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The following is a brief report outlining the project activities of the Seattle Community Colleges/North Seattle Community College (SCCD/NSCC) – Colegio de Postgraduados (CP) School Linkage Program from July through December 2004.

In June and July of 2004 Antonia Gil and I established the dates and parameters of the first few activities, reviewing our grant proposal submitted in Febraury.   Because confirmation of the project was received too late to implement the initial proposal of our grant submittal (a Mexican teacher of English coming to our institution during summer quarter 2004), we postponed this activity until spring 2005 and began with our second proposal.

This second proposal involved posting an English as a second language/English as a foreign language instructor from our institution to CP during the time period between the end of our summer session and the beginning of our fall quarter.   In June a call for applications for this position was sent out SCCD-wide.  We received seven applications.  The successful candidate was Kris Hardy, English as a second language instructor in the Institute of English, a unit of International Education Programs of Seattle Central Community College.

Ms. Hardy was in residence at CP for the two-week period from August 23 through September 3, 2004.  During that time she presented 30 hours of workshops covering the following topics: pronunciation, listening, reading, writing, grammar, testing and use of computer-assisted activities in the classroom.  Individual modules included:  classroom management techniques, textbook evaluation, small group vs. large group classroom activities, ways of giving feedback, use of movies and music to increase vocabulary and listening skills, use and assessment of writing portfolios and journals, research and its oral presentation, preparing for the TOEFL, communicative language games and ice-breakers to enhance language acquisition.

Ms. Hardy also had an opportunity to familiarize herself with the organizational structure and the facilities of the CP.  In addition to her role as teacher-trainer, Ms. Hardy became an ambassador between cultures as her role expanded to include elements of cross-cultural communication such as: leading discussions about program policies, providing ways of mediation between teachers of differing viewpoints so that they could voice concerns without creating tension, discussing how to deal with the frustrations of teaching, sharing organizational structure models from the US and suggesting positive ways to implement change, and eliciting input on how organization “works” in Mexico and what strategies are culturally best suited to improve what needs improving. 

Feedback received from the CP Language Department was positive.  Teachers felt encouraged by receiving such an accessible opportunity for professional development and looked forward to implementing new strategies with their students and with initiating inter-cultural connections between their students and ours.

This activity (including transportation, housing, per diem, faculty stipend, administrative support and indirect costs) virtually used up our entire first installment of the grant. 

As a follow-up to proposed cross-cultural exchange activities to enhance institutional and program linkages, during fall quarter 2004 (September 27-December 16) different CP intermediate ESL/EFL classes interacted with American students in a third quarter Spanish language class (Spanish 103).  This interaction was effected through the medium of IP based video-conferencing over the Internet with an H.323 standard, commonly referred to as a Polycom System.

We have had four Polycoms for over a year now.  CP had recently acquired a Polycom, so we decided to try our first class-to-class exchange via video-conferencing.  In the first week of October 2004 a pilot video-conference was set up between Antonia Gil and myself.   While the technology is certainly available, we were still at an embryonic stage in its use.  Ms. Gil and I decided to test this mode out with our respective media departments to iron out any technological snags that might occur.  There were several of the latter, but thanks to the help of our media technicians we eventually managed a successful interchange during which we firmed up plans (including timing, since Seattle is two hours earlier than Texcoco) for fall quarter interchanges between our classes.

For a class hour on several Wednesdays for the balance of fall quarter we held video-conferences between the above-mentioned classes.  The first one was rather free-form and exciting.  Students came up with authentic and spontaneous comments/questions in the language they were studying and received answers in the same language.  That is to say, the American students used their minimal Spanish to ask questions and heard the Mexican students respond to them in relatively colloquial Spanish.  And the Mexican students posed questions in their halting English which the Americans had to decode and then respond to using their own 20-something 21st century college student English which the Mexicans then had to interpret.  

Later exchanges were more scripted as the students researched our respective countries on the Internet and then wrote down questions which they read.  The questions ranged from ones like, “What’s the best tequila in Mexico?” to “What do current Mexicans think about Netzahualcoytl?” (the indigenous poet-king who had a palace in Texcoco, prior to Montezuma and the advent of the Conquistadors).  Or, “Where & how does the CP fit in the system of Mexican post-secondary education?”   Despite (or maybe because of) the prepared nature of the questions, students got an excellent opportunity to communicate with others from another culture at similar educational levels, more or less.

In both groups, this was the first time that the majority of students had spoken directly to a citizen of the other country in the language of that country.  This interchange, of course, was greatly enhanced by the fact that students could see each other.  The Mexicans could see the range of Americans at a college (ethnic types, ages from 18-40).  The Americans could see the range of Mexicans at a graduate school (mostly in their late 20s to 40).  

Initially, American students thought all of the Mexican students were from the city or area where CP is located.   This was probably so because all of the community college students are from the Seattle area.  Most of the Mexican students knew little about  Texcoco first-hand.  When asked about food, one student spoke of Oaxaca where he came from.  Another student described San Luis Potosi, quite a different region.  A third knew a little of the indigenous Nahuatl language, while another had a Mayan name and background.  This manifestation of diversity in other nations, not too readily apparent to most Americans, was an eye-opener for the American college students.

Teachers benefited also from this activity as they now had a 45-minute activity which students looked forward to and which provided a good supplement to ways of achieving the learning objectives for the class.  We intend to continue with this activity during the next two quarters of 2005.  Our Media Department has been instrumental in making the Polycom video-conferencing sessions a success.  It takes one of their techs over an hour to set up and run the equipment for each session.  A portion of our administrative support costs has gone to them. 

We are in the process of collecting student e-mail addresses to set up a key pal exchange (electronic pen-pals), but this has taken us a bit longer than anticipated – probably because of the focus on video-conferencing.  Given the choice between seeing/talking and not-seeing/writing, most students would pick the former.  Nonetheless, Kris Hardy is setting up a real time chat room where students, in class, log into the same web site and discuss various topics.

One of the CP Language Department teachers or administrators will join us in Seattle in spring quarter, at least for the month of May.  She/he will participate in our Spanish and ESL classes and with the language lab (as presented in our original proposal).   Later this month I have set up a video-conference between Antonia Gil and myself to discuss the details of CP’s May visit to Seattle.  

We feel that the combination of Polycom video-conferencing, key pal exchange, real time chat rooms and exchange of teachers has and will continue to effectively enhance the goal of international educational exchange and institutional linkage between the Seattle Community Colleges/North Seattle Community College and the Colegio de Postgraduados of Texcoco, Mexico. 

