with wonderful results.

This doesn’t means that there aren’t some common characteristics between the different approaches. Pragmatically, I would suggest: 

· Kids should be involved in constructing something.  A learning project isn’t just researching information and “retransmitting” it to other students in the classroom. What they are building can vary significantly. For example, once I had a student that wanted to build a real Rocket. With his peers, he engaged investigating how rockets are built. Then he used the Etoys Activity in his XO to create a simulated rocket. Eventually, he built a water rocket that he launched from the soccer court in front of the school.  When doing that he actively engaged into mathematics, reading and even English (a foreign language to him) in order to achieve his objectives.  However, a project might be something simpler, like registering the story of your community or family using pictures, interviews and written text (you can even use Scratch to tell a story). Or you can try to solve a community problem, like water supply, food prices, and electricity. Even the presence of the laptops in the school can be a good theme for a project in the sense of discussing and creating rules to manage the machines inside the school (how many times per week are we going to use the laptops? How we are going to organize to charge them? Where they will be stored during class time?)

· Most strategies to develop learning projects use challenges in some level. You can propose those challenges or you can try to get real challenges that the students are facing. However, those challenges need to be meaningful to the students, otherwise they will not engage in them. That is why is so important to talk with them and their community. For example, you might identify some social problem as something important to that community, however it might not be to certain children.  In certain communities older children are very worried with marriage. This is something huge for them, even if it sounds silly to you. So, the best thing is to talk a lot with kids, in every opportunity you have.

· Debugging is another key idea in learning projects. By debugging I mean that when kids are engaged into building things they surely will face problems. Trying to figure out what is the problem and how it can be solved is a unique learning opportunity. Instead of just giving the right answer to the child, try to analyze and think together with them.

· The best projects we do, both as student and teachers, are the ones about things we are passionate about. I’m usually a much better teacher when I’m trying to teach kids about the things I love, such as game making.  So, try to understand what motivates kids in the community you are going to deploy. If you can propose projects in those subjects, you have much more chance of success. Also propose projects about subjects you care about. If you love photography or filmmaking, you can explore the Camera as a learning tool.  If you love music, Record and TamTam are a good call.
· Usually the best projects are the ones that happen over a long period of time than short ones. One of the objectives of learning projects is to invite kids to think deeply over problems or challenges instead the traditional “school approach” that privileges a shallow thinking over a lot of information. 

About teachers 
· The teacher is a key part for a successful strategy.  After all, when your 10 weeks in the field, you guys will go back home and the teacher will stay with the students and the laptops.

· So, spend a lot of time with the teachers of the class you are going to engage. You will also need to prepare some kind of teacher’s workshop for them so they feel a little bit comfortable before deploying the laptops to students. They should know, at least, the very basic of the XO technology. However, by my previous experience, it doesn’t matter how much training you give to them, they will say it isn’t enough. So, don’t take forever to distribute laptops to kids. My best kind of teachers workshop is the one when you mix time working only with the teachers with time working with students and teachers. After the teachers start working with students, it is when their fears begin to disappear and the good questions start to pop up.

· Teachers will not change from day to night. They were taught in a very “instructional” environment and tend to reproduce this inside their classrooms.  It isn’t just because you arrive in the school with this crazy idea of learning projects that they will dive in blindly.  Help them to use the XO in ways they will attribute value (recognize as valuable to their students) and start introducing some new ideas when they fell more comfortable. If you try to change everything they know they will “break”. But if you never bring new ideas, they won’t change by themselves.

· Start simple with teachers. If you try to teach them all about the XO and computers at once, this will increase their anxiety. In the first weeks make them fell comfortable with the laptop , so they can use the basic activities with their students.
·  Yet this project is called One Laptop per Child, it is fundamental that teachers also have their own laptops to explore, study and learn.

· The best outcome you can get from your work is to help people to develop. Try to invest your time working with people, principally the ones that are most enthusiastic and engaged.
About how to work inside the school

· Make absolutely sure that the kids will take the laptops home. This is a fundamental part for the success of the project. Kids will have much more time to explore the laptops at home than they will ever have at school. If a specific teacher isn’t engaged, at least the kids can learn something with their peers, their older brothers and by themselves. By many reasons schools try to keep the laptops inside its walls, or to create computer labs with them. By our experience, they become sub utilized in such strategy. Besides that, if a laptop is stolen off of a child, you lose one laptop, but if the school is robed, you lose them all.

· Since teachers usually move slowly, and are concerned about the constraints of the curriculum and the exams, you might not have a chance to develop projects. So, if possible, you can try to start afterschool session for the children preferentially with a teacher as your partner.
About your team
· Spend a lot of time with the teachers and the students. Visit the community where they live. Talk with the parents of the children. Understand what they expect from school and from their future. Do this in your first days at the field more intensively, but never stop doing assuming you know enough. 

· If it isn’t easy for teachers to change their teaching methodology, neither is it for us.  We have a whole story inside schools that we reproduce, even unconscientiously, when teaching. That is why it is so important to reflect about what we are doing.  You have the privilege of working in a team, so take advantage of this. Discuss daily among your team what is going on. Take advantage of the e-mail mailing list and the experience of other teams.

