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for learning English as a foreign language. 

This book reflects on the incorporation of technology in education, especially the use 
of videoconferencing equipment, which connects teachers and students, institutes 
and schools, and from its onset organisations such as Plan Ceibal and the British Council. 

All pieces in this book form a whole of discussion and discovery about new pedagogies 
and new alliances, which have formed the backbone and the flesh of the educational 
community that makes Ceibal en Inglés.
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Foreword

For me, this book is the culmination of five years of what has been one of 
the most enjoyable professional experiences of my life. Moving to Uruguay 
and taking on the role of Ceibal en Inglés Project Manager for the British 
Council when the project was in the initial implementation stage was both 
an adventure and the beginning of a fruitful partnership between Plan Ceibal 
and the British Council, which I am happy to say has given an opportunity 
to thousands of Uruguayan children who otherwise would not have had 
the chance to broaden their horizons while learning English.

Those of us working in Education are driven by the chance to change lives 
for the better. We also live in an age where technology offers solutions 
to some of the more persistent problems that face educators across the 
globe. Using videoconferencing technology to provide a teacher (i.e. remote 
teaching) where otherwise it would be impossible or difficult to do so, is a 
way of dealing with one of the most common barriers to providing equal 
access to education. After successfully implementing remote teaching 
in Uruguay, I am convinced that this is also an effective way of making 
up for the shortage of teachers that many other countries are facing. 
For this reason, it was important to show the progress made through 
Ceibal en Inglés, to capture the lessons learnt, and to tell the story of what 
is needed if others are to attempt something similar.

So, this is both a celebration of what has been achieved so far, and a 
handbook for those of you who would like to take this innovation and adapt 
it to your own learning and teaching context. I hope you enjoy reading 
this Special Edition of Remote Teaching and you find much in the book to 
inspire you. The expanded edition, which includes chapters about remote 
teaching in other countries and contexts is available in a digital edition from 
the British Council’s TeachingEnglish website: www.teachingenglish.org.uk/
teacher-development/publications.

Graham Stanley,
Editor, Remote Teaching

British Council
Mexico City October 2018
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Introduction

In 2012 Ceibal en Inglés was taking its first steps in the pursuit of two main 
objectives: teach English to students and teachers in 4th, 5th and 6th grades.

The goals were conceived with an educational mindset, which from the 
perspective of 2018, followed traditional views of education. 

The incorporation of technology in education, especially the use of VC 
equipment to connect teachers and students, institutes and schools, and 
from its onset organizations such as Plan Ceibal and The British Council, 
has proved that above and beyond the achievement of our teaching goals, 
an educational community has been created and flourished.

In this educational community students are the main focus of attention, 
and teachers work collaboratively and cooperatively paying little attention 
to restrictions imposed by geographic, linguistic, or cultural barriers. 
The presence of technology liberates remote and classroom teachers from 
their comfort zones, and enables them to meet challenges, to find new 
pedagogies, new forms of teaching and learning, and new alliances among 
themselves and with their students.

This process of deep change for all individuals in the programme has been 
enabled by an almost natural formation of the Ceibal en Inglés community. 
The sheer novelty of the methodology urged each one of us: teachers, 
administrators, mentors, quality managers, institute coordinators, lesson 
plan writers, researchers to talk, discuss, exchange views and ideas, 
and thus create a community. The transformation has been challenging 
and arduous but necessary. An educational programme which bends 
the walls of the classroom, and permeates knowledge from the outside 
through the figure of the remote teacher, empowered by the guidance, 
support and capacity to facilitate learning classroom teachers provide, 
had to be understood and its main elements have begun to find articulation.

I sincerely hope the pages in this Special Edition of Remote Teaching may 
illustrate for the reader the long and winding road all in the programme 
have travelled. A road from perception of cultural barriers to construction 
of intercultural skills, from isolation in the classroom to cooperation, from 
a worldview mediated by one language to a world with a plurality of voices, 
sharing one sole aim: our students´learning.

Gabriela Kaplan
Ceibal en Inglés

Montevideo October 2018 
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1
Ceibal en Inglés: innovation, 
teamwork and technology
Gabriela Kaplan and Claudia Brovetto

This chapter presents an overview of Ceibal en Inglés, its design and 
components, as well as its evolution. Ceibal en Inglés is the collective name 
for a number of English as a Foreign Language (EFL) projects in Uruguayan 
state education that combine pedagogy and technology in different ways 
depending on the needs, characteristics and context of the groups of students 
and teachers participating in each specific project. In this chapter we will focus 
on Ceibal en Inglés for primary, secondary and vocational education. 

Background

Ceibal en Inglés in primary schools started in 2012 with the goal of 
expanding English language teaching to all primary state school children in 
Uruguayan urban schools. It was designed for teaching English to children 
and their teachers in 4th, 5th and 6th grades (ages nine to 12). Ceibal en 
Inglés Primary is a blend of face-to-face and remote team teaching, and 
provides a technological solution to making more effective use of teachers 
who are available to teach but who are not physically located in the 
Uruguayan schools across the country. Ceibal en Inglés Primary combines 
three modalities of language teaching: 

1. Remote teaching. The teacher of English is not physically present in 
the classroom, but teaches remotely once a week through 
videoconferencing.

2. Collaborative team teaching. Two teachers are jointly responsible for 
the course content, lesson activities and continuous assessment. The 
remote teacher (RT) and the local classroom teacher (CT) teach 
through mutual co-operation.

3. Blended learning. A model of education that combines distance and 
face-to-face teaching. This programme is an example of this, as the 
teacher of English teaches remotely, while the classroom teacher 
facilitates follow-up language practice face to face (Brovetto, 2017, 
2015; Kaplan, 2016).

ARMADO_15.indd   13 23/11/2018   12:24:05



14 | Special Edition • Ceibal en Inglés

The design of the Ceibal en Inglés Primary curriculum includes three 45-minute 
weekly English lessons, referred to as lessons A, B and C. Lesson A is taught 
by the RT via videoconferencing. During this lesson, the CT works in tandem 
with the RT to facilitate the learning. Lessons B and C do not include the 
participation of the RT. They are led by the CT who, although having limited 
proficiency in English, is able to practise, revise and recycle what was taught 
in lesson A with the help of scripted lesson plans in Spanish. The lesson plans 
guide the teachers and provide access to games, songs, videos and other 
digital materials hosted online and on Crea, Plan Ceibal’s learning management 
system (LMS). The digital materials available on Crea are accessed through the 
students’ laptops, popularly known as XOs or ceibalitas. The LMS also allows 
for student–teacher, student–student and teacher–teacher asynchronous 
communication. As part of the national policies for language teaching, Ceibal 
en Inglés Primary aims for students to reach level A2 of the Common European 
Framework of Reference for Languages (Council of Europe, 2001) after three 
years and approximately 200 hours of English lessons. 

Teaching in urban schools

Ceibal en Inglés Primary was piloted in 2012 with 57 groups in 20 urban schools, 
and expanded rapidly and progressively over the following four years. Ceibal en 
Inglés Primary works in co-ordination with another EFL programme (Segundas 
Lenguas) in primary schools that has been in existence since the 1990s. It is 
run by Departamento de Segundas Lenguas y Lenguas Extranjeras CEIP, using 
face-to-face teachers of English who come to schools to teach each class three 
times per week. The tables below shows the number of schools, groups and 
students in Segundas Lenguas and Ceibal en Inglés over the past four years.

2014

Programme Schools Groups Students

Ceibal en Inglés 383 2,128 50,345

Segundas Lenguas 269 1,181 28,300

Total 652 3,309 78,645

Table 1: English language teaching in primary schools 2014

2015

Programme Schools Groups Students

Ceibal en Inglés 563 3,297 77,068

Segundas Lenguas 294 1,263 29,037

Total 857 4,560 106,105

Table 2: English language teaching in primary schools 2015
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2016

Programme Schools Groups Students

Ceibal en Inglés 572 3,519 80,217

Segundas Lenguas 304 1,302 29,300

Total 876 4,821 109,517

Table 3: English language teaching in primary schools 2016

2017

Programme Schools Groups Students

Ceibal en Inglés 536 3,327 74,907

Segundas Lenguas 317 1,396 31,507

Total 853 4,723 106,414

Table 4: English language teaching in primary schools 2017

In 2017 Ceibal en Inglés Primary taught 3,327 classes in 536 schools, and 
Segundas Lenguas taught 1,396 classes in 317 schools. Since 2016, both 
programmes have reached together a total of 95 per cent of Uruguayan 
children in 4th to 6th grades in urban schools. 

Teaching in rural schools

Ceibal en Inglés uses videoconferencing technology and fibre-optic 
connectivity, which is generally unavailable in rural schools. For this reason, 
other solutions have been sought. Those rural schools near an urban 
school join Ceibal en Inglés through the Escuela Amiga programme. In this 
case, rural school students go to the closest urban school where an RT is 
allocated for that particular group. 

As this is not possible in all cases, other solutions are being explored. 
In cases where there is sufficient connectivity, Ceibal en Inglés uses 
Cisco Jabber software to connect from a school computer to an RT 
in a teaching point that has standard videoconferencing and Cisco 
videoconferencing equipment.

In some other cases, CTs are used when their English is sufficient. The rural 
schools’ CTs who have an A2 or above level of English work with Ceibal en 
Inglés lesson plans and materials, together with an E-Coach, who supports 
CTs with lesson implementation, correction of work and understanding of 
the required processes for the acquisition of a foreign language.
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Rural schools 2017

Mode Quantity

Ceibal en Inglés 21

E-Coach 10

Escuelas Amigas 11

Table 5: English language teaching in rural primary schools 2017

Classroom teacher English

Ceibal en Inglés Primary CTs are encouraged to learn English and there are 
optional online self-access courses for those teachers who want to study 
English. However, all CTs also learn English by actively participating in the 
project, working with a remote teacher of English and by facilitating the 
practice and consolidation of lessons B and C. 

Ceibal en Inglés in secondary and vocational education

In secondary and vocational schools the context requires a different design. 
English has been a subject in Uruguayan secondary and vocational state 
education since the 1940s, taught by Classroom Teachers of English (CTEs). 
However, it was felt there was a need to create more opportunities for 
students to speak and participate in intercultural communication. Considering 
this, Ceibal en Inglés launched a voluntary programme titled Conversation 
Classes. When a CTE signs up for this, one of the three curricular hours of 
English includes the participation of an RT, who is usually a native speaker of 
English, and who co-conducts – together with the CTE – a lesson that focuses 
on promoting oral skills and multicultural awareness. A special set of lesson 
plans and materials were developed for these Conversation Classes. 

Year Schools Groups Students

2015 76 344 8,600

2016 168 700 18,500

2017 151 680 17,000

Table 6: Ceibal en Inglés Conversation Classes programme 2017

Conversation Classes challenges

The Ceibal en Inglés Conversation Classes programme poses challenges for 
both administrators and teachers. One important challenge relates to the 
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diversity of backgrounds of the students. Some students have previously 
studied English in primary school or in a private language academy, and 
therefore their knowledge of English varies. Professional development 
(Tutorials for Differentiated Learning) has been developed to help deal with 
this. In the tutorials, the RT acts as online tutor.

Additionally, there is a conflict between the Conversation Classes 
programme, which aims at promoting oral skills, and the strong tradition 
of grammar teaching which, although not always explicit, is dominant 
in these schools. A strategy has been adopted to promote reflection 
and collaboration between RTs and CTEs, and among CTEs, so that 
the teachers can work through the best solutions in a situated and 
contextualised manner. 

Monitoring and evaluation of Ceibal en Inglés

Since its beginning in 2012, Ceibal en Inglés Primary has been closely 
monitored and regularly evaluated. The first stage of evaluation primarily aimed 
at evaluating the impact of the programme, to find out whether the curricular 
design was effective and resulted in the students learning English. This was 
especially relevant given there was no previous experience in teaching English 
or other subjects through videoconferencing at primary schools in Uruguay, 
and very little evidence of programmes in other countries. With this goal, in 
2013 an impact evaluation was proposed and implemented (see the chapter 
by Marconi and Brovetto in this publication). This study compared the results 
in a test between two groups of students with different amounts of exposure 
to Ceibal en Inglés Primary English lessons. The study showed statistically 
significant differences in the results and a positive correlation between 
exposure to the programme and learning outcomes. 

After that experience, in 2014 Ceibal en Inglés introduced the assessment of 
all students through an online computer adaptive test. The development and 
implementation of a large-scale adaptive test was in itself an advanced and 
powerful tool. The adaptive test allows for the possibility of testing a large 
population of students with diverse backgrounds and proficiency levels, whose 
knowledge of English would be very hard to assess with non-adaptive fixed 
tests. The adaptive test is an inter-institutional effort developed by ANEP, Plan 
Ceibal and the British Council, and administered every year locally by school 
teachers and teachers of English. The test includes three components (two 
adaptive tests: Vocabulary/Reading/Grammar and Listening Comprehension; 
and one non-adaptive: Writing). The team is also working on the development 
of a component for assessing Speaking. Since its first implementation in 2014, 
a large number of students (around 60,000) have taken the test every year 
and show systematic and consistent progress (see Marconi and Brovetto in this 
publication for a presentation and analysis of the results).
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Teacher development 

From the beginning of Ceibal en Inglés, the British Council led on the 
professional development of RTs, while Plan Ceibal concentrated on 
supporting the CTs with best practices, particularly on how best to 
enable CTs to become confident facilitators of language learning in 
their classrooms. 

It was necessary to provide scalable teacher support, and during the 
first years the Ceibal en Inglés team travelled the country to look, listen 
and learn. Subsequently, after 500 classes were being taught, the role 
of the Ceibal en Inglés mentor was created. Ceibal en Inglés mentors are 
English teachers whose role is to provide guidance and support to CTs, 
particularly when it comes to assisting them with lessons B and C. Mentors 
help CTs understand what it means to facilitate learning, with the need 
to work collaboratively and with the technology required for successful 
learning to occur. See specific chapters on the Classroom Teacher 
and on the Mentor in this publication, and Appendix II: Empowering the 
classroom teacher in Ceibal en Inglés for further details of the support the 
mentor provides.

Team teaching and collaboration

For Ceibal en Inglés to succeed, working collaboratively is paramount. 
Both RT and CT need to have read and discussed the lesson plan together, 
participating actively and providing feedback to each other at the end of 
the lesson, with the aim of analysing and improving classroom practices 
to facilitate student learning. As simple as this may seem, Uruguay has 
a tradition of teachers working in isolation, and for this collaboration to 
provide benefit to our students, it is essential that both professionals see 
each other as peers and as equals, each with their own responsibilities and 
functions, but both focused on the development of the children. 

Collaboration, peer support and partnership are at the heart of Ceibal en 
Inglés. The CT needs to see their own students as learning partners, as 
they practise and learn English together, and the CT is invited to work in a 
different way, to show children how to concentrate, how to organise their 
time and prioritise activities, where to find reliable sources of information, 
how to deal with frustration, when to pay greater attention and when to use 
the knowledge acquired.

When the collaboration in Ceibal en Inglés works as planned, students find 
their autonomy boosted and English can become a tool that opens new 
doors, doors they have themselves chosen to open. The first door that 
brings the outside to the inside of the classroom is the presence of the RT.
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The innovation of videoconferencing

At first sight, the use of videoconferencing might appear to simply address 
problems such as lack of teachers of English in Uruguay. However, it also 
fosters the creation of a new type of learning environment, opening up 
the classroom walls to a world outside of school. When the RT appears on 
the screen ready to teach, to share their knowledge and enthusiasm for 
learning a foreign language, students begin to better realise that education 
in general, and English specifically, exists to open doors to the world. 

The classroom teacher is the key to successful learning

Although the use of videoconferencing allows the RT into the classroom to 
teach, the success of their intervention is determined by the attitude of the 
CT. Students respond first and foremost to the local CT, who is their natural 
beacon of learning and emotional support. For an RT to create a powerful 
bond with the children it is necessary for them to establish a good working 
relationship with their CT. This can be clearly perceived when one observes 
a remotely taught lesson. For instance, when the RT asks a question, 
students usually look at their local teacher as they raise their hands. They 
expect their CT to give them the floor to speak, or they often ask the CT a 
question which the CT then asks the RT to answer. It is the CT who is mainly 
in charge of classroom management, who influences the mood of the lesson 
and, subsequently, the attitude towards learning English.

Co-ordination between RT and CT 

The challenge, then, for RTs, is to gain the CT’s trust, and the opportunity 
to do so is through the weekly co-ordination session. The first step is for 
each teacher to understand the other’s context and background. RT and 
CT may come from different socio-cultural backgrounds, have different 
concepts of learning and teaching, have a different understanding of what 
collaborative teaching means, etc., but they are united in wanting the best 
for the children. Interviews and surveys with both RTs and CTs have shown 
that during the first part of the year, RTs and CTs get to know each other, 
both undergo their own process of reflection that leads to establishing 
a pattern of behaviour and routines for the year. Even when both 
professionals are Uruguayan, they have expressed the need to negotiate 
pedagogical meaning. The use of repetition and imitation, for example, 
believed by many to be fundamental in second language acquisition, 
despite criticism (Dam Jensen, 2003; Trofimovich and Gatbonton, 2006; 
Yan, X et al., 2016; Ghazi-Saidi and Ansaldo, 2017), is often perceived by 
CTs as a behaviourist method of learning, which they find inappropriate for 
the context of their classroom.
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Ceibal en Inglés Conversation Classes – secondary 
and vocational 

In contrast to primary, in secondary and vocational schools there is already 
a classroom teacher of English (CTE). The difference between these two 
professionals in terms of background lies in the fact that the RT is a native 
speaker of English, and thus an element of interculturality is introduced into 
the classroom. The CTEs benefit from a weekly visit of a remote teacher 
of English to help their students practise oral skills. The focus of Ceibal en 
Inglés Conversation Classes in secondary and vocational schools is also on 
reaching out to students with different levels of English . 

Once RTs and CTEs work collaboratively, students usually become highly 
engaged in developing their oral skills. Surveys with teachers show that the RT 
visit is perceived by students as a “genuine communicative moment” especially, 
as is often the case, when the RT does not speak much or any Spanish. It has 
been reported too that students also generally respond with enthusiasm to the 
RTs talking about their culture, town, festivals, food, music, etc. The CTE, who 
knows lesson plans, is invited to pre-teach and to make sure that students do 
all the practice to take advantage of the RT’s lesson. CTs participating in the 
Conversation Classes programme have remarked on the positive influence that 
the focus on interculturality has had on students. 

Tutorials for Differentiated Learning

Alongside the Conversation Classes, as students usually have different levels of 
English in secondary and vocational education, support is given using specially 
designed Tutorials for Differentiated Learning (TDLs), which are introduced by 
the CTE and moderated asynchronously on the learning management system 
(LMS) by the same RT who teaches the Conversation Classes.

TDLs were designed to address the fact that children reach secondary 
education with very diverse backgrounds in English. These are 
asynchronous tutorials that invite students to view, read and listen in English 
at a level that depends on expertise in the second language. These tutorials 
have been designed to go beyond the curriculum and to engage students in 
the world above and beyond the classroom.

Ceibal en Inglés is still in the pilot phase of the Conversation Classes 
programme, but initial indications are that students are positive, and it is 
felt that these tutorials may stretch the potential of the LMS and transform 
it into a generator of culture, as the LMS has been used as a springboard 
for students to discover music, films, towns, maps, national parks, stars and 
sports, among others. The tutorials are not expected to connect classrooms, 
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but to connect students to a world in which English is the means of culture, 
and students complete tasks according to their own level of proficiency in 
the second language.

In this manner, through two forms of intervention – videoconferencing and 
the LMS – Ceibal en Inglés has managed in secondary and vocational schools 
to continue stimulating and encouraging collaborative work; promote new 
ways of communicating with others inside and outside the classroom and 
the school; foster autonomous learning and discovery of the world; provoke 
a sense that learning may happen at any moment; and that both technology 
and English have a great deal to offer students in their continuous 
development. 

Community building

An important aim of Ceibal en Inglés is to nurture an educational 
community; one which includes a wider group of people usually found in 
in schools, including the classroom teachers, school directors, mentors, 
remote teachers and institute co-ordinators, e-tutors who teach English to 
the classroom teachers, lesson plan writers, quality managers and others.

McMillan (1986) has stated that “when people who share values come 
together, they find they have similar needs, priorities and goals, thus 
fostering briefly that in joining together they might be able to satisfy those 
needs and obtain the reinforcement they seek.” With this in mind, the Ceibal 
en Inglés educational community was solidified in 2016 with an event titled 
First Encounter with the Remote in the Creation of an Educational Community, 
with talks, panels, workshops and poster presentations by various members 
from across the entire spectrum of the community. 

This First Encounter aimed to foster a feeling of belonging, a sense of 
personal relatedness and identification with the needs of our students. 
It showed that teachers can share with fellow teachers and other 
professionals to contribute to the development of our students and schools, 
and that we can all influence each other, especially when given the chance 
to present our concerns and empower each other. 

Challenges for the future

In education, present and future tend to mingle as administrators are usually 
concerned with a present that will have a beneficial impact in the future. At the 
moment, Ceibal en Inglés has a focus on improving quality: quality of teaching, 
of materials, of technology. Simultaneously, much effort is being used on 
strategies to help those children who are not performing as well as the others. 
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Ceibal en Inglés is without a doubt a ‘brave new world’ (Shakespeare, 2005 
Act V.i.), a world to look at with the same sense of wonder and curiosity that 
Miranda’s eyes betrayed, as she saw the variety, intensity and beauty of the 
new world ahead. Like Miranda, we look in awe holding hands with the rest of 
the Ceibal en Inglés community, feeling that we are all members of a group 
that shares the same hopes and needs, and in the knowledge that most of 
our educational desires will be met through commitment to be together.
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Appendix I:  
Teachers Know
Classification by Malderez and Wedell, 2007:19

About:

 � Their subject, their aims and the role of the wider curriculum
 � How the subject is learnt, the existence of strategies to support 

learning
 � The school and its policies, accepted norms and procedures within the 

education system
 � The students, their backgrounds, their needs
 � Strategies for managing their own ongoing professional learning, the 

existence of professional organisations and support networks, and 
journals in their subject area

How:

 � Use strategies to support pupils and their own learning
 � Notice important features in classroom and organisations
 � Promote conditions which support the learning process
 � Assess learning
 � Relate to students, other professionals, parents and colleagues
 � Fulfill other professional obligations 
 � Assess and use new ideas and/or theories to think, plan and/or assess

To:

 � Intuitively and instantaneously use what they know (whether it is 
‘knowing about’ or ‘knowing how’ type of knowledge) at just the right 
moment, and in just the right way to support the learning of their 
particular learners, in their classrooms
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Appendix II:  
Empowering the Classroom 
Teacher in Ceibal en Inglés
Gabriela Kaplan, 2014

The disempowered CT:

 � relies only on translation
 � is over-concerned with accuracy
 � uses no or very little L2 in the classroom
 � does not use lesson plans
 � encourages students to use just words
 � has behavioural issues in their classroom
 � hardly uses student laptops
 � finds co-ordination with the RT very hard
 � does not foster an ‘English environment’
 � allows the formation of ‘two groups’ in their class: those who study 

English outside the school and those who do not
 � prefers to teach metalanguage rather than language through use
 � uses their role as mediator between students and the RT as an obstacle 

that hinders the possibility of building rapport between the RT and 
students, so the students become dependent on the CT to work with RT 

 � does all lessons one after the other, so timetabling becomes a problem
 � finds targets to blame for their own shortcomings (e.g. “The RT does 

not send any emails,” when the RT has sent several emails, some 
complaining that the CT does not respond) 

 � is paralysed by fear, which means they cannot act even when students 
are motivated to learn English

The empowered CT:

 � uses mime and gestures instead of translation or in addition to it
 � uses pictures/posters in the classroom to create an ‘English 

environment’
 � is enthusiastic to learn new English words, to embrace new language, a 

new world
 � learns easy classroom vocabulary and uses it in lessons B and C
 � uses the internet to find dictionaries and other useful tools
 � repeats what the RT says in English
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 � uses the provided lesson plans
 � implements pair work, group work, role play
 � is not afraid of making mistakes and takes risks in L2
 � builds a community around the school, with parents giving support
 � uses the laptops even when they are not easily available (borrows from 

other classes, from the school, etc.)
 � enjoys the intercultural aspect of learning English
 � responds to the RT’s commitment when there is an opportunity to do so
 � encourages everyone in the classroom to use their own knowledge of 

technology, English, cultural aspects, etc. 
 � detects errors and communicates them to RTs
 � does not mind if students know more than themself
 � shares her newly acquired knowledge with other children at the school
 � finds strategies to overcome difficult/restless groups
 � uses English above and beyond lessons B and C: on field trips, in other 

subjects, etc.
 � finds pleasure in being a learner with their students
 � makes sure their role as mediator between RT and students promotes 

rapport and makes communication flow
 � writes down their own doubts to share with RTs
 � encourages the creation of a class glossary
 � finds other resources when the internet is not reliable; downloads 

materials to use
 � understands the time needed between one lesson and another
 � understands language is a means of communication; does not obsess 

over grammar, spelling and structures
 � embraces any feelings of anxiety or fear relating to the difficulties of L2 

but manages to overcome this with bravery and commitment to their 
students learning
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2
Student voice in remote 
language learning 
Silvia Rovegno

Introduction

A study about the nature and effectiveness of a new way of teaching and 
learning would not be complete without hearing from the students. They are the 
only ones who truly experience remote language learning; all the other voices 
– remote teachers (RTs), classroom teachers (CTs), mentors, managers – can 
describe the teaching and report on the results obtained by the students. These 
other aspects are covered in the respective chapters of this publication. In 
order to capture their voice and bring us closer to understanding how effective 
language learning is in a remote environment, a number of focus groups with 
students were carried out. They were held with students in their final year (sixth 
grade), which means they had three years’ worth of experience of remote 
language learning and a certain level of cognitive maturity that allowed them to 
talk about these experiences in a more critical way.

Student voice research

Research on the experience of learning and the impact it has on the 
individual has a surprisingly short history in English Language teaching. In 
their seminal work on the experiences of English language learners around 
the world, Benson and Nunan (2005:5) state that “The history of our field 
… shows that for much of the twentieth century researchers were far more 
interested in problems of teaching than they were in problems of learning.” 
The movement towards a more learner-centred pedagogy advocates that 
“learners’ varied responses to teaching are as important a factor in language 
learning, if not more so, than the teaching itself” (ibid:6). In their work, a 
series of studies are reported, which include aspects such as motivation, 
affect and emotion in language learning, learner identity construction, and 
coping with distance learning. All the studies presented focused on young 
adult and adult learners from around the world and used biographical 
research as the common research methodology.
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Reoccurring themes in student research have covered issues such as cognitive 
and affective learning outcomes, perceptions of classroom environment, 
students’ attitudes and self-efficacy beliefs (Bell and Aldridge, 2014:24). 
However, these authors go on to say that these more affective outcomes 
“are often overlooked in preference to cognitive outcomes, most commonly 
demonstrated through student achievement data” (ibid).

Ellis (2012:161), when concluding his review of longitudinal research on language 
students´ learning, states that: “The early studies were informed by research in 
second language acquisition (SLA), were descriptive in nature, and were focused 
more or less exclusively on grammatical aspects of the L2. Later studies switched 
attention to pragmatic aspects of learner-language. More recently, studies have 
been informed by socio-interactional theories of learning, focusing on how 
classrooms as social contexts shape the way learners behave and on how learners 
themselves can help to construct the local contexts in which they are learning.”

Still, the studies cited focus mainly on specific aspects of the learning 
experience and not on the wholeness of what learning a language in a particular 
way entails. More recently, the attention of teachers and educational authorities 
has shifted towards what students have to say in terms of their educational 
experiences as informed participants. DeFur and Korinek (2010:15) conducted 
focus groups with middle school students from rural and suburban schools in the 
USA on issues that affect their learning. These authors conclude that:

“The credibility of students as expert witnesses of effective instruction 
seems undeniable. We believe that the adolescents with whom we spoke … 
demonstrate experiential knowledge that upgrades students to a position of 
authority in identifying effective instructional practices. Their perceptions were 
strikingly similar to those expressed by the recognised experts … who offered 
specific, research-based actions that school leaders could take to improve 
student outcomes” (ibid:18). 

Further studies on students’ voices were identified as occurring mainly in the 
last ten years of educational research and cover issues such as students as 
reformers (Yonezawa and Jones, 2009), student identity and disability (Peters, 
2010), students as co-researchers in academic inquiry (Marquis et al., 2017) and 
the experiences of learning at an East Africa University (Badiru and Nyawira, 
2017). The studies are not abundant but browsing through any journal database, 
such as Jstor, we can start identifying the occurrence of more student-centred 
educational research, where the students’ central voice is the object of inquiry.

The students of Ceibal en Inglés

All children enrolled in state primary schools in Uruguay are required by law to 
learn English as a foreign language. There are roughly 122,000 students enrolled 
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in public primary education in Uruguay. Current estimates indicate that 71 
per cent of the students in grades 4, 5 and 6 learn English remotely via 
Ceibal en Inglés and 19 per cent receive face-to-face language instruction. 
(Plan Ceibal, 2017:59). This means that for over 3,500 classes in 650 
schools, language instruction is carried out remotely, and around 700 
remote lessons are delivered daily into Uruguay from the remote teaching 
centres located in several different countries around the world (ibid:60–61).

In order to make sense and truly understand the experiences of these 
learners, it is important to take some time to understand the context in 
which they are educated. State schools in Uruguay are classified in two 
ways: by type of school and by socio-economic quintile. 

School quintiles (ANEP, 2016:4–5) are defined by the statistical analysis of a 
series of indicators:

 � Socio-educational level: taking into consideration the mothers’ highest 
and lowest levels of education achieved

 � Socio-economic level: taking into account the percentage of homes in 
the school that have access to drinking water, home sewage treatment 
systems, typical home appliances, as well as the level of overcrowding 
in the home and the quality of the dwellings 

 � Social integration level: percentage of homes with children who do not 
attend formal education and of homes in derelict areas

The schools are then divided in five quintiles, quintile 1 encompasses 20 per 
cent of schools in the most vulnerable contexts and quintile 5 covers 20 per 
cent in the least vulnerable contexts.

Socio-cultural indicators
Quintile 

1
Quintile 

2
Quintile 

3
Quintile 

4
Quintile 

5

Per cent of mothers with complete 
primary education or less

58 46.4 36.4 26.5 14

Per cent of mothers with complete 
secondary education or more

6.2 10.4 16.1 25.5 45

Per cent of children with one 
unsatisfied basic need

23.3 18.1 14.3 9.3 5.6

Per cent of homes with territorial 
disintegration

43.7 26.3 16.8 11.8 7.1

Per cent of homes with 
educational disintegration

13.2 8.5 5.9 4.5 2.3

Home appliance index 5.3 6.2 6.9 7.7 8.7

Figure 1: Socio-cultural indicators across the five quintiles (ANEP, 2016:9)
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In addition to the socio-economic classification, schools are classified 
according to the following criteria:

Urbana Común (Common urban): Schools located in urban areas where 
students receive four hours of classes per day. Typically, each school 
works on two shifts, one in the morning, from 8:30 to 12:30 and one in 
the afternoon, from 13:30 to 17:30. There is a CT in charge of each group. 
Students also attend classes by specialised teachers in the areas of physical 
education (PE), music and art. These schools can be located in any urban 
area and cover the full five quintiles of socio-economic classification. 
Students do not receive a complementary meal in these schools.

Tiempo Completo (Full time): Children attend school from 8:30 to 16:00 
and receive three meals a day. Apart from following the official national 
curriculum, there is a focus on the development of written language through 
play-based methodologies. Activities such as arts, PE and sports and music 
complete the school day. These schools are located in areas of extreme 
social vulnerability (ANEP website)1.

Tiempo extendido (Extended time): These schools work on a seven-
hour day where students receive four hours of formal instruction by a CT, 
two hours of workshops and one hour for lunch and recreation. There are 
currently 49 extended time schools throughout the country. These schools 
are located across the quintiles 3, 4 and 5 (ANEP website)2.

Aprender (Priority attention school): This refers to schools located in 
areas of structural vulnerability. The APRENDER programme is an inclusion 
programme that seeks to grant access and permanence in the educational 
system as well as achieve quality learning. These schools are typically located 
in the two lowest socio-economic quintiles (1 and 2) (ANEP website)3.

Rural Común (Rural school): These are schools located in rural areas. 
There are over 1,000 rural schools located in Uruguay, 767 of them 
employing one single teacher to cover all levels of instruction. About 17,000 
students attend these schools (ANEP website)4.

De Práctica (Practicum): These schools are typically the ones used for 
teachers in training practicum. They can be urban, rural or priority attention 
schools. Apart from their regular CT, a student teacher is assigned to work 
with a specific group during a period of time. Student teachers and students 

1  http://ceip.edu.uy/tiempo-completo-modelo-pedagogico-fundamentacion

2  http://ceip.edu.uy/ctx-caracteristicas/ctx-elementos

3  http://ceip.edu.uy/programas/aprender

4  http://ceip.edu.uy/centros-edu-rural
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of other related degrees (PE, music, educational psychology) also complete 
their practicum in these schools 

Taking the number of students enrolled in each school, the distribution 
chart for 2017 would look like this: 

32% Urban School 

14% Full time school 

2% Extended time school 

17% Practicum School 

28% Priority attention 

6% Rural School

Figure 2. Student distribution by school type

As stated earlier, Ceibal en Inglés provides English language lessons in all 
19 departments of the country where there are not enough teachers of 
English physically present. The geographical distribution of groups for 2017 
is illustrated below.

Artigas: 
4%

Salto: 
1,6%

Tacuarembó: 
3,3%

Río Negro: 
2,1%

Soriano: 
3,0%

Rivera: 
5,8%

Durazno: 
2,2%

Flores: 
0,7%

Colonia: 
3,9% San José: 

3,8%

Montevideo: 26,1% 

Canelones: 
18,3%

Florida: 
2,3%

Lavalleja: 
1,6%

Treinta y Tres: 
1,9%

Rocha: 
3,0%

Maldonado: 
5,6%

Cerro Largo: 
3,1%

Paysandú: 
4,5%

Figure 3. Group distribution by geographical location
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Given that the programme was expanded to reach almost all urban schools 
in 2015, an even distribution of groups by level is found in the current data 
(2017): 34 per cent of groups correspond to the students in 4th grade (9/10-
year olds) taking level 1, 33 per cent to 5th graders (10/11-year olds) taking 
level 2 and the final 33 per cent to 6th graders (11/12-year olds) taking level 3.

Research strategy

In order to understand how remote language learning works, the following 
questions were developed:

 � How do students from diverse backgrounds respond to remote 
language teaching (RLT)? 

 � What are students’ perceptions of RLT?
 � How does RLT affect students’ attitudes towards learning English?

The result of the assessment of the children has provided quantitative 
data related to the success of the programme, but it is important to also 
understand the children’s perceptions of remote language learning. 

In order to achieve this aim, two different data collection strategies were 
planned. First, focus groups with students in their final year of primary 
school were conducted. These 11-12-year-olds had three years of 
experience of remote language learning and so they were considered to 
have the cognitive maturity to be able to talk about their own experiences in 
a concrete way. Cohen et al. (2007:376) define focus groups as:

“A form of group interview, though not in the sense of a backwards and 
forwards between interviewer and group. Rather, the reliance is on the 
interaction within the group who discuss a topic supplied by the researcher 
… the participants interact with each other rather than with the interviewer, 
such that the views of the participants can emerge … It is from the 
interaction of the group that the data emerges.”

In the second stage, with the same students, a live survey was conducted 
that employed Plickers (www.plickers.com), a real-time polling tool that can be 
used on any mobile device, Android or IOS, for scanning students’ answers. 
Each student was given a printed plicker card that contained a unique 
number that represented the student; each side of the card represented a 
choice of answer. In our case, we used A for true and B for false. Dichotomous 
responses such as this one allowed me to contrast the qualitative data offered 
by students in the first section of the interview. At the same time, “highly 
structured, closed questions are useful in that they can generate frequencies 
of response amenable to statistical treatment and analysis. They also enable 
comparisons to be made across groups in the sample” (Oppenheim 1992, in 
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Cohen et al., 2007:321). This type of dichotomous response is “useful, for it 
compels respondents to come off the fence on an issue. It provides a clear, 
unequivocal response” (Cohen et al., 2007:322).

Students were presented with ten statements about remote teaching 
and they needed to state whether they considered the statement true or 
false according to their experience. The comments and reactions to the 
statements as well as the focus groups were transcribed by an independent 
transcriber and their answers analysed. Using this two-fold strategy allowed 
the verification quantitatively of what students responded in the focus group 
while at the same time offering a chance for the least outspoken students to 
express their views. It also catered for any language processing issues from 
interfering with students responding by reducing the amount of language to 
be processed by comparison to multiple choice questions or rating scales.

Twelve focus groups were carried out in eight schools representing seven 
out of the ten departments in Uruguay (those with the largest number of 
Ceibal en Inglés classes), totaling 100 participating students and covering 
three major types of schools (urban, Aprender and practicum) and all five 
socio-economic quintiles. The classes were selected by Ceibal en Inglés 
mentors, ensuring that each group had not suffered any major interruptions 
in teaching during the year. We established this condition given that it was 
important to understand how students learn when the programme works as 
planned. Students with three years of experience in the programme were 
surveyed, as they had more experience of remote learning.

The student voice

In this section, the results of both instances will be reported to present 
the students’ unified point of view, which would be lost if the results were 
reported separately.

Learning English and learning English remotely
The initial aim was to identify how the students felt about studying 
English in general. 95 per cent of respondents stated that they enjoyed 
learning English. This result was similar across schools with the exception 
of one school. In this particular urban school, where 50 per cent of the 
participating students attend private English lessons, agreement with this 
statement fell to 57 per cent. When asked to explain why, these students 
compared their face-to-face lessons and referred to the frequency of the 
lessons and the physical presence of the teacher as reasons for preferring 
these latter forms. When asked about the reasons for enjoying learning 
English, in seven out of the eight schools the most common reason reported 
referred to the global status of English. A girl from Tacuarembó explained 
that “English is a language that is used worldwide, even in China where they 
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speak Chinese, they speak English too. Wherever you travel to, whatever 
you do, you will use English and this is why I like learning it.” A boy from 
Montevideo told us that, in his opinion, “knowing English opens doors”. 

When asked whether they enjoyed learning English remotely, 93 per 
cent of all interviewed students provided an affirmative answer. Students 
reported an array of different reasons for this positive evaluation. The most 
commonly reported answer across all types of schools was to do with 
remote teaching methodology and materials. The focus on visual input and 
interaction seems to agree with these new generations where the image 
plays such an important role. A girl from Artigas explained: “Our RT uses 
images a lot. The tasks she gives us always bring images and that helps us, 
we like this a lot. I wish my teacher here did the same.” Other aspects of 
the methodology that the students reported they liked were the focus on 
project and group work and the use of games. The second most commonly 
reported reason lies in the characteristics of RTs and the bond they are able 
to establish over the screen. A boy from Tacuarembó described that: “What 
I like is that in spite of being with us through the screen, we also have a 
connection with her. It seems as if she were very close to us, like she is here 
in spite of being in Argentina.”

A third reason reported is the access to learning English remote language 
learning gives them. This response was equivalent in all schools regardless of 
geographical location or type. A boy from Canelones stated that: “I like learning 
English remotely because we don’t have the chance to have an English teacher 
at the school, and in this way we have the chance of learning English anyway.” 

What is it like to learn English remotely?
Students were then asked about the specifics of learning English remotely. 
51 per cent of them agreed with the statement that learning remotely was 
more difficult than learning face-to-face, 49 per cent disagreed. Only 14 per 
cent of students from schools in the lower socio-economic quintiles felt that 
learning English remotely was more difficult, whereas it was 100 per cent 
of those in schools with a higher quintile. Possible explanations include the 
fact that many students from the lower socio-economic quintiles have not 
experienced learning English face-to-face, so they have no comparator. 

Students gave two main reasons for considering remote teaching more 
difficult than face-to-face teaching. One had to do with the fact that the RT 
does not have the chance to correct and offer feedback to performance 
during the class as often as their CT does. A boy from Paysandú told us 
about his experience: “What I find difficult is the distance, we have a great 
bond with our RT and she asks us what we don’t understand and explains 
it but she cannot look at our copybooks and tell us: ‘Look! You are copying 
this wrongly,’ or she cannot look at our projects before we present them to 
make them better as our CT does with the work we do with her.” 
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The second reason had to do with technology glitches. Though these are not 
common (cancellations due to technological problems account for 6.46 per 
cent of the scheduled lessons), students felt frustrated when they were engaged 
in their remote lesson and technology failed. A girl from Maldonado told us 
about a recent experience: “Our RT was explaining something really difficult and 
suddenly the image got cut off and then the audio. And then the screen went 
black. Our CT cut off the communication and the RT tried calling us again. It took 
them about ten minutes to get the connection back.” Although relatively rare, 
this illustrates the importance of reliability of technology in such programmes.

When asked whether they felt they were learning English effectively in this 
way, 86 per cent of the students said it was true. A similar number stated that 
learning remotely was different from learning face-to-face. 70 per cent of the 
students acknowledged that they had learnt about other countries and ways of 
life through their remote lessons. This was even more apparent when their RTs 
teach from far-away locations such as the Philippines. A girl from Artigas told 
us about their experience with their RT last year: “It was time for our remote 
lesson as usual and we saw our teacher wearing a strange costume. We didn’t 
understand what was going on. She told us they were celebrating Independence 
Day that day and all the staff at the remote teaching centre there were dressed 
in traditional costumes. She told us about how they celebrate it there and we, 
with the help of our CT, we told her about our Independence Day.”

The RTs
When students were asked whether they considered their RTs to be good, 
100 per cent of the students answered positively. They were then asked 
about the reason for this assessment. Their responses were classified under 
two categories: personal characteristics and technical skills. A summary of 
their responses can be found in the table below.

RT Skills

Technical skills Personal characteristics

• Uses games and videos in all lessons
• Helps students with pronunciation using 

games to repeat difficult or new words
• Uses roulette with students’ names to 

appoint who has to speak. “We all need 
to pay attention because you never know 
when it’s your turn to talk or answer.” (Salto)

• Uses group work frequently
• “Zooms the camera in on students who are 

not paying attention or not doing what they 
have to do.” (Maldonado)

• Explains things clearly and as many times 
as we need to

• Patience
• “She´s interested that we 

learn.” (Canelones)
• “She makes me feel at ease, 

I feel less intimidated with 
her on the screen than with a 
teacher in the class.” (Salto)

• “She encourages us to learn.” 
(Artigas)

• “She makes lessons fun, 
we never get bored.” 
(Tacuarembó)
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The CTs 
Even when students acknowledged that their CTs did not do follow-up 
lessons B and C, they stated the valuable support that their CTs provided 
when learning English remotely. A girl from Tacuarembó explained how their 
CT helped them to learn English: “Our teacher is a great support and help 
because she reinforces everything we learnt with our RT. She is in constant 
communication with our RT, they have a very good relationship. So they help 
each other with the work that we need to do.” 

A boy from Salto gave a very specific example: “We watch the videos we saw 
in the remote lesson again in class with our CT, she pauses the video and we 
look at the new words again, she explains what we don’t understand.” A girl 
from Montevideo told us that: “Our teacher takes photos of important things 
from the screen and of homework and then writes that on the blackboard 
and makes us copy in our copybooks.”

Looking forward

The aim of the Ceibal en Inglés primary programme is to provide initial 
language instruction to grade 4–6 students, taking them to as close as 
possible to an A2 level of the CEFR (Common European Framework of 
Reference for Languages) by the time they finish primary school. These 
students will then continue learning English with a face-to-face CT of English 
(CTE) in secondary education. English in high school is usually regarded as 
one of the difficult subjects students need to tackle. This is why 86 per cent 
of the students interviewed believe that they will be more successful when 
dealing with English in high school after having learnt English remotely. A 
boy from Montevideo told us about his hopes: “What we are learning now 
will be very helpful when we are in high school. This will be the foundation 
for what we will learn then.” 

Finally, when students were asked whether they would like to be given the 
chance to learn something else remotely, 93 per cent stated that they 
would like that opportunity. When asked about what they would like to learn 
their answers stretched from other languages to subjects such as physics 
and chemistry. This relates to what was previously reported about students 
believing that remote teaching is an effective form of learning.

Conclusion

Students had a lot to say about what it is like to learn English remotely. 
Overall, they valued the experience very positively, considering this an 
effective form of learning. They acknowledged the essential role both the 
RT and CT had in helping them achieve this aim. If the students’ answers 
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are compared with answers from RTs and CTs, it can be remarked that 
they both largely agree when identifying the essential features of effective 
remote teaching.

The communication and rapport between both the RT and CT is essential 
for students to feel supported and able to learn. The personal and 
technical characteristics of both professionals were also highlighted by the 
students as central aspects of the effectiveness of remote teaching. They 
acknowledged that even when distances were great, the RTs were able to 
establish a very close bond with them. The high quality of the technology 
used allowed this to happen by providing reliable real-time communication 
and interaction.

The communicative language teaching methodology used in remote 
teaching, which differs from what students are accustomed to experiencing 
in their classrooms, is an important factor for students, who find in remote 
lessons a form of learning that promotes pair and group work and makes 
use of songs and games as regular learning activities.

The students interviewed were also critical of some aspects of remote 
teaching. The technological glitches (only 6.56 per cent of scheduled 
lessons are cancelled due to this) during the remote lesson, the frequency 
in which they receive direct feedback on their performance from their RTs 
and the fact that RTs are not physically present to monitor their work were 
the most common criticisms students had. 

The students interviewed came from different backgrounds, from different 
areas of the country, but they share one common and unique experience: 
they have learnt a language in a new and innovative way. For them, learning 
something remotely is now as usual as learning something face-to-face. 
They told us that they believe learning remotely is an effective way to learn.
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3
What skills do Ceibal en Inglés 
remote teachers need?
Veronica Pintos

This chapter examines the specific skills required to be effective in the context 
of teaching English remotely to state school primary children in Uruguay. 
The literature concerning teaching online and the skills required to do so is 
summarised, followed by an analysis of the results of a survey undertaken with 
remote teachers and academic managers working in Ceibal en Inglés.

Introduction 

Remote teaching in Ceibal en Inglés incorporates elements seen in many 
other online language learning contexts that contain synchronous (i.e. 
in real time) teaching components. Where remote teaching in Ceibal en 
Inglés differs, however, is in its requirement for team-teaching. During 
the videoconferencing lesson (lesson A), the local classroom teacher (CT) 
facilitates interaction, while the remote teacher (RT) leads the teaching and 
learning. Further practice and learning is also facilitated by the CT in two 
follow-up lessons (lessons B and C), which is covered in a separate chapter 
dedicated to the CT. The focus of this chapter is on the role of the RT and, 
more specifically, on the specific skillset required for the remote teacher 
to be effective. 

Remote language teaching

Remote language teaching is a form of distance education, i.e. a context 
“in which teaching … occurs in a different place from learning” (Moore and 
Kearsley, 2004:12). Nowadays, this distance can be bridged by internet-
mediated technology that can be either in real time (synchronous) or 
separated by time (asynchronous) (LaFrance and Beck, 2014; Moore and 
Kearsley, 2004; cited in Siemens, Gaševič, and Dawson, 2015).

In synchronous computer-mediated communication, the teacher can be 
in one place and the students, all together, in one other physical location, 
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as is the case of the teaching in Ceibal en Inglés; or all of them (teacher 
and students) can be dispersed across different physical locations. In 
contrast, asynchronous communication is “not dependent upon teachers 
and students being present together at a specific time/place to conduct 
learning/teaching activities” (Berge, 1999:6). 

Asynchronous learning often takes place using a learning management 
system (LMS), also called a virtual learning environment (VLE), which is “a 
web-based software application used to organise, implement and evaluate 
education” (Abdullateef, Elias, Mohamed, Zaidan and Zaidan, 2016:1). Ceibal 
en Inglés RTs are required to interact with students both synchronously 
and asynchronously using Crea, a rebranded version of Schoology, a social 
networking-based LMS that aims to connect “people, content and systems 
that fuel education” (Schoology, 2018). 

Blended learning

Because of the presence of a local CT in the classroom, Ceibal en Inglés 
could also be regarded as an instance of blended learning, i.e. “a combination 
of technology and classroom instruction in a flexible approach to learning” 
(Bañados, 2006:534), which makes use of face-to-face and online 
communication elements to integrate traditional classroom instruction and 
internet-based technology (Neumeier, 2005; Graham, 2005; Hammond, 2015).

Use of learning technology 

In Ceibal en Inglés, the ideal RT will be a language-teaching specialist 
with experience of young learners, who teaches synchronously via 
videoconferencing from a distant location and also guides learners 
asynchronously via Crea (Banegas, 2015; Brovetto, 2015; Boyce, 2015). 

“The RT presents the language to be learnt and arranges practice 
activities with the help of the CT” (Stanley, 2015:2) and it can be argued 
that the use of “synchronous and asynchronous tools to support language 
learning demands not just technical mastery of a suite of tools, but a 
reconceptualising of the roles of both the teacher and learner, and of how 
they co-construct understanding through synchronous and asynchronous 
online interaction” (Comas-Quinn, 2011:25). 

Ceibal en Inglés RTs teach lessons from small classrooms called 
teaching points (TPs) by initiating a point-to-point connection using 
videoconferencing from the TP to a classroom in the school. A remote 
control is available to the RT so that the image shown to the students can 
be adjusted and the RT can take control of the local camera in the school to 
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zoom into individual students and virtually ‘move around’ the classroom. The 
remote control is also used to start and stop the call, control the microphone 
volume level at both the TP and school, share screens by splitting the 
TV screen into two to display content from the RT’s laptop, and change 
presentation views, among other functions. A laptop is used by the RT to 
present materials, which could be in the form of a presentation, an online 
song, video or game. RTs, therefore, need to be more proficient in the use 
of technology than a face-to-face teacher. 

Of course, the specific skills needed to be an effective remote language 
teacher go beyond the acquisition of learning technology skills, but there 
is a basic competency level required of all remote teachers. Hampel and 
Stickler (2005:316) carried out research in order to identify skills required 
of online language teachers, presenting a skills pyramid as the output of 
their investigation (see below). It was suggested that teachers need to 
develop these skills building on “one another … from the most general skills 
forming a fairly broad base to an apex of individual and personal styles.”

Own style

Creativity and choice

Facilitating communicative competence

Online socialisation

Dealing with constraints and possibilities of the medium

Specific technical competence for the software

Basic ICT competence

Figure 1: The pyramid of skills by Hampel and Stickler (2005)

Hampel and Stickler’s pyramid suggests teachers require time and practice 
becoming familiar with ICT (information and communications technology) 
before they can start to take full advantage of the affordances of learning 
technology. Although it was developed some time ago, this still rings true today. 

Semio-pedagogical skills and telepresence 

According to Neill and Caswell (1993:9), it is important for teachers to take 
into account non-verbal signals “such as facial expression, head and body 
posture, hand movements” when teaching, as they can reveal much about 
students and whether they understand what is being presented to them.

When teaching online, some researchers believe it is equally or even more 
important for teachers to develop their awareness and understanding of semio-
pedagogical skills so they understand the contribution that semiotic resources 
such as “the use of gestures, head and body movements, gaze and facial 
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expressions” can make to learning (Cohen, 2015). According to Develotte et al. 
(2013:294), the teacher using videoconferencing can exemplify and facilitate 
learning by careful use of body language, including “smiles, nods or frowns”. 

Anderson et al. (2001:3) introduce the concept of telepresence by stating 
that “for learning to occur in this lean medium of communication ... a strong 
element of what we refer to as teaching presence is required.” Teleprescence 
is teaching presence at a distance, as Develotte et al. (2010) call it, which 
means for them “the different ways in which [technologies] allow us to be 
present to one another and to be aware of other people’s presence”. 

To the student in the classroom, this refers to how far it feels a teacher is 
actually physically present in the local classroom (Develotte et al., 2010:298), 
although they are really in a different physical location.

Research strategy 

In order to further determine the skills required of an effective RT, a survey 
was carried out and a cross-section of RTs and academic managers were 
interviewed from seven remote teaching centres (RTCs) in Uruguay, the 
Philippines and Argentina. The survey focused on the skills the participants 
believed RTs need to have. Documents produced by Ceibal en Inglés quality 
managers were also analysed. The subsequent data analysis identified the 
skills that were specific to the project and those that were transferable 
from face-to-face to RLT.

Data analysis

The following skills specific to remote teaching were cited by survey 
respondents as important to have or develop.

Classroom management at a distance. All of those interviewed stated that 
“classroom management at a distance” was an important skill RTs needed to 
develop, with one academic manager pointing out that “RTs should be able 
to … get and maintain students’ attention throughout the class” and need 
to concentrate on “the delivery of clear instructions, and the setting and 
administration of time for each activity”.

Classroom management at a distance often represents a challenge to RTs, 
who, for example, as one RT put it, “cannot physically approach a student who 
is misbehaving”.

Experienced RTs learn that in order to be effective they need to “depend 
on the teacher on the other side to help with classroom management”. In 
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the words of another RT, “the CT represents my hands and legs in the local 
classroom”. Support from the CT includes organising the children into groups 
or pairs, moving furniture around, dealing with disruptive students, helping 
learners access relevant exercises on their ‘ceibalitas’ (laptops provided by 
Plan Ceibal), encouraging individuals to speak out loud and answer questions, 
and overall ensuring that students are on task. The role of the CT in keeping 
motivation high is also important – a disinterested CT can negatively impact 
the overall mood in the classroom. This is covered in more detail in the 
chapter dedicated to the CT.

The importance of classroom management is echoed in observation reports 
prepared by quality managers, which contain instances suggesting RTs need 
to “establish positive rapport with the students and the CT”. To help this, 
advice is often given encouraging RTs to “use names to address everyone 
in the local classroom,” “be responsive to energy and pace during the lesson,” 
and to “respond to the students’ and the CT’s contributions to keep them 
engaged and participating in lesson A.” This, of course, is not specific to the 
remote classroom, but, nonetheless needs to be taken into account. 

Team-teaching and co-ordination. Most RTs stressed the importance of 
having regular, weekly meetings or other communication (referred to as 
co-ordination in Ceibal en Inglés) with their CTs to decide on the best way to 
approach each lesson plan and “to exchange information about the class or the 
progress of individual students”. One RT mentioned that “there is very little room 
for classroom management and delivery of lesson A without co-ordination” and 
another that “effective relationships are at the heart of our work. It is a two-way 
exchange: we learn from all those we interact with and they learn from us.”

Co-ordination helps team-teaching because “the bond with the CTs gives 
us the feeling that the message is delivered and the students can go through 
different weeks successfully and they enjoy [them].” This was echoed by 
another RT: “If you have a very good relationship with the CT, she contributes 
and she helps you out with many other things in the class.”

One academic manager pointed out that “the teacher has to be open minded 
enough so as to accept that she’s not the only leader in the class, that 
leadership is meant to be shared with somebody else who knows a lot about 
other things that they do not know about, so this issue of sharing leadership is 
fundamental for an RT.”

The mode of communication for this co-ordination was not perceived 
as being important, and RTs listed a variety of different ways, including 
connecting via the videoconferencing equipment, using email, instant 
messaging applications on their phones (e.g. Whatsapp), or software such as 
Skype, Zoom or Big Blue Button (web conferencing software integrated into 
Crea, the learning management system used by Uruguayan schools). 
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The ability and confidence to co-ordinate in Spanish with the CT was not 
mentioned by the RTs in Uruguay and Argentina, but was a particular concern 
of the RTs working from the Philippines, whose native language was not 
Spanish. This is a requirement because the average English language level of 
the CTs is low (A1 or below), so, as one RT working from the Philippines put it, 
“not being able to communicate in Spanish or English with the CT would be a 
problem.”

Learning technology. Familiarity with learning technology was cited as a 
key requirement by everyone interviewed, not surprisingly considering the 
requirement for RTs to manage videoconferencing equipment and other 
technology available on their laptops. Most RTs had had some experience 
with learning technology before starting as remote teachers, having used it 
themselves in their practice, or studied it while training to be a teacher. The 
more experienced RTs reported that they also “used computers in face-to-
face lessons, preparing presentations and online activities”. 

Although remote teaching could not take place without technology, RTs are 
clear that this is not the most important factor. One RT expressed this clearly 
when she said: “We get anxious about technology in RLT, whereas we should 
focus our attention on creating a strong relationship with the CT and students. 
Technology is a means but it could never be understood as the end.”

Technical support. Although the use of high-end videoconferencing 
minimises technical problems, RTs pointed out the need to act quickly if 
and when it does fail. “Knowing who to contact” and “having a plan B” were 
mentioned by RTs. One academic manager said they looked for a calm 
attitude in RTs: “If this fails, we do that, and if that fails, we do something 
else. They (RTs) have to be flexible and accept that technology sometimes 
fails.” As an example, an RT and CT may have a back-up plan of which 
materials the CT is to use with the children in the (rare) event that the 
videoconferencing equipment fails.

Learning management system (LMS). Crea, the LMS, is used to share lesson 
plans, teaching materials and self-study materials, and RTs keep a register of 
learners’ performance and needs to provide them with extra practice. It is 
expected that RTs guide their students on platform use and provide access to 
relevant materials by hiding some or making others visible. As one RT noted, 
this requires RTs to be “technologically savvy enough so as to make the most of 
the opportunities that asynchronous communication offers”. 

Use of the camera. Effective RTs develop the ability to use the classroom 
camera’s pan and zoom functionality to monitor students during pair and 
group work, and to select specific students for activities. One RT said she 
used the remote control to move the camera as if it were “an extension of my 
body” so as “to make up for the fact that I cannot walk around the classroom.” 
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RTs also make use of the zoom function of the camera in their teaching point to 
show the movement of their lips when, for example, teaching pronunciation: “I 
zoom the camera in on my face and I try to make them look at my mouth ... and 
[say], ‘look you have to put your tongue up and it has to touch your upper teeth’, 
and they [students] repeat, but you have to focus the camera on yourself”.

Telepresence. One academic manager stressed the importance of RTs 
developing “telepresence, which is having good presence through the 
screen”. One RT mentioned telepresence as “those moments in which you 
gain students’ confidence and attention through the screen” and another said 
“you’re not there but your students start feeling that as natural, rapport maybe 
faster ... they get used to you and they know the structure of the class, so they 
know what comes after that and they start feeling more relaxed, making the 
children and the CT feel that you are physically there with them”. 

Body language. RTs understand the importance of moving around in their 
teaching points (TPs) as well as “exaggerated body language and gestures,” 
mentioning the importance of dancing, mimicking and pointing to objects 
in gaining and keeping the attention of students: “You have to take it to 
the extreme because you’re trying to convey a message from a distance. 
Showing is more important than telling and there has to be a 100 per cent 
correspondence between what you say and what you show with your body.”

Voice control. One RT said: “When I started teaching remotely, the children 
told me not to shout. I wasn’t shouting, it’s my regular voice ... So I had to 
change that or use the volume control buttons on the remote control to lower 
my voice as if I were lowering the volume of a TV set”. Most RTs mentioned 
the need to speak more quietly because “the microphone is very sensitive 
and your voice is perceived loudly”. 

Some RTs play with this to gain their students’ attention: “When they are not 
listening, I sometimes start whispering and they start saying ‘we cannot hear’ 
and ask if I turned off the microphone.”

Conclusion

The focus of this chapter has been on the skills a remote teacher working in the 
context of Ceibal en Inglés at primary school level requires, specifically those 
which are not also required of a teacher working in a face-to-face context. 
Principally, these skills are related to relationship building for team-teaching, 
classroom management at a distance and familiarity with learning technology. 

As well as two years’ minimum experience of teaching primary young learners, 
Ceibal en Inglés also requires teachers to develop new skills and adapt skills 
already learnt through face-to-face teaching to the remote teaching context. 
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Understanding this means that the training and teacher development offered 
can focus on those skills specific to the Ceibal en Inglés context.
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3.1
On being a remote teacher 
Veronica Pintos

Remote teacher: Florencia Colombi
British Council Argentina Remote Teaching Centre
Started: 2014
Location: Buenos Aires, Argentina

Introduction

Florencia Colombi was born and raised in Olavarría, 350 km from the city of 
Buenos Aires. Florencia started studying English when she was eight and, 
after finishing secondary school, she studied to be a teacher. She recalled: 
“I decided to give it a chance because people said, ‘you’ll love it. You have 
the personality. You have the qualities to be a teacher.’ And they were not 
mistaken.” 

Curiosity about remote language teaching

Florencia became a remote teacher in June 2014. At first, she was full of 
doubt as to what she was supposed to do, but also bursting with curiosity 
and enthusiasm about her new job: “I knew I was supposed to deliver lessons 
to primary schools in Uruguay. I asked myself, ‘how I am supposed to do 
that?’ I knew I was not going to be travelling every day to teach there. But 
everything soon made sense and this was more appealing than going from 
one school to another in a city that I didn’t know.”

Getting ready to be a remote teacher

As soon as it was confirmed that Florencia would start teaching remotely, 
she participated in induction training, which included observation of a 
remote lesson. Florencia remembered the training well: “After the induction, 
I spent the whole weekend rehearsing but not really knowing what I was 
going to do. I feared the students would just ignore me. I was going to be 
there just like a TV character … like background noise.” 
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Her first remote lesson 

Before her first lesson, Florencia spent a long time reviewing the lesson 
plans and teaching materials. She said she “started writing notes, 
considering the context, what the students might ask, writing questions and 
possible answers … and thinking of potential situations.” Florencia then felt 
she was ready to teach her first remote lesson.

Using the videoconferencing equipment for the first time required training: 
“I had to learn to incorporate technology in a way that was not disruptive. 
At the very beginning, this made teaching even more unpredictable than 
it normally is. During my first remote lessons I was worried about possible 
technical problems that could take place. Naturally, learning to handle all the 
technological devices during the remote lesson takes time and practice.”

As time passed, Florencia learnt that teaching remotely is far more 
interactive than she first thought: “When I teach, I focus on interaction 
patterns, group dynamics, I try to foster the classroom teachers’ involvement 
and engage them in the remote lesson.” Being proficient in the use of the 
videoconferencing technology and utilising the remote control, the camera 
and the laptop while teaching helps her with this.

Challenges faced 

In 2014, Florencia was a novice remote teacher. She described herself 
as “absolutely new in every aspect.” This was her first formal teaching 
experience and she had to cope with unfamiliar aspects of teaching, such as 
managing the remote lesson, co-ordinating with the classroom teacher and 
using Crea, the Ceibal en Inglés learning management system (LMS), with 
her students and the classroom teacher. She started using Crea, exploring 
the LMS and looking for ways she could use it to enhance learning. 

Florencia was also concerned about bonding when teaching remotely: “My 
greatest fear was not to be able to create rapport or bond with the children 
as I would do in a face-to-face lesson. I remember imagining all possible 
scenarios before my first remote lesson, thinking that no technological device 
would compensate for not being in the classroom, fearing that students 
would feel inhibited, as they had to use a microphone to participate, and 
thinking that this would certainly have an impact on the lesson.

“The main difficulties involved adapting what I knew about teaching to a 
completely different context. Most of what I had learnt at college was meant 
to work in regular, face-to-face classrooms. However, in remote language 
teaching, I had to learn to manage the classroom from a distance to find 
effective ways of approaching young learners.” Florencia explained that the 
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use of body language is very important in this context: “Remote teachers 
tend to rely on gestures and body language a lot, as an aid for teaching, 
when giving or modelling instructions, for example.”

Becoming experienced

Florencia learnt how to become the proficient remote teacher she is today 
through experience: “I was not sure how to deliver a lesson in this way. Much 
of what I had learnt at the teacher training college was not directly applicable 
in this new situation. For example, with group work or pair work, I was told 
I had to monitor by walking around the classroom. I couldn’t do that in my 
remote lessons. So, I usde the remote control to zoom in and out to virtually 
‘walk around’ the local classroom.”

When asked about the strategies she used to overcome the challenges she 
faced as a novice remote teacher, Florencia responded: “I organised myself 
and the learning environment. I tried to set clear classroom routines; I started 
all my lessons in the same way.” 

Since then, she has modified some routines but still relies on them: “I first 
say hello to the students in English, then I address the classroom teacher in 
Spanish – always in Spanish. I did this from the very beginning. And you see 
that they like it. They start talking to you, and tell you things like, ‘You won’t 
imagine how talkative the kids are today!’ or ‘The public holiday has not 
helped in completing tasks’. When they say things like that you notice they 
are feeling comfortable with you.”

Florencia has grown professionally as a remote teacher. She feels more 
comfortable in her remote lesson nowadays: “I can deal with challenges that 
in the first year would have taken me ages and now I can spot issues within 
the first month.” This is the result of her constant search for new strategies 
and skills that beforehand she did not believe possible.

Developing new skills 

Florencia has not only learnt how best to communicate with Uruguayan 
classroom teachers over the past four years, but she also knows how best 
to bond and build rapport with her students; remotely, especially important 
to compensate for the physical distance that separates the remote teacher 
from the children in the brick-and-mortar classroom. 

Florencia recalled that “what I found most interesting was building rapport 
with students, as I was not physically there.” Co-ordinating with her 
classroom teacher was key: “For one group in particular, I remember I could 
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not see them properly due to the way the furniture was arranged in the 
classroom. so I came to an agreement with the classroom teacher to have a 
seating arrangement that would allow me to see them all.”

Other strategies that Florencia implemented included those “related to 
the way in which the videoconference equipment settings can be used for 
teaching, such as by changing the display settings, sharing and stop sharing 
screen appropriately, zooming in and out on myself and on specific students, 
moving the camera and muting the classroom microphone for certain games.” 

Team-teaching

One of the key success factors in Ceibal en Inglés is learning to team-
teachand share the classroom with another teacher. Florencia supported 
her classroom teachers by patiently going through what she was going to 
do in the lesson. To help them, she prepared summaries of what she was 
going to teach and carefully explained how this related to lessons B and 
C. She recalled: “I thought this person needed to teach English lessons and 
I needed to guide that person. What if someone asked me to teach Maths? 
I know nothing about Maths. I wouldn’t know how to begin. So I prepared a 
summary for every class.” 

Working together again

In 2017, Florencia had the opportunity to teach with one of the first 
classroom teachers she worked with in 2014, and found the magic was there 
again: “I’m working with one of the teachers I had in my first year. When I met 
her again she said she was so happy to be working with me again … she told 
me, ‘you taught me this and I used it all last year and I’m using it again.’”

The second time they met was a surprise for both of them. Florencia was 
asked to substitute a remote teacher who had left and “it was only then that 
I realised I already knew the classroom teacher. She was surprised to see 
me again. We had a great first class; as we already knew each other, we felt 
comfortable working together, which helped create a warm atmosphere in 
the classroom. After that first lesson, she asked me to continue as remote 
teacher for her group.” 

Continuity of team-teaching, Florencia said “can make a difference in this 
project; it takes time to build rapport with students and with the classroom 
teacher. It also takes time to build trust and understand each other’s 
perspective. For the second year this classroom teacher and I worked 
together, we already knew each other’s ways. Communication was fluent and 
effective, which helped me build rapport with the students.” 
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The difficulties of managing a lesson at a distance

In 2017, Florencia taught many courses remotely, but she particularly 
remembers the following class she found difficult to manage from a distance, 
especially because the classroom teacher could not control the class. 

The class consisted of 24 sixth grade students in what Ceibal en Inglés calls 
an APRENDER school (a priority attention school, located in a vulnerable 
area). During their first English lesson “the students seemed enthusiastic 
and eager to be part of this whole new experience of learning through 
videoconferencing, but even the simplest activities took longer than expected 
as they got distracted easily.” At first, Florencia tried to maintain a previously 
agreed upon seating arrangement, “but students would keep changing their 
places making it difficult to remember their names.” The classroom teacher’s 
lack of involvement during lesson A, together with behavioural problems, 
such as standing up and moving around the classroom, talking to each other 
and not respecting classroom rules, led to problems teaching the lesson 
and the students’ decreasing interest and expectations. 

Even though remote teacher and classroom teacher held regular 
co-ordination meetings, the situation did not change: “I used to have regular 
meetings with the teacher to find ways of engaging students and improving 
their performance. During the meetings, the teacher would tell me students 
misbehaved all week long. When we asked them to remain in the same place 
for their English lessons, they would just ignore this request. Students were 
not used to listening to each other. While one of them was speaking, the 
others would stand up, move around the classroom or just leave.” Florencia 
believes that “the way these students behaved during the remote lessons 
reflected the way they behaved the rest of the week during their face-to-face 
lessons with the classroom teacher.”

So Florencia decided it was time for a change: “I implemented a game to 
control the class, a game in which in lesson A students would work and play 
in teams, and after every class they would get points for their participation 
and for solving activities.” As time went on, Florencia perceived that this 
strategy was working: “students who used to be reluctant to participate 
found a purpose and showed a sense of responsibility, as they knew that their 
behaviour would have an impact on the final result that their team would get.”

The other face of remote language teaching

Not all remote lessons are difficult to manage. Florencia remembers a 
group of sixth graders, about 30 students with different levels of language 
proficiency and different needs, but they all respected each other and 
followed classroom rules. “We created a bond immediately; we established 

ARMADO_15.indd   53 23/11/2018   12:24:06



54 | Special Edition • Ceibal en Inglés

clear routines. At the beginning of each lesson, we would share something 
about the weather, their week, any birthdays coming soon, etc. One of the 
units from level three required them to write short stories in the past, and by 
the time we finished they were so proud of their productions that I decided 
to create a quiz. I asked them to re-read each other’s stories for the following 
remote lesson. Students worked on their computers in groups, answering the 
questions I had created in CREA. They had fun and recognised each other’s 
work and creativity.”

What’s next?

In answer to this question, Florencia thought long and hard and replied: “I’d 
like to be part of the whole process of remote teaching, not only to deliver 
the class, but also to be part of the materials development, thinking how to 
approach a remote lesson.” 
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4
The experience from 
the other side of the screen: 
classroom teachers 
in Ceibal en Inglés
Silvia Rovegno

Although the focus of attention in Ceibal en Inglés is often on the 
utilisation of videoconferencing equipment to teach English in places 
where otherwise it would not be possible for students to learn, perhaps 
the most innovative aspect of the programme is the unique role the local 
CT plays. The focus of this chapter is on this role and particularly on how 
the CTs themselves feel about what they do and Ceibal en Inglés as a 
whole. Research was undertaken with a cross-section of CTs around the 
country to find out the ways their participation in it has influenced their 
professional lives and identities, and identify the impact Ceibal en Inglés 
has had on the other side of the screen.

Introduction

The effectiveness of Ceibal en Inglés largely rests upon the efforts of two 
types of education professionals who come from different pedagogical 
traditions: primary school education and foreign language learning. The 
local primary CT and remote teacher of English (RT) come together on 
a weekly basis to pursue the goal of teaching English to primary school 
students in state institutions across Uruguay. 

Arguably, successful learning depends mainly on the local primary CTs, 
who are with the children for two-thirds of their English lessons. Despite 
this, not only are CTs non-specialists in language teaching, but they either 
have a very basic knowledge of English, or no English at all. 
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Uruguayan primary teachers

There are around 3,100 CTs participating in Ceibal en Inglés from all 
provinces of the country and teaching at all types of schools (including 
urban, rural and priority attention schools). Together, these teachers 
facilitate language learning to some 80,000 students. 

In order to become a classroom teacher at a state primary school, 
individuals must possess an initial teaching degree, specialising in 
primary education, awarded by one of the Institutos Normales (IINN) or 
Institutos de Formación Docente (IFDs) in Uruguay. The Uruguayan state 
teacher training body, Consejo de Formación en Educación (CFE), part of 
the Administración Nacional de Educación Pública (ANEP), the National 
Administration of Public Education, is responsible for both developing 
initial training and continuous professional development. The teaching 
degree takes four years to complete. The curriculum fosters practical 
and theoretical knowledge in three key areas: literacy, numeracy and 
pedagogy. English language instruction in this degree is limited to 
a one-year course in the final year, is focused mainly on developing 
academic reading skills, and the student-teachers are not required to 
possess any previous knowledge of the language. 

Available statistics from 2014–15 indicate that 90 per cent of student-
teachers are women with an average age of 22 when entering their first 
year of studies. Further studies show that 30 per cent of student-teachers 
work part or full-time during the completion of their studies (Consejo de 
Formación de Educación, 2015). 

Most primary schools in Uruguay operate on two four-hour shifts, and 
children attend either in the morning or the afternoon. Normally, CTs work 
20 hours a week with a single class of students either in the morning 
or afternoon shift. Many CTs work in the same building in the morning 
and afternoon, or in two different schools, with two different classes of 
students. They are the main point of contact for the children when they 
are at school and are responsible for delivering the primary curriculum, 
which covers the subjects Literacy, Mathematics, Natural Sciences and 
Social Sciences.

The role of the CT in Ceibal en Inglés

Ceibal en Inglés works with a weekly lesson cycle (see figure 1 below), 
which includes co-ordination and three English lessons. The CT has a clearly 
defined role in this cycle.
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Planning for the 
week’s lessons

Lessons 
B and C 

Reflection on the 
week’s lessons

Lesson A

Figure 1: Ceibal en Inglés weekly lesson cycle, Banfi and Rettaroli (2012)

In lesson A, the videoconferencing lesson led by the RT, both the CT and 
RT are responsible for the successful delivery of the lesson. This requires 
teamwork and planning, achieved through co-ordination (the term used 
in Ceibal en Inglés for the weekly meeting of the RT and CT). In particular, 
the CT is responsible for the students’ attitude to English, ensuring the 
class starts on time and the students pay attention during the lesson, 
and they bring along the previously agreed materials (including laptops 
if required). 

When it comes to classroom management, CTs usually:

 � arrange the seating
 � organise pair and group work
 � manage the noise level so that learning can take place
 � monitor the students to make sure they are on task.

In lessons B and C the role of the CT is to facilitate language practice. 
They do this without the presence of the RT, using detailed lesson plans 
that are written in Spanish, and which have clearly outlined the steps to 
follow. Any changes to the lesson plan must be agreed and discussed during 
co-ordination with the RT. 

Co-ordination always involves the discussion of the weekly cycle by the 
RT and CT and may result in the teachers adapting the lesson plan to the 
needs of a particular class. CTs should then follow the plan during the two 
45-minute practice and recycling sessions of what was presented in lesson 
A with the students. According to the Ceibal en Inglés weekly lesson cycle 
protocol (Ceibal en Inglés, 2016:7), CTs should:

ARMADO_15.indd   57 23/11/2018   12:24:06



58 | Special Edition • Ceibal en Inglés

 � teach students to differentiate between reliable and non-reliable 
sources 

 � follow activities supported by the lesson plans found in the LMS (Crea)
 � ensure concentration and focus on the tasks
 � set up work in stages
 � deal with frustration, such as when internet does not work by providing 

a written task instead
 � Help students conceptualise and place English in the students’ cultural 

context.

The true innovation of Ceibal en Inglés 

As previously mentioned, because the RTs are beamed into schools and 
displayed on a TV screen, one might think that the innovation of Ceibal en 
Inglés is due to the use of technology. However, as Gabriela Kaplan, Ceibal 
en Inglés Co-ordinator, commented in an interview for this chapter: “Many 
people believe that Ceibal en Inglés is about technology. It’s certainly the 
enabling factor, but Ceibal en Inglés is more about the people, it’s about 
the transformative power that technology has in making the impossible 
possible; it’s their individual stories and experiences that I’m interested in.”

In order to achieve this, Kaplan believes that each CT needs “to step 
out of their comfort zone and take on the role of enabler of learning 
rather than their usual role as transmitter of knowledge”. The CT also 
has “experience as a learner and can discriminate reliable sources from 
others, and can, most importantly, help students find the necessary 
organisation, work ethic and adult support to guide their learning” 
(Brovetto, 2016). They are, therefore, responsible for putting the 
programme into practice even though many have little or no knowledge 
of the target language.

This is made possible in part by the programme design (lesson plans 
for the whole weekly cycle, co-ordination with RTs, mentors to support 
their work, face-to-face training sessions) and by the CTs commitment 
to it. Before starting Ceibal en Inglés, CTs take an online introductory 
training course, which outlines the programme and their role in it. 
They also have access to another course called Desafios (Challenges), 
specially developed online continuing professional development (CPD) 
that allows CTs that have already started teaching to refine their practice 
and share successful strategies to deal with common issues arising from 
the programme. Both of these were written with the Ceibal en Inglés CT 
specifically in mind. Additionally, they are given the opportunity to learn 
English through a self-access course in which they can improve their own 
use and knowledge, guided by a tutor.
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Language learning and teacher knowledge

Many authors have tried to define the different types of knowledge 
that are needed to facilitate language learning. Scott Thornbury 
(2013) identifies three core knowledge areas which are essential in 
order to teach a foreign language: subject matter knowledge, general 
pedagogical knowledge and contextual knowledge. The first one refers 
to the content to be taught, in this case English language. General 
pedagogical knowledge refers to the knowledge about the processes 
of teaching and learning. Lesson planning, classroom management 
and assessment fall into this category. The latter makes reference to 
understanding the contextual factors that are present and might affect 
the students’ learning, such as socio-economic status, family academic 
orientation (Tsui, 2003).

In Ceibal en Inglés, these three areas are covered by two individuals, 
the remote teacher (RT) and the classroom teacher (CT):

Subject matter 
knowledge

The RTs are all qualified English language teachers with 
specialist knowledge in teaching young learners. The CTs’ 
knowledge of English is limited. However, they are given 
the chance to study with the help of a tutor online.

General 
pedagogic 
knowledge

Both professionals come from different pedagogical 
traditions. As this knowledge has developed from their 
training and experience in face-to-face contexts, CTs and 
RTs must transfer those skills to the particularities of the 
programme. In the case of CTs, they are involved in face-
to-face interaction with their students in an area they are 
not specialists in. Hence, the challenge still remains.

Contextual 
knowledge

CTs know the students’ personal and learning stories, the 
context and the resources available in situ to learn the 
language.

It is clear, then, that both professionals are needed for effective teaching 
and learning in Ceibal en Inglés. One cannot work without the other.

Research strategy

In order to research the impact that Ceibal en Inglés has had on CTs, and to 
examine its effect on the schools at large, a decision was made to examine 
teacher cognition. Teacher cognition refers to what teachers think, know 
and believe about their practices (Borg, 2009). 
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After consulting Ceibal en Inglés mentors and RTs, a group of 60 CTs 
was identified to take part in the study. These CTs were chosen because 
they were known to be teachers who fully embrace their role in Ceibal en 
Inglés. In other words, these CTs all take an active part in the programme, 
co-ordinate on a weekly basis, follow the lesson plans and facilitate lessons 
B and C. Forty-five of the CTs agreed to take part in the research and they 
were interviewed individually or in groups, some face to face, and others via 
videoconferencing or phone.

Profile of the interviewees

The CTs interviewed represented 15 of the 19 departments of Uruguay. 
Thirty-three per cent came from Montevideo, the capital city; 13 per cent 
from Canelones, the second largest province; nine per cent from Maldonado, 
the third largest province. Fifty-eight per cent taught in urban schools; 
29 per cent in priority attention schools; and nine per cent in rural schools, 
where they usually taught more than one grade together because of 
numbers. Only four per cent taught in schools where children attend full-
time (i.e. morning and afternoon), with the others teaching either a morning 
or afternoon shift.

In terms of their experience of Ceibal en Inglés, 25 per cent had taken part 
since the pilot programme or started in the first year of implementation (i.e. 
four to five years of experience), 44 per cent had between two and three 
years’ experience. Fifty-five per cent of those interviewed were at the time 
of the interview also studying a self-access English course with the help of a 
tutor. All interviews were carried out in Spanish, transcribed and translated. 

The view from the other side of the screen

How do you feel about the remote teaching of English?

 � 88 per cent were in favour of having English lessons taught remotely
 � 12 per cent would prefer to have an English teacher in the class taking 

full responsibility for the students’ learning

When asked what the positive factors of Ceibal en Inglés were, 40 per cent 
highlighted that remote teaching “was inclusive” or said it enabled the 
“democratisation of knowledge”.

The response of one CT from Canelones teaching at a priority attention school 
was typical: “I believe that this is an effective way of learning that can reach 
all … it enlarges our students’ world knowledge. We don’t know in this context 
if they will use it in their daily lives for work or not. However, we know that it 
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helps them build more knowledge and develop their thinking skills. Sometimes 
students are so motivated by the programme that they want to learn more and 
have private lessons. I think they have got it right with Ceibal en Inglés.”

The second most common reason for their agreement with Ceibal en Inglés had 
to do with the introduction of technology in compulsory primary education. 
One CT from Salto, in her second year of Ceibal en Inglés, explained that “this is 
a new way of learning. Sometimes, we teachers are stuck in old, traditional ways 
of teaching and learning. It is difficult for teachers such as me because we learnt 
in a different way but this is a new generation and they learn this way.”

Other reasons why CTs were in favour of Ceibal en Inglés concerned the 
students’ success in learning English and an increase in motivation. An 
experienced CT from Tacuarembó stated: “This is a good experience in 
my opinion; kids learn, the remote teachers are able to establish good 
bonds with them.”

The role of the CT in Ceibal en Inglés during lesson A
Defining their role in the programme proved to be a harder task for the CTs 
interviewed. When they answered the question, the following were words 
were typically mentioned:

Figure 2: The experience from the other side of the screen - classroom 
teachers in Ceibal en Inglés

One CT from Maldonado teaching at an urban school had this to say about 
here role: “The classroom teacher and the remote teacher are a team. 
The RT needs the CT to get to know the realities in the group and how to 
deal with certain students. We have students who might have behavioural 
disorders, some form of cognitive impairment or sometimes just have a poor 
academic performance. These children need special attention and the CT 
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needs to let the RT know about them to adjust the plan or ask us for help. 
This is something I co-ordinate with my RT, so we can help these children 
understand English a bit more each day.”

This statement also identifies the central role that co-ordination plays in the 
remote teaching and learning of English in Uruguayan classrooms. 

Classroom management was also frequently mentioned by the CTs who 
were interviewed. One CT from Tacuarembó defined her role during lesson 
A as follows: “The CT has to be there, firstly, to deal with behaviour. But we 
also need to give a hand in setting up the activities, putting the students into 
teams or pairs, naming students. We also need to help students, in particular 
those who have problems.”

CTs spoke about using a variety of strategies to help students with their 
English learning. The most commonly mentioned were:

 � “Sit students in the same place and share the seating plan so that the 
RT learns the students’ names and builds a stronger bond with them. 
We can also arrange seating so weaker students are either closer to 
me, or to a strong student.”

 � “I make students wear name tags sufficiently large to be visible on the 
screen, to help the RT learn their names.”

 � Use of gestures and body language to deal with behavioural issues 
rather than linguistic ones, so as not to interfere with the flow of the 
remote lesson. Usually, this is accompanied by the CT placing 
themselves next to the screen so all students can see them and the 
CT can see what the students are doing.

 � “I ask the RT to display words and phrases on the screen when students 
do not understand the spoken input. In this way, they can see and hear 
the language.” 

 � Use of translation (when the CT’s English level allows it) of what the RT 
is saying as a last resort if comprehension breaks down.

 � “I make sure that the materials and resources agreed during weekly 
co-ordination are available to use in class.”

 � Monitor while students are working in pairs/groups to make sure they 
are on task and performance falls within the agreed expectations.

 � Scaffold student production and understanding when in difficulty, e.g. 
allowing them to work in pairs to produce a response.

 � “I sometimes use flashcards to indicate the word the RT is asking about 
or using.”

 � “I look for students that want to participate but who may not be visible 
on the RT’s screen.”

 � Some CTS use a back channel with the RT, using, for example, 
WhatsApp, to draw attention to something that she needs to know 
during lesson A, without making the students aware of this. 
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The role of the CT in Ceibal en Inglés during lessons B and C
During lesson A there is general agreement among CTs that their role 
is mainly one of support. This changes in lessons B and C. One CT 
from Montevideo with four years’ experience summarised her role as 
follows: “The CT has to carry on working on what was taught in lesson 
A during lessons B and C. We start by making a revision of lesson A, 
sometimes even playing the videos and songs again or looking at the 
RTs’ flipchart. There are many occasions in which new questions come up 
and, as CTs, we must deal with them, either by looking for the answers 
online, using the knowledge we have acquired in the online English 
course or by sending the question to the RT. Our main aim in lessons 
B and C is, for me, to promote a thorough practice of what has been 
presented in lesson A.” 

It is in lessons B and C that CTs need to make use of their pedagogical 
knowledge to deliver two follow-on language practice sessions. Here 
is where we also see how they are able to identify features of second 
language pedagogy and put them into practice in their lessons B and C. 
The ten strategies most commonly cited by CTs for lessons B and C are:

 � Hold lessons B and C on fixed days and times or merge the lessons 
into one longer revision and consolidation session following the 
guidelines from their RT.

 � “I integrate routines used in Lesson A in the start of each school 
day to reinforce learning, including taking the register in English, 
writing the date and time on the board in English , and telling the 
time in English.”

 � Start lessons B and C (or the merged B/C) lesson with songs and 
videos used in lesson A as a way to review language that has been 
presented.

 � “I encourage students that study English privately to act as 
classroom assistants by explaining the grammar points to their 
peers or assisting us by correcting pronunciation.”

 � Use digital flashcards as a revision activity for the central contents 
of the week.

 � Ask RTs to send recordings of difficult words to play back in lessons 
B and C so as to provide a reliable model for choral repetition.

 � Use posters around the class of the main vocabulary seen in the 
week/month to enhance learning.

 � Have students produce digital posters with the vocabulary of 
the week.

 � When possible, encourage students to work independently online in 
the LMS (Crea2).

 � Integrate the voluntary Ceibal en Inglés contests (e.g. online safety 
poster competition) into the syllabus to help students consolidate 
learning and offer extra practice.
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Is Ceibal en Inglés an effective way of helping your students learn?
Eighty-four per cent of CTs interviewed agreed that remote teaching 
was an effective form of learning. One CT from Canelones teaching at 
a Priority Attention school said: “Children learn. I even see it in the kids I 
work with that have no previous knowledge whatsoever … they understand, 
learn and sing in English. I think that is the clearest evidence, children 
learn a lot.”

When asked to specify in which areas this learning is most evident, 31 per 
cent of CTs mentioned speaking skills. One CT from a rural school in Artigas 
said: “Even those students who are shy and rarely participate, when you 
ask them, they know and can answer in English. We were all afraid about 
this aspect of learning English. No one wants the class to laugh at their 
pronunciation but they feel comfortable.”

The second area where CTs find evidence of learning is in vocabulary 
development (26 per cent). A CT from Tacuarembó in her second year in 
the programme recognised that her “students started level 1 two months 
ago and we can see that they are using words in English, they know the 
colours and animals, in just two months.”

Other areas mentioned by CTs are summarised in the chart below:

Figure 3: Areas of learning

This learning is not only evident in their command of the language, and 
CTs generally refer to students having a better attitude and increased 
motivation at school because of Ceibal en Inglés. One CT from Canelones 
in her fourth year in Ceibal en Inglés summarised her impressions: “When 
something happens and we have to reschedule the remote lesson, they 
keep on asking me: When are we going to have our English class? I think this 
shows they are really into it. They have become enthused by it.”
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Do any other subject areas benefit from the children learning English?
Participation in Ceibal en Inglés has had some additional outcomes; in 
particular, in the way it has allowed CTs and learners to make connections to 
other areas of the national curriculum. One-third of our interviewees identified 
specific areas that have been reinforced by remote teaching methodology and 
materials. A further third stated that there were benefits to other areas but did 
not mention specific examples at the time of the interview.

The subject area most commonly mentioned was Spanish. CTs made reference 
to the use of contrastive analysis as a way of using their newly acquired English 
knowledge to emphasise areas in Spanish that students have trouble with. One 
CT from a rural school in Canelones said that “when we are working in Spanish, I 
ask my students: Do you remember when your RT talked about this, how was it in 
English? How is it in Spanish? We compare both grammatical systems and it works.”

Another CT, from Montevideo, explained that she had learned how to better 
present Spanish grammar through observing her RT: “The teacher uses a lot of 
tables and I see that students understand the points and remember, so it works. 
Therefore, I´ve incorporated this type of table to my Spanish lessons.”

The second most commonly mentioned area was Geography. The English 
materials included elements of CLIL (content and language integrated 
learning), especially in levels 2 and 3 (taught to grades 5 and 6), and 
Geography was one of the subject areas incorporated. This means that CTs 
can reinforce content concepts in lessons B and C and build bridges between 
the content of the English lessons and other curricular areas. One CT from 
Canelones mentioned an experience with learning about foreign countries: 
“The RT gave students characteristics of different countries as clues and 
students had to guess which country she was talking about. We had worked 
a lot with this type of information about countries, so it was a great way to 
reinforce and assess what we have learnt.”

Figure 4: Benefits to other curricular areas
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Has participating in Ceibal en Inglés helped you develop as a teacher? 
Forty-nine per cent of CTs reported that by engaging in Ceibal en Inglés 
they were able to develop and refine their teaching skills. In particular, 
two areas were mentioned: classroom activities (36 per cent) and lesson 
planning (28 per cent). 

One CT from Montevideo in her third year in Ceibal en Inglés referred to the 
way RTs help students learn and practice vocabulary: “I realised that the way 
you work with vocabulary in English is much more effective and efficient. By 
using songs and games, children learn the vocabulary and are motivated.” 
A CT from San José said that “the visual input that always accompanies the 
new words allow students to anchor the meaning to the word. Then add the 
song with the words so students have two ways in which the new words are 
linked: the image and the sound.”

Some other aspects of the methodology of remote teaching have been 
adopted by CTs. One CT from Maldonado said she had learnt from the way the 
remote lessons are structured: “I now start my lessons presenting what we are 
going to work with and then at the end of the lesson wrap up by reviewing what 
we have learnt today. It is a good way to deliver a lesson in any subject.”

Conclusion

Ceibal en Inglés was created because there are not enough English 
teachers in schools across Uruguay. It has introduced a new model of 
language teaching and learning in which some of the individuals in charge 
of putting it into practice are non-experts in the field. These individuals 
have to step out of their comfort zone and change from their traditional 
role to become an enabler and facilitator of learning rather than the expert 
in the classroom. CTs that have managed to successfully implement it have 
mentioned the positive impact this has had on their students, their learning 
and on themselves.

In particular, CTs highlighted the inclusive nature of remote teaching, 
since it allows students to access knowledge and skills they could not 
reach otherwise. Eighty-four per cent of CTs interviewed consider remote 
teaching as an effective way of teaching a foreign language in a variety of 
different contexts.

Remote teaching as implemented in Uruguay through Ceibal en Inglés has 
the potential to not only bring language instruction to contexts where 
it is normally not possible to do so, but also enhance other areas of the 
curriculum. The CTs’ professional development has also benefited in the 
areas of lesson planning and classroom activity design. As such, remote 
teaching is proving to be not just a way to bring educational opportunities 
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to those who otherwise have little opportunity to access English, but also an 
effective way to impact educational practices in other areas beyond those 
originally intended.
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4.1
From classroom teacher 
to English teacher
Silvia Rovegno

Classroom teacher: Andrés Viera
Grade: 6
Escuela No. 5 Republica de Italia
Location: Tacuarembo
School type: Priority attention

Andrés has fulfilled his childhood dream of learning English. His new goal is 
to become an English teacher in his school, which he now sees is within his 
grasp thanks to Ceibal en Ingles.

Introduction

Andrés Viera is a teacher from Tacuarembó. His school has been participating 
in Ceibal en Inglés since 2015. The teachers in the school were the driving 
force for the arrival of the programme, although it took a year for the school 
to get the necessary infrastructure to be able to start. Andrés says the main 
reason why Ceibal en Inglés is successful in the school is that the team of 
classroom teachers is committed to the students’ success in learning English. 
This commitment stems from their own life stories and goals.

Tacuarembó

Tacuarembó is in the northern part of Uruguay, 390 kilometres from 
Montevideo. The city has a population of about 95,000 people. Andrés 
says his home town has changed enormously in the last 30 years due to 
the establishment of new industries, development of the rice industry and 
the renewable energy sector. This has not only brought workers from other 
provinces to Tacuarembó, but also people from other countries, mainly 
Finland, Chile and India. This has meant that everyday life in the city has 
changed considerably and led to a more international atmosphere in the city.
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Teaching English in Tacuarembó

Andrés says Ceibal en Ingles has had a great impact on the teaching of 
English in Tacuarembó, not only in the primary schools where it has been 
implemented, but also in other educational institutions. In the last couple 
of years many new private language academies and institutes have opened 
their doors following the introduction of English in state primary schools, 
and some have even started advertising themselves as bilingual schools.

A window to the world 

Andrés’ students come from very underprivileged households, and he is 
happy they can now learn English and have the chance to be more open 
to the world. He told us that some of his students do not usually leave their 
neighborhoods, that they don’t even know the main square of their city. The 
chance that Ceibal en Inglés gives the children goes beyond the learning 
of a language, allowing them to see the world and be in contact with other 
cultures via the screen, the content of the lessons and the remote teacher.

Involving parents

This has not only had an impact on the students but also on the parents, 
who are beginning to realise the opportunities learning English brings in 
today’s world. Some children do their homework at home using the school’s 
WiFi connection, meaning parents are sometimes by their side and get to 
see the materials the children have access to. ‘”It’s a new world for them as 
well,” says Andrés. “Parents and children are learning together.”

Learning together with his students

It is not just parents that are learning with students, as the teachers also 
have the chance to learn English. As well as access to the British Council’s 
self-access course, LearnEnglish Pathways, the classroom teachers are 
learning English side by side with their students in the classroom. 

Andrés says: “When we’re in other lessons, I’m Andrés the teacher, but when 
we are in the remote lesson I’m one of them and we’re equal. They see that 
in the remote lesson I have my notebook, I take notes, I ask questions, they 
see me involved in learning English and I think this helps them to see how 
valuable this experience is.”

Andrés says: “Their remote teacher in one lesson, in which we were working on 
prepositions, took us on a virtual tour of the Smithsonian Museum and then of 
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Buckingham Palace. It was simply amazing; the children couldn’t believe those 
places existed and that there were words there in English they knew!”

Childhood dream of learning English

When Andrés was growing up there was only one place where people could 
learn English in Tacuarembó, and his parents could not afford to pay for 
lessons. His mother used to work at a street market and his father worked 
in the town hall as a clerk. It was a typical working class family, so learning 
English was a luxury they could not afford. Andrés has always wanted 
to learn English and, as a result of his experience in Ceibal en Ingles, he 
believes that he has ‘a knack for it’. Now at 40 years of age, he has the 
chance of fulfilling his childhood dream of learning English.

English has opened doors for Andrés 

Andrés still cannot afford to attend private English lessons, so LearnEnglish 
Pathways has opened doors for him; not just the chance to learn English, 
but also the chance to meet colleagues from all over the country, who work 
in similar and different contexts, and their e-tutors. When he started with 
Ceibal en Ingles, he was taking a postgraduate course in Autism and all 
the materials he had were in English. Luckily, after he started LearnEnglish 
Pathways, working with the tutors and the course allowed him to read the 
Autism materials. “If it hadn’t been for this, I wouldn’t have been able to pass 
my specialist degree,” Andrés says.

Transforming the way he teaches other subjects

Andrés says the experience of English has changed the way he teaches 
other subjects. He has been able to identify that in English lessons, remote 
teachers work with a sequence of interrelated concepts, which gradually 
become more complex. This same structure of interrelated units is what he 
is now incorporating to the teaching of the curricular areas. Also, the way 
he plans his lessons has changed as a result. He now looks for connections 
between different topics, which are essential for a successful acquisition of 
knowledge and skills. This is an unexpected benefit of Ceibal en Ingles and is 
something that Andrés says he didn’t do before.

Making steady progress 

Andrés started at Elementary level and found it easy. He was happy to be 
getting scores of 80% or more. In the following level things became harder, 
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with more complex grammar and vocabulary. He managed, however, to grasp 
the basic concepts. Recently, he completed Upper-intermediate, which he 
found hard, but it helped to go back and revise previous levels. He has a 
portfolio of every level where he keeps his study notes. He prints out all the 
course content because he finds it hard to read from the screen. Andrés is 
now studying the Upper-intermediate plus course and he feels confident now 
about the English he has learnt.

Finding time to learn English

Andrés says: “I work on my English course every day. I get up at five in the 
morning and from five to seven is English for me, or, if I can’t do it in the 
morning, I work in the evenings from seven to nine every single day. I feel 
quite comfortable when reading or listening to English. Speaking is still a bit 
difficult for me because I make a mess out of pronouns. The grammatical 
structure of English is completely different from Spanish, so it is as if your 
brain is upside down! It works in a different way. You cannot compare them 
because you won’t make sense when talking.”

Improvement in concentration

Learning English has also helped Andrés improve his concentration because 
he finds there are things that he needs to work hard on in order to learn, 
to exercise his strategies for memorisation, such as learning irregular 
verbs. He has noticed that ever since he started to learn English this way, 
his concentration in general has improved. Andrés has developed several 
metacognitive strategies to help him. As an example, he uses posters around 
his bedroom to reinforce learning of vocabulary.

Understanding authentic English 

Andrés can now do something he has always wanted to do: read articles from 
online newspapers, such as the New York Times. He has always liked the articles 
in this newspaper, and finds them excellent. In the past, he was not able to read 
them, but now he can understand and apply the ideas to his teaching. He can 
also stay in touch with the latest advances in educational research. Of course, 
there are things that he needs to translate, but he now has the skills to do so.

Change in approach to teaching English

During the years working with Ceibal en Ingles, Andrés’ approach to teaching 
lessons B and C has changed. The first year he worked with Ceibal en Ingles, 
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he stuck quite rigidly to the plan as stated in the documents. Now that 
he has more confidence in his English skills and more experience of the 
Ceibal en Ingles programme, he is able to adapt the plans to the needs of 
his students. He now feels he can make suggestions to his RTs and during 
co-ordination they decide together how best to put the weekly cycle into 
practice. This flexibility wouldn’t be possible, he says, if he hadn’t improved 
his command of English. His students also see that English is not just 
something they have to learn, but is a tool to learn about the world, a tool to 
open their minds to new things.

What´s next?

In answer to the question ‘What is my goal?’ Andrés says: “Well to be honest, 
my personal dream is to sit for the Aptis exam, pass it and then become an 
English teacher in my school. This is my personal goal. To teach English to my 
kids in my school. I love my school with all my heart and I wouldn’t change it 
for the world. This is my dream, to become an English teacher in my school.”

Andrés would like to particularly thank three people in Ceibal en Inglés for 
helping him achieve his objectives: Gabriela Madera, Sheridan Hindley and 
Alicia Artusi.
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5
Team teaching: making 
remote learning possible
Veronica Pintos and Silvia Rovegno

Introduction

There are many different approaches to team teaching. In Ceibal en Inglés 
two professionals from different educational backgrounds, with different 
levels in English expertise, come together to achieve a common goal. 
A primary education CT with little or no knowledge of English delivers 
two-thirds of a remote language teaching programme by following detailed 
lesson plans and the advice of the second professional, an English language 
RT who teaches one weekly lesson via videoconferencing from a different 
location. Weekly co-ordination between these two professionals stands out 
as being central to successful teamwork in Ceibal en Inglés This chapter 
will report on the findings of extensive interviews with teachers involved on 
both sides of the screen and identify the characteristics of team teaching in 
Ceibal en Inglés, as well as the issues and challenges.

Team teaching 

Team teaching defined
Wadkins, Wozniak, and Miller (2004:77) define team teaching as “an 
alternative approach to teaching that generally implies two or more 
instructors collaborating over the design and/or implementation of a 
course.” It can also mean “two or more instructors are present in the 
classroom at the same time” (Sluti et al., 2004:97–98) with both sharing 
“responsibility in the development, implementation and evaluation of 
instruction to a group of students with diverse needs” (Welch et al., 
1999:38). In the case of Ceibal en Inglés, this collaboration is done at a 
distance and is responsible for the implementation of a course designed 
to reach a wide population. Both professionals are present at the same 
time in the remote lesson, one physically present with the students and 
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the RT virtually present through the use of high-quality videoconferencing 
equipment. During the other two lessons of the weekly cycle, only the CT 
is present and they facilitate learning by following a detailed lesson plan 
and through the support and guidance given by the RT. Both teachers 
are therefore responsible for the implementation of the course and the 
learning of the students.

Team teaching configurations
Four different models of team teaching have been identified (Wadkins et al., 
2004; Welch et al., 1999; Cook and Friend, 1995):

 � Tag-team teaching or turn teaching: This configuration involves at 
least two teachers taking turns to lead the different aspects of the 
lesson. These teachers do not necessarily share the classroom at the 
same time, i.e., each educator handles the course alone (Wadkins et al., 
2004; Leavitt, 2006). 

 � Co-ordinator of multiple guest speakers: This model calls for one 
lead teacher sharing the responsibility for the course and inviting a 
guest speaker (Wadkins et al., 2004; Collins, 1996). 

 � Co-operative teaching: This term tends to describe teaching practices 
that involve two or more educators liaising to deliver instruction (Welch 
et al., 1999). 

 � Collaborative teaching or co-teaching: This approach to teaching 
implies “collaborative efforts in classroom settings” (Welch, et al., 
1999:37) in which two or more professionals deliver “instruction to a 
diverse, or blended group of students in a single space” (Cook and 
Friend, 1995:156). For Cook and Friend (ibid), there are variations in 
practice of the co-teaching model and they identified the following 
patterns in this model: 

 � Teacher/assistant: Both teachers are present but one of them takes 
the leading role in the classroom as the other teacher observes the 
students and walks around the room, assisting the students. 

 � Station teaching: Instruction content is divided into segments and 
teachers “present the content at separate locations within the 
classroom” (p. 7). 

 � Parallel teaching: Both teachers prepare the lesson plans jointly, but 
each of them delivers classes to a “heterogeneous group consisting 
of half the class” (p. 8).

 � Alternative teaching: In this case, one teacher leads a small group of 
special educational needs (SEN) students, while the other instructs 
the large group (p.8). 

 � Hybrid team teaching: This model is a combination of the models 
above (Wadkins et al., 2004). 

In the case of Ceibal en Inglés, team teaching takes a hybrid form. It can be 
seen as a form of turn teaching with both professionals taking turns delivering 
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a lesson within the weekly cycle. The RT teaches lesson A (remote lesson: 
language presentation) with the assistance of the CT and this professional 
facilitates lessons B and C (practice and consolidation lessons). At the same 
time, it constitutes a form of co-operative teaching in the sense that both 
professionals need each other in order to successfully facilitate their lessons. 
The RT needs the help and support of the CT to deliver lesson A while the CT 
needs the input and advice from the RT to make the most of lessons B and C. 

Benefits of team teaching
Team teaching offers a number of benefits that increase not only 
the teachers’ professional development but also their efficacy in the 
classroom. Collins et al. (1996:108) identified that “multiple instructors 
brought a broader base of examples to the course.” Wadkins et al. 
(2004:79) explained that one of the benefits of team-teaching is having 
an array of teaching techniques, providing teachers with the possibility 
of implementing “a greater variety of perspectives, teaching techniques, 
and personal styles.” Sluti et al. (2004:81) added to this, stating that 
teachers “develop mutual trust and respect, learn to collaborate, and 
share teaching philosophies and methods” and students learn to self-
reflect upon teachers’ practice because “if team teaching is done well, 
students will see instructors working interactively to achieve a common 
goal.” All things considered, team teaching “can help create a dynamic and 
interactive learning environment, and provide instructors with a useful way 
of modeling thinking within or across disciplines” (Leavitt, 2006:1).

Challenges to team teaching
Despite the benefits, team teaching is challenging for the individuals 
involved, given that teaching is generally a one-teacher job. Certainly, 
one key challenge lies in the two professionals establishing a successful 
working relationship. “Teamwork is not easy. Teammates often have 
unspoken agendas, which may not parallel the team’s” (Volchock, 
2010:3). Taking a backseat while another individual takes charge of 
your class and your students might prove to be a difficult task for some 
teachers, as Leavitt (2006:3–4) reports: “putting yourself in a position 
where your own authority and expertise on a certain topic may have 
to take a backseat is not easy but it can be a rewarding and enhancing 
challenge for teachers.”

In the case of Ceibal en Inglés, we can identify other specific challenges 
these teams face. The fact that these two professionals have to establish 
a relationship of trust at a distance when sometimes they do not share 
the same culture or language can be demanding. This task requires the 
establishment of clear guidelines on the part of the programme designers 
and the adoption of new strategies by both teachers. The insistence on 
regular co-ordination, described below, is considered crucial to the success 
of team teaching. 
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Team teaching in Ceibal en Inglés

Lesson A (via videoconferening) depends on the establishment of a 
successful working relationship between RT and CT. The CT ensures there is 
a suitable learning atmosphere on their side of the screen, organise seating 
arrangements, assists in nominating students to participate as well as 
monitor group dynamics. Meanwhile, in lessons B and C, following the lesson 
plans provided and supported by the co-ordination with the RT, CTs conduct 
45-minute practice and recycling sessions with the students. 

One element that makes team teaching in Ceibal en Inglés distinctive is 
the weekly co-ordination of lessons that takes place between the RT and 
the CT, following Leavitt’s (2006:1) advice that “team teaching requires 
different preparation than traditional, single-instructor courses, particularly 
concerning the organisational aspect of course management” and that for 
classroom management to be effective, there should be planning meetings 
that “allow instructors to familiarise themselves with their partner’s 
materials, helping make the class a true team effort from the start.”

In Ceibal en Inglés (2007:7) co-ordination is defined in the following way:

“This instance lasts about half an hour per week and consists of the 
sharing of the week’s plans by the two teachers. They have the plans in 
front of them and discuss the best way to implement these taking into 
consideration the group’s particular characteristics. It is very important 
that the RT guides the CT in issues related to second language learning, 
language-related questions, cultural issues, etc. It is also fundamental that 
the CT in particular tells the RT about the most appropriate class rhythm, 
interaction patterns for the particular group at hand.” 

Co-ordination in Ceibal en Inglés is considered essential to the success of 
the project and the teachers are paid for this co-ordination. It provides: 

 � an opportunity to test “the sort of dialogic instructions [the team 
members] present in class: (Leavitt, 2006:3);

 � a space to reflect upon teachers’ progress as a team;
 � a time to discuss impressions of students’ responses and engagement 

(ibid).

Research strategy

In order to learn about the team-teaching approach in Ceibal en Inglés, 
individual interviews, surveys and focus groups were carried out with RTs 
and CTs. British Council management involved in Ceibal en Inglés, were also 
interviewed. The objective of the interviews was to identify the strategies 
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used to establish a successful working relationship between RTs and CTs 
and the modes and topics of co-ordination.

Findings

The findings are presented below, grouped by themes identified in the 
interviews.

The importance of co-ordination
Both RTs and CTs recognised the central role that teamwork plays in Ceibal 
en Inglés. One RT explained: “I emphasise with my CTs the idea of being a 
team and working on class dynamics. I cannot teach without them” One CT 
from Montevideo described the way she has co-ordinated with RTs along 
the years: “The RTs select what to do and ask for my opinion. I usually say 
if I think it is appropriate. We also agree on further materials to include; for 
example, last year one group got hooked on some videos about animals so 
the RT and I agreed to find other similar ones to cater for that motivation. 
This RT was extremely open and willing to listen. This is very important 
because we have a limited knowledge of English but we know the group and 
both types of knowledge are needed in order to work.”

Co-ordination: modes of communication
The RT–CT communication modes vary according to the relationship the 
teams have built and the workload the two professionals have. All RTs 
interviewed reported using two different modes of communication with CTs: 
email and instant messaging/Voice Over IP (VOIP) service for mobile phones 
(such as WhatsApp) were preferred. 

 � 72 per cent of CTs said they prefer email, given that they can review 
the information at their convenience. As one CT from Lavalleja 
explained: “I prefer emailing since I can read it carefully when I get 
home or when I have some free time at school. I am not restricted to a 
certain time. It is also a non-intrusive way of co-ordinating because we 
decide when to read the email and it´s not like Whatsapp that is blinking 
on your mobile screen all the time.” 

 � 52 per cent of CTs reported using at least two forms of communication 
while co-ordinating, the most common being email and WhatsApp (50 
per cent). One CT from Montevideo explained her reasons for using a 
number of different modes of co-ordination: “You can check Whatspp at 
any time, I check my mail once a day only or sometimes I don´t, so if what 
we need to co-ordinate is urgent, like rescheduling or technical issues, 
we use WhatsApp. When we need to share information, such as students’ 
background information that is long and detailed, then we use emails.”

 � CTs value their RTs’ flexibility when it comes to co-ordination. One of 
the RTs explained that “some CTs that don’t reply to my emails so I 
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implemented other strategies; for example, I asked them for their cell phone 
numbers. I create a WhatsApp group if all CTs work at the same school I 
teach remotely, and we are in contact over WhatsApp” 

Topics discussed during co-ordination
 � 87 per cent of interviewed teachers reported discussing two or more 

topics in co-ordination.

The following have been found to be of high frequency and relevance in the RT–
CT co-ordination meetings:

 � 67 per cent of RTs share and obtain feedback on the plan for lesson A, 
including negotiating lesson plan content to consider individual student’ 
and class characteristics. 

 � 62 per cent of RTs provide guidance on how to go about lessons B and C, 
including negotiating what content and activities from lessons B and C to 
focus on during the week. 

 � 42 per cent of CTs share information about the group and individual 
students. CTs share details about particular students with RTs, including, 
personal and family issues that might be affecting them. They also reported 
discussing students’ particular learning needs, and successful strategies 
CTs have implemented when teaching other subjects.

 � 90 per cent of the RT believed that the learning needs to be flexible.

CTs mostly mentioned empathy as being one of the RT’s most valuable skills, 
usually expressed as an ability “to put themselves in the CTs’ shoes”. The 
following example puts this in perspective: 

“I lowered anxiety and I gave space for the CTs to communicate when they couldn’t 
work with lessons B and C. For example, at the beginning of this year, some of them 
told me: ‘Look, I’m getting to know the students, so I didn’t have enough time to 
look at plans B and C’. Last year, I was so obsessed with this idea of going through 
the plan, the system, and everything had to be A, B and C. This year, it’s different; 
I feel that I can give support. I can say: ‘Look, don’t worry. If you couldn’t do the 
activity, we will practise it in the remote lesson’. In this way, I give a little bit more of 
comfort to … perhaps CTs who are fresh starters ... because I have many junior CTs 
in fourth grade and they are so anxious …” 

Responses from both CTs and RTs indicated that establishing a strong bond 
between the two teachers leads to more effective teaching. One of the RTs stated 
that “the key is to have a good relationship with the CT, because if you don’t have 
a good relationship with them, for the next lesson A they are not going to prepare 
anything.” Co-ordination time not only helps this bond to be established but also 
encourages team decision-taking, as another RT reported: “The way we co-ordinate 
with the CTs is very important, because if you have a very good relationship with the 
CT, she will help you out with many other things in the remote lesson” 
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RTs have noted improved student performance in lesson A when successful 
co-ordination of the work to be done in lessons B and C is achieved. “If the 
students have practised the vocabulary in lessons B and C, as agreed in 
co-ordination, then it shows in lesson A. It shows because in lessons B and C, 
the CT reinforces what we teach in lesson A” 

An experienced CT from Salto explained how the RTs support her work in 
these lessons: “To tell you the truth, we do not follow the plans of lessons 
B and C as stated. Last year I had a very weak group doing level 3, so the 
RT would send me adapted tasks from the plans or other activities on areas 
we felt students were having more difficulty with. It is important that the RT 
and the CT have that freedom of adapting the plans and activities to the 
characteristics of the group.”

However, there are cases in which achieving a good working relationship is not 
possible, which means the learning process is affected. When co-ordination 
does not take place, teaching the class remotely becomes difficult, as stated 
by one RT: “The relationship with this CT was frustrating. He didn’t answer my 
emails. I didn’t know whether he was going to school or not. And when I was 
delivering lesson A, I couldn’t see him on the screen. Sometimes I spotted him 
at the back with his mobile phone, and at the beginning I tried asking him for 
help, but it was useless because he was doing his own thing.”

When CTs do not take an active role in class, or co-ordination is lacking or 
not consistent, then this affects the performance and atmosphere of the 
class. One experienced RT recalled: “The group was not motivated because 
the CT didn’t motivate them. I remember we were working with the (topic) 
‘neighbourhood’, and they had to prepare posters on that. They had done 
something completely different from what I had asked ... that was frustrating” 

It is clear, then, that both professionals are needed in order for the 
programme to be effective. One cannot work without the other because 
without an adult in the classroom with the students, the teaching of lesson 
A remotely would not be possible as children need to be supervised. Also, 
the content presented in lesson A by the RT subsequently needs to be 
practised in lessons B and C. 

Challenges to team teaching at a distance
Team teaching in Ceibal en Inglés, is time consuming for RTs, particularly 
when they have a large number of classes: “I have 16 courses. Holding 
co-ordination meetings and having a good relationship with each of the 16 
CTs was the most difficult challenge to deal with” (interview with RTs, 2017). 

Overall, the majority of RTs reported having very positive working relationships 
with their CTs. RTs, with only ten per cent of CTs demonstrating unco-operative 
behaviour in lesson A. This ranged from “not being present in the class” to 
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not being engaged and doing another activities, such as marking work, using 
a mobile phone or reading unrelated material. In these cases, RTs need to 
develop strategies to deal with this lack of involvement. The most common 
strategy reported was that of addressing the children directly so as not having 
to depend on the CT for basic classroom management. This led RTs to:

 � Ask children to bring name tags so the RT could easily identify them 
 � Prepare classroom seating plans and ask children to keep the same 

seating arrangement for every lesson A
 � Organise children into groups with a group leader to monitor the 

groups’ activity and report to the RT upon completion of an activity

While both teachers are responsible for managing the remote lesson, the RT 
is responsible for the successful delivery of lesson A and the CT provides as 
much help as necessary for the lesson to run smoothly. 

Conclusion

Working in teams, in particular virtual teams – as is the case with Ceibal 
en Inglés – is “growing rapidly, driven primarily by the ability to gather 
workers seamlessly from disperse locations” (Dool, 2010:173). Bringing an 
English teacher into the classroom via videoconferencing offers what Dool 
(2010:173–4) describes as the opportunity “to tap into expertise, experience 
and capabilities” that would otherwise not be possible, and there is a need 
for the RT to be supported by the CT because primary children cannot be left 
alone. When the CT takes an active role in the English classes, then the effect 
of the teaching is boosted and more opportunities for learning are created. 

Team teaching gives both Ceibal en Inglés teachers a unique opportunity to 
teach in a different way. This requires the RTs’ and CTs’ full engagement in 
the project since this will impact on the students’ learning outcomes. 

While communication can be a challenge, when consensus is reached, 
everyone in the classroom benefits and remote teaching becomes a 
rewarding experience. In order for the most effective teaching and learning 
to take place, the CT must be physically present and active in the classroom 
during the remote lesson. This is also paramount to ensure adequate child 
protection measures are in place. 

Effective team teaching in Ceibal en Inglés, therefore, requires RTs and 
CTs to liaise and share their expertise and experience, to show flexibility, 
and share duties and responsibilities for the benefit of the students in 
their primary school classrooms. Only when a clearly defined and shared 
approach to team teaching is adopted can this remote teaching project 
offer conditions required for successful student learning. In this form of 
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team teaching, each member of the team will then also “improve the quality of 
their instruction while developing patience, tolerance, sensitivity and a spirit 
of co-operation” (Sluti, et al., 2004:97).
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6
Teacher mentoring in the 
context of Ceibal en Inglés
Gabriela Kaplan and Gabriela Rodríguez

This chapter will examine the nature and challenges of mentoring in Ceibal 
en Inglés. In order to fulfil this aim, firstly the theoretical grounds upon which 
we conceive mentoring in the context of Ceibal en Inglés will be explored; 
then secondly a more practical view of the mentors’ task will focus on how 
mentors participate in Plan Ceibal’s different educational programmes. In 
the field, mentors witness many Uruguayan primary classroom teachers 
(CTs) experience the shock of having to teach English, then slowly find 
their comfort zone as they gain confidence and feel a greater sense of 
empowerment. In secondary and vocational schools, mentors are building 
knowledge of what happens to classroom teachers of English (CTEs) as 
they take their first steps in collaborative teaching, focusing on raising 
intercultural awareness in their classrooms.

Teacher mentoring

It has been noted by many including Taylor and Stephenson (1996), Bailey 
(2006) and Malderez (2009) that the term ‘mentor’ can mean different 
things to different people. Malderez goes on, however, to state that the 
mentors in English language teaching (ELT) “work one-to-one, usually in 
the mentee’s workplace, and are full and current members of the language 
teacher community the mentee is joining.” This is the case in Ceibal en 
Inglés, with good mentoring occurring “when there is a mix of acquiring 
knowledge, applying it through practice, and critically reflecting on the 
process” (Zachary, 2009). 

The need for mentors in Ceibal en Inglés

In the videoconferencing primary lesson (lesson A) CTs are asked to interact 
with the remote teacher (RT) of English in an active and co-ordinated 
pedagogical team, while also learning English together with the children. In 
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turn, the two follow-up practice lessons (lessons B and C), when the RT is 
not present and the CT is in charge, constitute a challenge for CTs, most of 
whom do not speak much English. This pedagogical context means CTs have 
a role that is very different from those found in traditional teaching. This is 
where the mentor steps in, to help the CTs with their new responsibilities.

First steps

With the implementation of Ceibal en Inglés in 2012, it became clear that 
successful teaching would depend greatly on the training given to RTs and 
on sufficient support given to CTs. CTs would need to incorporate this new 
dimension into their teaching practice with confidence and solidity. From 
this emerged the necessity of building a team of mentors, mainly teachers 
of English, who could work side by side with the CTs. 

As Jenkins (2001) stresses, these mentors were not expected to be “expert 
knowers”, more that they should strive to create a climate where “it is safe … 
to learn and bare real views, ideas, beliefs, and also … errors and problems.” 
Ceibal en Inglés mentors were fellow teachers, albeit with a different 
pedagogical background, supporting CTs in their new role of accepting the 
challenge of leading lessons B and C in a field (ELT) for which they were 
never explicitly prepared. It should be stated here that the expectation 
is not to turn a Uruguayan primary classroom teacher into a teacher of 
English, but to empower the CTs and give them confidence to embrace the 
challenge of teaching what they do not necessarily know.

The role of the mentor

The idea of introducing a mentor to support CTs with their new role took 
some getting used to. It was not common for CTs working in the public 
system to receive external visitors in their schools and classroom. When 
external visitors do come, it is often because the CTs are going to be 
evaluated. The idea of a visitor arriving, whose aim was solely to offer 
assistance when necessary and to serve as a colleague with whom to 
discuss opportunities and challenges was new to the system, and an 
unusual concept. An agreement between Administración Nacional de 
Educación Pública (ANEP), the public school administration and Plan Ceibal 
enabled mentors to visit schools and observe lessons, as well as to hold 
interviews with CTs and school leaders. It is for this reason that mentors 
not only support CTs, but they have also become the voice of the CTs, 
who turn to mentors not only for guidance in teaching a foreign language, 
but also for issues related to their professional relationship with RTs, the 
process of assuming their new role, and to help empower them in the 
language classroom. 
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Empowering the classroom teachers

The following statements about teachers’ knowledge (Malderez and Wedell, 
2007) proved useful in order for mentors to understand that the first step 
towards empowerment lies in CTs being aware of all the knowledge they 
possess:

Teachers know about (KA):

 � their subject, their aims and the role of the wider curriculum
 � how the subject is learnt, the existence of strategies to support learning
 � the school and its policies, accepted norms and procedures within the 

education system
 � the students, their backgrounds, their needs
 � strategies for managing their own ongoing professional learning, the 

existence of professional organisations and support networks, and 
journals in their subject area.

Teachers know how (KH) to:

 � use strategies to support pupils and their own learning
 � notice important features in classroom and organisations
 � promote conditions which support the learning process
 � assess learning
 � relate to students, other professionals, parents and colleagues
 � fulfil other professional obligations
 � assess and use new ideas and/or theories to think, plan and/or assess.

Ideally, teachers develop expertise to allow them to know to (KT):

 � intuitively and instantaneously use what they know (whether it is a 
knowing about or knowing how type of knowledge) at just the right 
moment, and in just the right way to support the learning of their 
particular learners, in their classroom.

 (Malderez and Wedell, 2007:19)

The challenge classroom teachers face

Most CTs do not speak any English and have not been formally introduced to 
the specifics of the learning process of a second or foreign language. Many 
CTs find this daunting and they have expressed their discomfort. It causes 
some to refuse to engage with lessons B and C of the weekly cycle. The 
greatest challenge for CTs in Ceibal en Inglés, therefore, is that they do not 
know what teachers traditionally “know about” (Malderez and Wedell, 2007). 
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Mentors can help CTs identify the other relevant knowledge and skills they 
possess that can be conducive to their students’ learning. It is, therefore, 
the mentor’s main mission to help CTs understand that their key role in the 
students’ learning process is based on the knowledge they already have as 
professionals in education and teachers of the group; and what is needed is 
for them, with the aid of the mentors, to implement teaching strategies that 
are not based on direct delivery of content, but instead focus on facilitating 
learning and practising language.

Guiding CTs and helping them reflect 
on their new role

Mentors help CTs to reflect upon their practice and to find new ways to 
enable their students to learn and communicate. Mentors observe some 
of the CTs’ lessons and/or have meetings with CTs in order to go deeper 
into this reflexive process and to share with them strategies they have seen 
other teachers implement. 

While some teachers are more inclined to take the risk, in other cases 
mentors find CTs who question the implementation of the programme, who 
see this as an imposition and who put forward arguments that refer to their 
lack of previous training and to a tendency to overload teachers with more 
and more functions and roles.

The mentors’ task can therefore be challenging, and implies a capacity 
to listen attentively. The mentor must gain the trust of CTs and persuade 
them that the mentor is ready to engage in a horizontal dialogue. CTs 
must trust their mentors, while mentors need to empathise with CTs, try 
to understand their needs and see the reasons for any frustration. Since 
the success of the project relies on a strong CT–RT pedagogical team, 
mentors must also work with CTs to find strategies to foster positive 
rapport between RT and CT. 

Mentors in the field

Currently, Ceibal en Inglés has a team of 18 mentors distributed across 
the country. Because approximately half of the country’s population and 
schools are located in the capital city and its metropolitan area, half of the 
team is based in Montevideo, in the southernmost region of the country. 
Each of these southern mentors works with a number of schools from the 
capital’s conurbation and also with the schools from another southern 
province. On average, a mentor works with 40 schools. This means they 
must travel often and organise a complex schedule of visits in order to 
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follow up on all of their schools. Meanwhile, in the north there is a mentor 
in each province. They work with all the schools in their department. This 
also involves traveling to rural areas and remote locations in the least 
populated areas of the country. 

Plan Ceibal operates as a highly dynamic institution, and is currently at a 
stage of building coherence and unity, bringing together under the same 
methodological framework a variety of programmes and projects, so that 
there is a common approach rather than a pool of separate projects. This 
is done under the banner of the New Pedagogies for Deep Learning (NPDL) 
Alliance (Fullan, M and Langworthy, M, 2013, 2014), which has served as a 
common ground and an educational horizon for all of these programmes. 
Previously, these teams, which had highly specific educational aims and 
methodological approaches, co-existed but worked independently from 
each other, even in schools where several programmes were involved 
at the same time. Now, however, programmes such as Robotics, Young 
Programmers, Computational Thinking and others share the same 
methodological framework of NPDL.

In addition, four different Plan Ceibal field teams have started 
co-ordinating their operations in order to provide a more consistent 
response to the needs of the educational communities they work with. 
This has required a lot of effort on the part of all the teams involved and 
great steps have been taken in 2017. For Ceibal en Inglés mentors, this has 
meant that new arenas have begun to be explored while co-ordinating with 
members of other field teams. Mentors have started participating in local 
meetings with school system authorities and other stakeholders; they have 
also started thinking of new pedagogies, new forms of assessment and 
new educational uses of technological aids in the context of NPDL. This 
helps mentors understand the bigger picture and will add value to Ceibal 
en Inglés inside the schools and classrooms. In some schools, besides 
the specifics of the development of their English courses, they must 
pay attention to their institutional aims and annual projects and to their 
involvement with the NPDL network and approach.

Mentors in secondary and vocational education

Furthermore, mentors have gradually become more involved in the 
Conversation Class programme that Ceibal en Inglés offers for secondary 
and technical schools. This differs from the primary English programme 
in that there is an English teacher present in the classroom, and a remote 
teacher visits weekly to practise speaking skills and to add an intercultural 
element. Because of this, RTs are usually native speakers of English, and 
they work closely with the CTE, who leads the lessons, unlike the remote 
primary English lessons, which are directed by the RTs.
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Mentors provide support, when requested by the CTEs, to help resolve 
issues that can range from the technical to the pedagogical. The latter 
refer mostly to the challenges involved in collaborative teaching and 
development of intercultural skills.

Teacher training by mentors

Mentors have also started a series of workshops with trainee teachers 
in teacher training institutes across the country. This means that new 
generations of newly qualified teachers will now have some prior 
experience of the programme, and will have had some contact with mentors 
and other CTs who have groups in Ceibal en Inglés.

Although the mentors’ main mission is still to work with CTs who participate in 
Ceibal en Inglés in the primary classroom, they have become a team that holds 
a much richer perspective on what the programme can offer to the education 
system as a whole. Mentors have gained a comprehensive, more panoramic 
view of Ceibal en Inglés and Plan Ceibal, and this has empowered them. 

Mentoring teachers

Mentors have implemented a number of strategies to support CTs. It 
is fundamental for the mentor to be seen to be easily contactable and 
available when the CT needs to speak. CTs have meetings with their mentors 
at their school and the mentor sometimes arranges to observe a lesson, 
which could be a lesson A, B or C. Meeting groups of CTs at the same school 
is favoured, as this promotes the sharing of good practice and provides an 
opportunity to air their hopes and fears about being part of Ceibal en Inglés, 
leading to a sense of relief and community building. 

One of the aims of the mentoring team is to create a community of 
teachers and have a shared space where CTs can socialise and share their 
experiences. With this in mind, mentors have opened online groups with 
their teachers in the Learning Management System (LMS). Mentors also 
encourage CTs to take part in academic events, to explore their practice 
and share their knowledge and reflections on their new role. 

Ceibal Encuentro

In order to facilitate community building across Ceibal en Inglés, Plan 
Ceibal launched a biannual meeting (Ceibal Encuentro) in 2016 entitled 
Close Encounters of the Remote Kind in the Creation of an Educational 
Community, in which CTs from different contexts and regions participated 
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and presented papers and posters alone or in groups. Many worked with their 
RTs or mentors, collaborating in this way for the first time. 

The role of feedback

Giving feedback also has a vital role in the Ceibal en Inglés mentoring 
process. Mentors are encouraged to give constructive feedback, praising 
good practice and suggesting alternatives rather than telling CTs what they 
should do. Feedback is given during face-to-face meetings, as this gives 
mentors the chance to build rapport with their mentees. As it is important 
to go beyond discourse in order to identify the heart of the matter, mentors 
need to listen carefully to CTs before giving feedback. 

Mentors use questioning in order to promote self-reflection in CTs. The first 
question a mentor asks is How are you feeling? This simple question invites 
the CT to reveal their attitude. How a CT feels will also affect the students’ 
motivation in the classroom. Other questions asked include those focused on 
co-ordination and communication between the pedagogical team, such as:

 � How do you keep in touch with your remote teacher?
 � Is your remote teacher responsive to your questions and suggestions?
 � Does co-ordination help you to lead lessons B and C?
 � Do you feel you are part of a pedagogical team?
 � How are you dealing with this new role?
 �  Has it been difficult to lead a lesson outside your subject matter?
 � How do you feel about learning alongside your students?
 � What strategies do you use when faced with a question you do not know 

the answer to?

These questions help CTs put into words what is happening, and thus gain 
perspective and reflect on their practices. Mentor feedback focuses on positively 
reinforcing good practice, to help CTs improve, and with an eye to empowering 
them in their new role. The questions aim to give CTs the opportunity to take 
control of their own professional development, and they can also provide 
suggestions and boost CT confidence. Some examples of these are:

 � How do your students learn best?
 � What do you think about using flashcards/peripheral learning?
 �  How do students respond to games and contests?
 � Why don’t you open a discussion on the platform for students to ask 

questions to the remote teacher?

Mentors also share ideas they have gathered from other schools and CTs, 
or find ways to put teachers in contact so that they can exchange tips and 
experiences.
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Conclusion

Ceibal en Inglés mentoring is designed to be a flexible process that can 
be adapted to different situations. It is a process built between mentor 
and CT and aims to foster autonomy and help widen the CT’s horizons. By 
paving the way towards CT empowerment and showing that good teachers 
teach above and beyond a subject matter, mentors at Ceibal en Inglés also 
help establish a wider learning community. Visits, observations, meetings, 
conversations and attitudes all clearly demonstrate that CTs have been able 
to expand their comfort zones and build their didactic and pedagogical 
capacities to help their students learn a foreign language, attesting that CTs 
are still the central actors in education in Uruguay. 
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6.1
The school, the community 
and the Ceibal en Inglés mentor 
Graham Stanley

Mentor: Ana Gari
Plan Ceibal
Started: 2013
Location: Paysandú, Uruguay

Introduction

Ana Gari has been an English teacher since she was 20 years old, although 
she originally studied to be a social worker. She was attracted to the role of 
mentor for Ceibal en Inglés because “I could combine my background as a 
social worker with being an English teacher and also start doing something 
for public education, to help improve the quality of Education in my country.” 

The role of the mentor

Ceibal en Inglés mentors are experienced English teachers who regularly 
visit the primary schools taking part in the programme to ensure the 
Uruguayan classroom teachers (CTs) understand how to follow the lesson 
plans; how best to use the flash cards; make good use of Crea, the LMS 
(Learning Management System) The mentors are the main point of contact 
between Plan Ceibal and head teachers. They observe classes and see 
how lesson plans and materials work in practice, often providing valuable 
feedback on what might need changing. 

The mentors particularly support CTs with classes B and C, the two follow-on 
practice lessons that the CTs conduct on their own after the videoconference 
class A taught by a remote teacher (RT). Ana said it was important for the 
mentor to “guide and empower classroom teachers, to make sure they were 
doing the lessons and fulfilling the role expected of them.” 
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Distribution of mentors

There are a total of 20 Ceibal en Inglés mentors distributed across the 
country, with one mentor covering the schools in one or two Departments, 
depending on the number of schools and the geographical area. Ana is 
responsible for looking after 300 CTs in 40 schools, mainly in Paysandú, but 
she also visits rural schools and those in small towns nearby, which may be 
up to 90 km away. 

Ana sees a big difference between the children in schools in Paysandú, Fray 
Bentos and Young, and those in small towns where Ceibal en Inglés having 
very different characteristics: “It’s very special the way they see English 
because they really don’t have another opportunity to study English.”

Deciding who to visit

Being responsible for 300 CTs has its challenges. Ana makes a point of 
visiting new CTs at the beginning of the year, and contacts the others via 
email, letting them know she is there to support them if they need her. 
Communication is key and she tries to respond quickly, particularly if a CT 
contacts her with a problem. 

Support with lessons B and C

Ana also visits those CTs who “tend not to do lessons B and C.” 

Since becoming a mentor, she has developed a number of strategies to 
deal with CTs who do not find the time to carry out the follow-up to the RT’s 
videoconferencing lesson. She believes the influence of the head teacher 
is very important in these cases: “The head teachers have understood this 
is something they all need to do and I think they understand that the role is 
to promote this and to help the classroom teachers to make sure they go to 
lesson A and the do lessons B and C.”

School inspectors

Another aspect of Ana’s role is her relationship with local school inspectors, 
who can also be influential in persuading CTs to participate in Ceibal en 
Inglés. An inspector, for example, may be persuaded to agree to a CT’s 
suggestion to only do one follow-up lesson, instead of both classes B and C. 
In this circumstance, Ana will speak to the inspector to explain “why we have 
lessons three times a week: it’s important, it’s a process, and they need time.” 
Ana happily says that this strategy usually works. 
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English changing the community 

Ana is particularly pleased to see positive changes in schools, 
neighbourhoods and in the wider community because of the English 
lessons. She talked about one school in particular where the socio-economic 
background was very challenging. The head teacher had told Ana that in the 
neighbourhood “there are only two parents that have a job, one in a petrol 
station and the other is working cleaning a house.” 

The school started English during the pilot phase of the programme in 2012, 
and “at the beginning they called me all the time … for everything, they needed 
support” and “I went to a class and there was always a fight or it was very 
messy … very disruptive.” The children did not see the point of the lessons and 
“many said, ‘I don’t care about English’ and 45 minutes was a lot for them.”

Proud of their achievement

Now, however, the school has “become more confident and empowered, and 
they can solve situations on their own” and “this year everybody goes to the 
class, and they’re all happy.” This progress was slow, but Ana can pinpoint the 
moment things changed. 

The turning point came when one of the classes at the school took 
Cambridge Young Learner examinations “and it was very interesting because 
they were really proud … and the parents were crying when they got their 
certificates.” Ana saw that they “witnessed they could achieve something 
special” that previously they had felt “was just for other types of schools where 
children could afford to have private lessons.”

Understanding the relevance of English

The achievement of this particular class was “motivating for the others” and 
provided a needed boost for the school as a whole. Since then, Ana says: “I think 
they have improved a lot … I think they see the value of learning English … they 
can search for things on the internet, identify words in English when they play 
games or when they listen to music, and they can see they can understand more.”

The influence could be felt in the community as a whole: “They all go to English 
class. They all want to go and many of the ones that are in Year 4, for example, 
they have brothers and sisters who have been in the programme before so they 
know that it’s important. And many of the brothers and sisters are doing high 
school now and they see how important it is for them in high school, because 
before it was a shock for them when they went to high school with no knowledge 
of English at all.” 
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The influence of English on the curriculum as a whole

Ana has also seen how learning English in this way has helped with other 
subjects: “I think it can broaden students’ vocabulary and knowledge because 
they have to talk about topics in English lessons that make them incorporate 
new vocabulary in Spanish. For instance, talking about volcanoes, things that 
they didn’t know in Spanish. And also for language in general. They say ‘is 
this a verb?’ ‘Is this an adjective?’ ‘What is an adjective?’ They realise that in 
Spanish we also have them.”

A window to the world

Apart from English, in the more isolated towns and villages, Ana says the 
videoconferencing (VC) equipment acts like a “window to the world” and 
allows communication with other schools in the country: “You see it in 
how the students feel about the equipment. The way they care about the 
computers, the VC room, they really value it.”

New directions for mentors

Ana has also started supporting secondary and vocational remote English 
teaching, where teachers have different challenges: “In general, they contact 
us with problems with Crea: ‘I couldn’t upload this,’ or ‘How do I help my 
students with the homework?’ If they have to record audio and upload it, they 
generally have problems which I can help them with. We have also supported 
teachers with adapting lesson plans and materials.”

Contact with the other mentors

Once a month, Plan Ceibal holds a one-day meeting in Montevideo for mentors. 
Ana feels this is very helpful, as “generally, we have similar situations, similar 
problems, we share a lot, such as ideas on how to deal with certain situations.” 
The team of mentors also has a WhatsApp group, “so we are constantly sharing 
things that happen to us and we discuss ideas and find solutions together.” 

What does the future hold?

Ana knows there is still a lot of work to be done, but is encouraged by the 
progress made since she first started in Ceibal en Inglés: “It’s real and it’s 
happening, so that is very motivating. I have seen the progress, from just 
motivating one teacher and supporting her and then being able to motivate 
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the head teachers, inspectors, getting the programme working in the 
community. This is very important as well as challenging, of course.”

She enjoys the challenge of being a mentor and is motivated when she 
sees with her own eyes how the children are improving: “The quality of the 
lessons is very, very good and you can see that in the pronunciation of the 
students and how they improve. Some make great progress in three years 
and improve a lot. That is very motivating, seeing how things work, how it can 
spread out in so many schools.”
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6.2
Remote English teaching 
to rural schools
Silvia Rovegno

Remote Teachers: Irene Vilas and Estela Quintana
Grade: 4, 5 and 6
British Council Remote Teaching Centre, Montevideo
Location: Across Uruguay
School type: Rural

Rural schools in Uruguay provide primary education to children in isolated 
rural areas, covering six per cent of the total number of students in the 
country. In 2016, remote teachers Irene and Estela took part in a pilot 
scheme to bring English language lessons to students in two isolated 
schools. Because of the lack of fibreoptic lines in these areas, English lessons 
were delivered from Montevideo and Buenos Aires using an alternative 
technological solution to the usual videoconferencing of Ceibal en Inglés. 

Introduction

The two schools that Irene and Estela taught into were quite different. One 
was located in the north of the country while the other was in the south. 
In one school, the classroom teachers had fought hard to obtain English 
lessons, while in the other the director and teacher were reluctant for fear 
that it could prove to be overwhelming for students. In both cases, their 
evaluation of the introduction of remote English was that it had been a very 
positive experience for the students and for them personally.

“The Classroom teacher at this school had already started working 
with the Ceibal en Inglés material with the children, so when we started 
teaching there were many things that the students already knew. Both 
classroom teacher and students were very enthusiastic about the 
possibility of having English lessons remotely,” Estela recalled.
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Context 

There are over 1,000 rural schools across Uruguay. Most of these have 
just one teacher who works with all students covering all required levels in 
primary education. These schools have fewer students as well, with over 
300 having less than ten students each. According to the Uruguayan Public 
Education Authority (ANEP), the overall ratio of students per teacher in rural 
schools is ten students per teacher. Students normally attend lessons from 
9am to 2pm or 3pm, and have lunch at the school as well. There are six rural 
boarding schools in the country. 

Estela experienced this during her remote lessons: “There were fewer 
students than in a regular class, between 12 to 15 students. The school is 
their second home and family for real. You could feel they are a close-knit 
community, they are all together all the time, share the same room and the 
same teacher. They behave like a family; they take care of each other, show 
each other the new things they have learnt.”

Beside the regular primary education subjects such as Mathematics, Literacy, 
Science and Social Sciences, students and teachers do activities related to 
their environment, such as taking care of the school orchard and animals. 
Learning a foreign language is certainly a new experience for them all, 
especially learning English in such an innovative way. Irene reflected upon this: 
“They rarely have other activities apart from school and helping at home. And 
then English learning came to their school in this different way. They saw it as 
an opportunity to learn something new, something that they cannot learn in any 
other way, and both teachers and students embraced this opportunity fully.”

The students

Over 17,000 students attend rural schools in the country. In most cases, 
students have to travel ten or 15 kilometres each way daily. Some are taken 
there by parents on motorbike or horseback, some walk; very few have the 
option of a school bus. Most of the students help at home or on the farm 
once they get back home from school. This was something different for 
Estela, who had to adjust to this fact; she recalls that setting homework was 
impossible: “They studied and worked with the classroom teacher at school 
but not at home. Maybe because they did not have enough time; they spent 
from 9am to 2pm at school and then the time to go back home could be 
quite significant. Once there they needed to help out so there was not much 
time available for doing homework.”

Having students of different ages in the same class was not new for these 
English teachers. What was challenging in this case was the suitability 
of the materials. All students were taking level one since it was their first 
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experience of learning English. The materials at this level are designed 
specifically to meet the cognitive needs and interests of students aged 
nine or ten. “I was worried that older students might find the materials a bit 
childish and get bored, but they were so eager to learn that they didn’t show 
any discomfort on this matter,” Irene recalled.

Estela also found dealing with unexpected situations a bit of a challenge: “I had 
fourth, fifth and sixth forms together in one group because they were all doing 
level one. But one day, the other classroom teacher was absent so I had the 
whole school in one lesson. I had from first form to sixth; it was a bit of a mess, 
but we all had fun and enjoyed it. Sometimes I could see the faces of the little 
ones popping up on the screen and when they came over to my class they knew 
all the colours and numbers! Because they heard us working in class next door!”

Bonding with students was a smooth process. As with any remote class, the 
teachers used ways to relate to them that are different from the strategies 
used in face-to-face lessons. In this case, Irene and Estela were not familiar 
with the students’ environment or background as they were with those in 
urban schools. “The bond comes from our attitude, not from the camera 
or the technology; they saw that we cared about them, we wanted to learn 
about their lives and school,” Irene said. Estela had the chance to visit one 
of her rural schools and spent a day there, sharing activities, games and 
lunch with her remote students. She recalled the experience: “When I got 
the chance to visit them, we spent the whole day together playing, we had 
lunch. It was as if I had always been there. When they saw me, they said: 
‘Wow you are real! You have legs!’”

Irene´s experience was equally enriching: “Students participated more than 
in other schools. They were engaged and they wanted to speak all the time. 
They showed no difficulties in learning remotely.”

Similarities and differences with other remote 
lessons in Ceibal en Inglés

The main difference between these lessons and any regular Ceibal en 
Inglés lesson was the technology used to bring the lessons to the schools. 
The remote teachers taught from their usual Ceibal videoconferencing 
(VC) equipment, but at the school end a regular laptop computer was used 
with software that enabled connection to the VC equipment. This meant 
that the remote teachers needed to adjust the tools they regularly used 
in their remote lessons according to the limitations of this technology. 
Irene highlighted some of the main differences: “The students saw us on a 
17-inch laptop screen. We couldn’t make use of the camera as we do with 
the moveable ones in the regular lessons, or zoom in and out when I wanted 
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to work closely with certain students. The classroom teacher had to move the 
computer to the students who had to stand up and move closer to the camera 
when we were working more closely.”

The internet connection in these schools was not fibreoptic as in the urban 
schools. Alternative solutions such as a satellite or 3G connection affect 
the quality and speed of connectivity. This created some problems when it 
came to sharing videos and audio, which needed to be played by the local 
classroom teacher on a separate device rather than via the remote teacher´s 
screen. However, these difficulties did not curb the students’ enthusiasm for 
learning. Estela told us that “all these problems did not matter for them; they 
were very much engaged in their English lessons and didn’t want to miss any.”

As in all remote teaching programmes, the role of the local facilitator (the 
classroom teacher in this case) is fundamental to successful remote teaching. 
Estela pointed out the central role the classroom teachers had in moving 
this pilot forward: “They helped us a lot; they wanted their students to learn, 
so whenever we had a problem, they found a way to solve it. They tried to do 
everything to make it happen and we tried from this side as well.”

Beyond the traditional work that classroom teachers perform covering 
lessons B and C, the classroom teachers in this pilot project gave a hand 
in other areas. Estela recalled: “Children didn’t have Xo computers and no 
internet connection at home, so they couldn’t do the work regularly done on 
the learning management system (Crea). So the CT had to do those tasks with 
them and send me a scanned version via email for me to correct, and I would 
send her the correction and feedback that way.”

Reflection on the experience

“I really liked to work with them, mainly for their attitude; they showed that they 
really wanted to learn and valued this opportunity. As a teacher this was the most 
enriching aspect of this experience. They wanted to learn more and know more, 
this is what we want to happen. They were there again and again, even when 
technology failed, they never gave up and were always willing to participate. 
They were engaged with both aspects, English and technology,” Estela stated.

With regards to remote teacher teaching into rural schools, Irene advised: 
“Remote teachers need to acknowledge that they are going to find a family, 
a place where they care a lot for each other. Remote teachers need to know 
the context and get to know as much as possible about each of them because 
their lives are very different from ours. You need to know if what you will be 
presenting will be easy or not; for example, parts of the city. Think that they 
might not have previous knowledge on the topic, so you need to scaffold the 
lesson in a different way.”
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7
Quality management 
of Ceibal en Inglés
Gonzalo Negron, Graham Stanley and David Lind

Introduction

This chapter examines the role of quality management in Ceibal en Inglés, 
which has grown in scope from the small-scale observations of teachers 
undertaken during the pilot phase of the project in 2012 (Banegas, 
2013:181) into a complex quality management system, involving 
approximately 300 teachers, which is “coherent and comprehensive and 
the largest teacher observation, development and evaluation system 
the British Council has globally … in which every remote teacher is 
observed and evaluated, as well as trained according to needs” (Knagg 
and Searle, 2016). The need for quality management in Ceibal en Inglés 
can be understood within the broader context of quality management, 
of managing teaching quality in education in general, and language 
education in particular. The challenges of establishing reliable quality 
criteria for lessons taught via videoconferencing will be outlined and 
data presented that shows how teaching quality has improved during the 
course of the project. Finally, recommendations will be shared for anyone 
interested in implementing a similar quality management system in other 
countries and contexts.

Quality management methodology

Quality management has been defined as a “set of concepts, strategies, 
tools and beliefs, etc., which are aimed at improving the quality of products 
and services, reducing the waste and saving costs” (Navaratnam and 
O’Connor, 1993). Quality management in language teaching, according 
to White and Hockley et al. (2008) should “inform course planning and 
development, assessment and placement, and the teaching and learning 
which occurs in and out of the classroom.” They state that quality outcomes 
will be achieved “through organising and managing integrated systems 

ARMADO_15.indd   103 23/11/2018   12:24:07



104 | Special Edition • Ceibal en Inglés

and processes” and they stress the importance to effective academic 
management of “devising agreed-upon key performance indicators (KPIs), 
which establish measurable goals.”

There exist a number of terms related to quality management that are worth 
examining. Quality control is a term that was coined by and which refers to 
a range of managerial methods designed to maintain quality of products or 
services (Feigenbaum, 1983). Quality control takes place after the event. 

Quality assurance (QA), on the other hand, as described by Tovey (1994), 
is an alternative form of ensuring quality in education, which “involves 
designing systems to deliver quality before the event” (Fidler and Edwards, 
1996). In educational projects, establishing a quality assurance system 
“or integrating local QA practices are important strategies for external 
accountability and sustainability” (Kiely, 2012).

Most relevant to Ceibal en Inglés is total quality management (TQM), which 
Mukhopadhyay states “is an extension of the quality assurance approach” 
with an emphasis on “not only on managing quality … but in developing a 
‘quality culture’ amongst all employees,” (2005:28) and which takes time to 
implement in order to “reach a level where quality becomes culture,” the 
challenge being to create “the passion and sense of worth about teaching 
among the teachers, giving them independence and encouragement and, of 
course, mentoring leadership among colleagues.” (2005:194).

An important issue when TQM is applied to education is that of customer 
focus, and Mukhopadhyay (2005:43) asks “who is the customer: student 
or parent or employer or provider (government) or all?” stating that 
“assessment of quality in education cannot be restricted to needs of 
the students; it must take into account the perceived needs of other 
constituents, namely parents, community, government and employers.”

Quality management and teacher observations

Malderez mentions four main purposes of classroom observations: for 
professional development, for training, for evaluation, and for research. 
In Ceibal en Inglés lesson observation is used mainly as a means of 
monitoring teaching quality.

Observation has long been a popular way of monitoring teaching quality. 
Ellis (1994:55) states that “observation is the most suitable method used 
for measuring the performance of teachers” and Murphy (2013) believes 
that “classroom observation offers an opportunity for supervisors to assess 
teachers’ styles, their classroom management skills and various aspects of 
teaching that are hard to obtain through other forms of evaluation.”
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Although observation of teachers by quality managers in Ceibal en Inglés is 
principally an evaluation tool, lesson observations also provide information 
about this relatively new way of teaching. Care is also taken to provide 
constructive feedback on teaching techniques and methods with an eye to 
helping remote teachers evaluate their strengths and weaknesses, so they 
can improve their practice. As Farrell (2011) writes, observation is one of the 
most common ways to help teachers reflect on pedagogical practices. 

When observation is carried out, the observer needs to be careful that 
it does not, as O’Leary (2012) describes, become simply a “box-ticking 
exercise” or rely on “subjective judgements, rather than … developing the 
teacher’s ability to assess his or her own practices” (Williams,1989:85). 

In addition to this, there is another difficulty present in observing teachers 
in Ceibal en Inglés because of the remote nature of the teaching. When 
teachers are observed from the teaching point (i.e. the place where the 
remote teacher (RT) teaches from, the information available to the observer 
is less than when the observer is in the classroom, where the children and 
the effect of the teacher’s interventions can be better observed. Gabriela 
Kaplan, Plan Ceibal Co-ordinator of Ceibal en Inglés, has said of this that 
“everything looks well organised from the teaching point, and the observer 
can tell if the lesson plan has been implemented, but there is a danger 
the observer can miss out on the rich information from the students. For 
example, it is more difficult to see how the children feel about the lesson, to 
gauge their reaction to what is being taught.” 

Plan Ceibal’s Quality Controller, Isabel Longres also believes this: “You see 
a lesson completely differently when you are observing from the school. 
You have to be a very good observer to see what is really happening from 
the screen and you tend to pay too much attention to what the RT is doing 
rather than the impact on the learners.”

Because of this, in order for observers to be able to observe objectively 
and effectively, they require ongoing training. In Ceibal en Inglés, regular 
observation standardisation sessions are held, so that observers have 
the opportunity to reflect, and this is in line with Gebhard’s assertion that 
observers need to be “qualified trainers who know what to look for, how 
to provide effective feedback and how to keep the subjectivity factor to a 
minimum” (1999:35).

The feedback given to the teacher following the observation should be 
“objective, systematic, supportive and motivating” rather than “subjective, 
threatening, frustrating and impressionistic” (Sheal, 1989), which Shah 
and Harthi (2014) have noted can lead to “teacher burn-out and less 
effective performance in classrooms.” Bailey (2006) and Cranston (2009) 
have both mentioned that the observer–observee relationship is key to 
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successful observation, and Wajnryb (1992) mentions that “a positive 
learning attitude” is required for observation “to capture the classroom 
events precisely and objectively and go beyond the recording of 
mere impressions.”

In Ceibal en Inglés, it is considered important that the teacher has a 
pre-observation discussion with the quality manager. Pari has found that 
“while the pre-observation discussion seemed to be helpful for some, it was 
stressful for others” (2015), but also mentions that this discussion “helps 
the observer have a better understanding of the lesson” and gives “the 
opportunity to discuss the lesson plan from the teacher’s perspective” as 
well as helping “to make the teacher relaxed and comfortable … creating a 
supportive atmosphere” (Pari, 2005).

Observation, above all, is “a powerful tool that enables participants to 
gather data and gain insights into the classroom teaching and learning” 
(Mackey and Gass, 2005), and which, when it is effective, can be beneficial 
to the teachers taking part and can lead to improvement in teaching quality. 

Managing quality in Ceibal en Inglés 

Quality management of Ceibal en Inglés has the Teaching Quality 
Review (TQR) at its core. This is an inspection scheme, which includes 
pre-inspection visits to the remote teaching provider (usually referred to as 
Institute), the inspection itself and subsequent reports. Inspection reports 
include recommendations for improvement. As Pickering (1999) mentions: 
“Inspection schemes have the advantage of offering an expert, external 
viewpoint of a school’s operations”. Disadvantages, according to Pickering 
(1999), include the following:

 � “The findings are not automatically owned by staff.”
 � “Quality initiatives can remain externally driven rather than becoming 

internally driven.”
 � Sometimes there is “a trade-off or tension between ensuring that 

minimum standards are maintained and helping schools to improve 
their quality standards.”

 � “They can become cumbersome and too dependent on 
documentation.”

Ceibal en Inglés quality management processes
The TQR is a process that happens at least once a year (usually split 
into two visits: TQR part 1 and TQR part 2, depending on the size of 
the Institute). Remote teachers are observed and there is a review of 
the Institute’s procedures and performance, henceforth referred to as 
Institute Assessment. 
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During the Institute Assessment, quality managers (QMs) carry out a formal 
review, which includes: 

 � Review of the remote teaching provider’s administrative processes 
and systems

 � How cancellations, substitutions and rescheduling of classes are 
managed

 � How issues (i.e. formal complaints, concerns, etc.) are managed
 � What provision has been made for orientation of new remote 

teachers (RTs)
 � Continuous professional development (CPD) scheme for RTs
 � Institute facilities and teaching/technical resources
 � Review of any previous action plans resulting from a prior TQR

The Institute Assessment as outlined above and the Remote Teaching 
Observations constitute the TQR. 

In the following section, the observation process will be described in 
more detail.

Remote teaching quality observation process

The aim of the remote teaching quality observation process (figure 1) is to 
ensure Ceibal en Inglés students receive quality instruction according to 
project standards. 

Figure 1: Remote teaching quality observation flowchart
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During observations, QMs complete an observation form in order to have 
a record to provide RTs and Institutes with constructive developmental 
feedback. 

Prior to the TQR, the QM requests the RTs’ availability in order to arrange 
a meeting with all the RTs to be observed, discuss the process and to 
hear from the team of teachers at the Institute about how they perceive 
the specifics of teaching on the project; for example, co-ordination with 
classroom teachers (CTs), use of Crea2 (the learning management system), 
lesson plans and materials, training needs, etc. The QM takes notes and 
answers questions the RTs may have. A summary of this meeting will be 
included in the Institute Assessment report. 

Together, information from all TQRs are used to assess how the British 
Council and Plan Ceibal can provide RTs with support during the academic 
year in question, and to inform improvements for the following year. 

Observations then take place, preceded by a pre-observation discussion with 
the RT to be observed, and followed by an observation feedback session. 
After the observation, but before the feedback session, the RT completes a 
post-observation form, reflecting on what happened during the lesson. When 
this meeting finishes, the RT records the agreed action points and is invited 
to add a comment about the observation process in the post-feedback form.

Observation form

An observation form is the main instrument QMs use when observing 
the lesson. Each descriptor in the form is rated: for instance, an Exceed 
is awarded when there is evidence that the RT goes beyond what is 
expected in the standard; met is given when the standard is mostly and 
consistently met overall; a partly met means that the standard was met to 
an extent, but there are some weaknesses; while a not met indicates that 
there was no evidence during the lesson to reach the standard. Finally, a 
not applicable is given when circumstances beyond the control of the RT 
prevent accurate assessment.

These teaching standards have been adapted from the British Council 
teaching standards (2011) and include the specific criteria required by 
Ceibal en Inglés on the following: 

1. Course and lesson planning. The descriptors in this standard would 
be rated as exceed or met if the RT, for example, shows evidence of 
successfully adapting, differentiating, scaffolding or selecting activities to 
suit the students’ needs while meeting the learning outcomes of the lesson; 
has clear opening and closing routines; checks homework, etc. A partly met 
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or not met would be given if the adaptations do not follow the syllabus; if 
there is something unrelated to learning outcomes; or if there is a lack of 
consistency, etc. 

2. Classroom management 1. This is about creating a positive learning 
environment and encouraging participation. Questions asked include:

 � How involved is the CT during the lesson?
 � Has the RT built a rapport with the CT and the students?
 � Is there a balance of teacher and learner talking time?
 � Is there evidence of a variety of interaction patterns, such as pair and 

group work? 

Here the descriptors would be rated as exceed or met if the RT arranges 
the furniture to match the interactions of the lesson; shows positive, 
personable and appreciative interactions with the CT when requesting help 
with groupings; uses the students’ names; responds positively and actively 
to students’ contributions; pays attention to quiet individuals or groups and 
encourages them to participate; and maximises the opportunities for pair 
work and group work. A partly met or not met would be given when there 
is space to better adapt the seating arrangement to the lesson and this 
is not done; if the RT reads names off a list to nominate (i.e. not knowing 
the students); not addressing the CT or students by name; favouring some 
students over others, or focusing on the strongest students; or not creating 
opportunities for students to use the language independently.

3. Classroom management 2. This is related to delivering the lesson and 
managing activities. Questions to help the observer include:

 � Does the RT deliver the class in English, supported by non-verbal 
strategies to convey meaning?

 � Does the teacher give clear instructions, models and demonstrate 
activities, as well as checking for understanding?

 � Is there evidence of applying appropriate strategies for giving 
feedback and correcting learners’ language?

 � Does the RT show flexibility in delivering the lesson?

In this section, an exceed or a met would be given if the RT employs pictures, 
gestures, expressions; uses examples and concept/instruction-checking 
questions to convey and check meaning and understanding; demonstrates 
teaching presence on screen; has natural rhythm and intonation when 
talking; uses full-screen mode when a whiteboard or presentation is not 
being used; uses body language when appropriate to convey information; 
generates interest and enhances his/her presence; and addresses learner 
errors by showing that the error exists, isolating the error, indicating the type 
of error and then encouraging self or peer correction. A partly met or a not 
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met would be given if the RT uses too much translation to convey meaning; 
overuses Spanish, or code-switches in a sentence (e.g. “Children, did you 
do your deberes (i.e. homework)?”); uses Spanish for instructions; shouts or 
speaks too fast; doesn’t make eye contact; does not vary positioning (e.g. 
students only ever see a talking head on the screen); ignores or doesn’t hear 
students’ errors; or overpraises or doesn’t respond to what is happening in 
the class and proceeds regardless with the lesson plan.

4. ELT subject knowledge. This includes the RTs’ ability to grade their own 
language; to provide accurate and appropriate oral and written examples 
for the learners; to demonstrate awareness of learner difficulties; and to use 
techniques and procedures for developing receptive and productive skills. 
An RT would receive an exceed or a met if he/she uses simple language 
appropriate for the level of the class; tries to use words closely related 
to Spanish; speaks accurately in English; is able to identify and anticipate 
problems and their solutions (in the pre-observation form); listens to and 
responds to what students say; accommodates students with special 
educational needs; supports students and scaffolds speaking and writing 
tasks; and effectively manages reading and listening comprehension 
tasks. A partly met or a not met would be given if the RT uses unnecessary 
metalanguage; misspells words on the board or in a presentation; makes 
mistakes and does not correct them; and does not take into consideration 
other possible answers to questions or activities.

5. Understanding the learners. This is mainly about raising learner 
awareness; helping learners monitor their own learning process; 
encouraging learning habits and learner training activities; differentiating 
activities according to individual learner needs; and demonstrating an 
understanding of the culture and context of the school and the learners. A 
RT would get an exceed or a met if he/she takes the time to help students 
become better aware of how language works; encourages self-correction; 
and checks and praises homework. The RT would receive a partly met or 
a not met if the students find the tasks too easy, difficult or boring; the RT 
teaches each level in the same way; or ignores special educational needs 
students, expects them to achieve the same or does not adapt activities. 

6. Learning technologies. This includes using presentations, websites, 
etc. in the lesson; good use of the video camera and the remote control to 
aid learning and exploit the RTs role and presence; and the RTs’ ability to 
troubleshoot basic technology problems during the lesson. Here an exceed 
or a met would be given if the RT incorporates attractive and motivating 
images to his/her presentation; effectively uses the camera to zoom or 
pans on both cameras when appropriate; always has a plan B in case the 
technology malfunctions. A partly met or a not met would be given if the 
RT uses copyright-protected images without permission; overcrowds a 
presentation with text or images; uses fancy fonts the students (particularly 
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those with special educational needs) will find difficult to read; or wastes 
too much time trying to figure something out (without calling tech support 
and/or moving on).

7. Co-ordination. The RT should show evidence of co-ordinating the whole 
cycle of lessons (A, B and C); being supportive to CTs’ concerns, taking 
into consideration the CTs’ knowledge and experience. An exceed or a met 
would be given if there is evidence of co-ordination with the CT in the form 
of emails, text messages, screenshots, etc. A partly met or a not met would 
be given if the RT does not keep in touch during the week with the CT or 
fails to show evidence of teamwork or support to the CT.

8. Crea. This is the learning management system (LMS) that RTs and CTs use 
to interact with learners between classes and to complement and support 
the weekly lesson cycle. QMs focus on the use of the platform in terms 
of the effective use of its functions and features (messaging, interactive 
activities, correction of homework, discussions and forums, among others). 
An RT would receive an exceed or a met if he/she guides the CT and 
learners to work in the platform; promotes online learning tools in Crea and 
the internet in general; or corrects homework in the platform and gives 
feedback on a regular basis. However, a partly met or not met would be 
given if the RT and the students do not work on the platform without a valid 
reason; the RT does not teach the students and CT how to work on Crea; or 
the RT does not correct the students’ homework regularly.

9. Professionalism. The RT should show evidence of having a professional 
approach to teaching, including interest in continuing professional 
development (CPD). RTs would receive an exceed or met if they complete 
the pre- and post-observation and post-feedback forms in full and in a 
timely manner; reflect on own performance; show evidence of completing 
required training courses and of seeking to develop their own teaching 
skills by engaging in CPD. On the other hand, they would receive a partly 
met or a not met if the RT does not complete the pre- and post-forms 
with the information required; if they do not show evidence of completion 
of required training; or if they do not show any interest in CPD, or by not 
showing improvement in any action points they might have been given after 
their last observation.

Underperformance

Managing underperformance is necessary in order to ensure improvement 
in teaching quality throughout the project. Concerns may be detected 
during observations, or feedback may be given to the Institute or a QM 
if received via another channel (e.g. a complaint by a CT, etc.). When this 
happens, teacher performance issues will be investigated and resolved 
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by the QM and the Institute Co-ordinator/Director working collaboratively. 
In order to ensure that the protocol is objective, fair and transparent, all 
reported issues undergo the following three-stage process: 

Stage 1 – Receipt
The issue may have been raised by a CT, Plan Ceibal or other source, and 
reported directly to Plan Ceibal, a QM or Institute Co-ordinator/Director. 
Once this happens, the British Council or Plan Ceibal will acknowledge 
receipt of the negative feedback to the person reporting it. Details of the 
issue will be recorded in the issue management system and assigned 
to a QM for investigation (stage 2) and follow-up (stage 3). The Institute 
Co-ordinator may ask for updates on the status of the issue at any time. 
Quality Managers will also keep Plan Ceibal’s Quality Controller informed 
about any issues relating to RTs. 

Stage 2 – Investigation
The issue will be fully investigated within two weeks and a decision taken 
on action to be implemented. Until then the issue will remain ‘unverified’. 
Investigation may include talking to the Institute Co-ordinator, the RT, and 
formal observation of two classes (one of these will be with a different class 
to the one reported). If the issue concerns the team-teaching relationship 
between the RT and CT and this cannot be resolved, Plan Ceibal usually ask 
to change the RT for a different one at the same Institute, if there is one 
available. If negative feedback is ‘verified’ to constitute underperformance, 
the Institute Co-ordinator will be informed so that a follow-up action plan is 
put into practice within a month. If the negative feedback is decided to be 
‘unverified’, the issue will become ‘resolved’. 

Stage 3 – Follow up
Assuming an underperformance is non-critical but continues to be 
problematic, the Institute Co-ordinator, QM and RT will agree on a new 
action plan. The action plan will detail specific points to be worked on 
and a timeframe of up to one month for improvement and review. If the 
performance does not improve as stated in the action plan, Plan Ceibal 
reserve the right to ask that the RT does not continue with the project. 

Institute assessment

After observations have been carried out, the QM writes a report, analyses the 
data collected during the observations and agrees on a date for an interview 
with the Institute Co-ordinator. The QM presents the first draft of the Institute 
Assessment report for discussion. Apart from a summary of the results of the 
observations and of the meetings with teachers and Institute Co-ordinator, 
the report includes an action plan with clear deadlines for the Co-ordinator to 
implement in order to improve the quality of teaching in the Institute. 
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Quality management in practice 2015–16

When the data collected during TQRs is analysed, improvements in teaching 
quality can be detected. The following table (figure 2) shows the percentage 
of met standards in 2015 and 2016 by the six British Council-managed 
Institutes. All Institutes met 70 per cent of the Ceibal en Inglés quality 
standards two years in a row, which translates into a noteworthy number of 
high-quality lessons delivered by these providers. 
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Figure 2: Comparison of TQR results for British Council-managed 
Institutes 2015–16

Overall, the quality of the teaching of the six British Council-managed 
Institutes in Ceibal en Inglés increased by 2.5 per cent in 2016 compared 
to the previous year (figure 3). This indicates that the action plans resulting 
from the TQR and included in each Institute Assessment Report to solve 
the challenges and difficulties have had an impact on improvement 
and on the increase in the quality of the teaching and on the Institutes’ 
processes and systems.

2015–16 Analysis per Institute

More specific analysis of data is also undertaken. For instance, we can 
see from the data above and below (Figure 3) that the performance of 
Institute 3 declined from 2015 to 2016. There was a drop of five per cent 
in the exceeds and mets received while the partly mets and not mets 
increased by one per cent. In this case, the drop in performance was 
due to communications problems and underperformance in operational 
procedures, and led to a major restructure of the Institute.
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Figure 3: Results of observations Institute 3 2015–16 

This was of course evident to all working in project operations, but it is 
useful to be able to quantify this through the data here, and it also shows 
that the quality management indicators have a bearing on what actually 
happens in an Institute.

General analysis of results

Four of the Institutes increased the quality of their teaching in 2016, while 
two of them underperformed in the same year. The impact of quality 
management can best be seen in the following example:

 � Institute 3, the biggest and most complex Institute delivering 
Ceibal en Inglés lessons, did not meet the standards required by 
Ceibal en Inglés and the action plan designed by the QM. This led to a 
complete restructuring during the second semester of the year, as 
mentioned above.

 � In the case of Institute 4, the RTs are non-native Spanish speakers and 
they found it challenging to effectively communicate with the CTs 
during the class and in co-ordination. Some of the strategies 
designed by the QM included RTs receiving Spanish lessons and 
having two Spanish-speaking co-ordinators to monitor and provide 
support to the RTs when communicating with their CTs either via 
email or through videoconferencing. These actions have resulted in 
visible improvements.
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Summary and Conclusion

Quality management in Ceibal en Inglés provides RTs with a full and formal 
observation cycle, with evaluative and developmental feedback on the 
teaching through videoconferencing, alongside associated co-ordination, 
professionalism and other related aspects. Quality management also 
provides the Institutes with feedback about how far they are meeting or 
failing to meet standards in relation to what is expected. This is achieved 
through assessment of their processes and systems in order to guarantee 
the quality of remote teaching.

The teaching standards in the observation form are descriptors that reflect 
the RT’s performance during the delivery of their lessons. The teaching 
standards are the key indicators that guide the QM to help suggest 
corrective strategies in those cases where the quality of the teaching 
is below standard.

The eight areas of the Institute Assessment allow evaluation of the 
quality and productivity of the Institute, which helps the design and 
implementation of an action plan to overcome any challenges and 
difficulties detected. The Institute Assessment analyses the practices and 
methods that are reasonable to consider regarding the operational and 
pedagogical aspects of the Institute, the service they provide and the 
internal actions that control and guarantee that the operations comply with 
the expectations of Ceibal en Inglés.

How effective is quality management in Ceibal en Inglés on student learning 
outcomes? It is difficult to measure the impact on learning, but it is not 
unreasonable to state that quality management is one of the reasons for 
the improvement in results in the annual end-of-year student assessment 
(see Marconi and Brovetto in this volume). Ultimately, this is the reason for 
pursuing a strategy aimed at improving teaching quality – i.e. its expected 
positive effect on student learning outcomes. 

The large scale and complexity of Ceibal en Inglés calls for an ambitious 
quality management system – one with sufficient scope to accommodate 
the geographically dispersed remote teaching network, but also carefully 
fine-tuned in order to determine whether the many interdependent 
variables effectively come together to enable learning. In this chapter we 
have sought to give the reader a glimpse of how QM processes are working 
towards this goal. The Ceibal en Inglés quality management system draws 
on best practice of English language teaching, based on British Council 
Teaching Skills (British Council, 2011) then adapted to the local Uruguayan 
context and the context of remote teaching. This should be useful not only 
to Ceibal en Inglés remote teaching practitioners, but to a growing number 
of teachers worldwide who teach synchronously via videoconferencing. 
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Navigating a course for the Ceibal en Inglés RT, who must interact not 
only with students, but also with classroom teachers, has been an ongoing 
process of discovery for all those involved on the academic side of the 
project. Quality management is at the centre of this endeavour, and has 
aimed to accommodate the complex interplay of human relationships 
present in remote lessons, which in many ways are different to the 
teacher–student dynamics of the traditional face-to-face primary learner 
classroom setting. At the outset, there were few documented precedents 
for the Ceibal en Inglés project management team to refer to. This chapter 
has aimed to add to the emerging body of literature that has grown around 
remote teaching, examples of which are referenced in this volume. 
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8
Learning assessment 
in Ceibal en Inglés
Silvia Rovegno

This chapter presents the results of interviews and analysis undertaken to 
examine the effectiveness of assessment tools used in Ceibal en Inglés. 
The challenges and limitations of learning assessment in the programme are 
also addressed.

Background

Assessment in English language teaching has been defined as “involving 
professional judgement based upon an image formed by the collection of 
information about student performance” (Tognolini and Stanley, 2011:25). 
Assessment can be formative, i.e. “for the purpose of improving learning,” 
and summative, i.e. “for monitoring and certificating performance or 
achievement” (ibid:25). Both of these types of assessment are found 
in Ceibal en Inglés. During the course of the year, formal and informal 
instances of formative assessment provide information to remote teachers 
(RTs) and classroom teachers (CTs) about student learning so adjustments 
can be made to teaching. At the end of each year, an annual summative 
assessment of the students’ English is undertaken using a nationwide 
online adaptive test.

Formative assessment  
of young learners 

Young learner programmes around the world are becoming more 
common as part of compulsory primary education (Ioannou-Georgiou, in 
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Powell-Davies, 2011:41), presenting a challenge around how to better 
assess the learning processes these learners go through. Children are 
in a state of “constant cognitive, social, emotional and physical growth” 
(McKay, 2006:6), which makes teaching them such a demanding task. 
Teaching methodologies and assessment need to be carefully aligned 
with the developmental characteristics of each age for learning and 
assessment to be effective.

It is not only growth that is the challenge. Children are also developing 
literacy in their mother tongue when a second language is introduced. 
However, the introduction of a second language is seen as favourable 
by some researchers: “Recent research findings indicate that access to 
two languages in early childhood can accelerate the development of 
both verbal and non-verbal abilities. There is also evidence of a positive 
association between bilingualism and both cognitive flexibility and 
divergent thinking” (Cummins, in McKay, 2006:7).

Another challenge children present is what some authors call a state of 
vulnerability: “At this age, children have a heightened sensitivity to praise, 
criticism and approval, and their self-esteem is strongly influenced by 
experiences at school” (ibid:14). Therefore, children need experiences 
that reinforce their self-concept and enhance their motivation to continue 
learning. This places a heavy burden on the assessment decisions to be 
taken in young learner programmes.

Ioannou-Georgiou (in Powell-Davies, 2011:44) believes that formative, 
classroom-based assessment is most suitable for young learner 
programmes. She states that these “programmes are at the beginning 
of a long process of language learning and expectations should be 
realistic and relevant to the age of the learners” and assessment should 
be “directly linked to what happens in the classroom and promoting 
self-reflection and self-assessment.” According to Ioannou-Georgiou and 
Pavlou (2003:5), the objectives of formative assessment should be “to 
monitor and aid children’s progress, to provide children with evidence of 
their progress to enhance motivation and to monitor performance and 
help teachers plan future work.”

It has also been proposed that young learner programmes should cover 
five areas to cater for the characteristics described above:
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Positive 
attitudes 

to language

Young Learner 
Programme

Competence in 
foreign language

Intercultural 
awarness and 
understanding

Personal 
development

Lifelong 
learning skills

Figure 1: Focus areas of a young learner course (Ioannou-Georgiou, 2011:43)

As a consequence of this, the author proposes five conditions for designing 
assessment in young learner programmes (ibid, 45-46):

 � An assessment system should address all five areas of educational 
focus, not just the linguistic aspects.

 � Tasks and assessment should be perceived as non-threatening by 
students.

 � The tasks and assessment system should reflect the children’s 
particular developmental characteristics.

 � The assessment should be criterion-referenced. That is to say, each 
student’s performance is contrasted against a learning standard and 
not compared to their peers.

 � Assessment should involve multiple types and different tools.

Bailey (in Shohamy et al., 2017: 330) states that when designing assessment 
for young learners, three areas require specific attention: i) the format of 
the assessment, i.e. whether this will be individual, pair, group work or whole 
class; ii) choice of items and task types; and iii) the choice of contextualised 
age-appropriate stimuli.

Summative assessment

Summative assessment usually occurs at the end of term or year, when 
information is gathered about how much a student has learned and to 
report student achievement to others (McKay, 2006:22). Summative 
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assessment of student learning in Ceibal en Inglés is a necessity in order 
to provide evidence of the programme’s effectiveness against its intended 
outcomes. Nikolov (2016:6) states that this “accountability in early language 
learning is not an unexpected phenomenon,” and mentions “stakeholders 
are interested in seeing results.”

Powell-Davies (2011:164) suggests that “developing an evidence base from 
which policy makers can make decisions” requires “a need to measure 
results” with “a focus on outcomes (what is achieved), outputs (what is being 
produced) and inputs (how the money is being used).”

Types of assessment tools

Tools for classroom-based assessment can take many different forms, from 
unstructured and informal to those which are more formal and structured, 
such as tests. Tognolini and Stanley (in Powell-Davies, 2011:26) propose the 
following continuum of assessment tools:

Unstructured: 
Chance meetings 

Conversations

Slightly Structured: 
Questionnaires 

Observation
Student self-assessment

More structured 
Classroom tests 

Checklists
Practical work Project work

Figure 2: Assessment tools continuum (adapted from Tognolini and 
Stanley, 2011)

Ioannou-Georgiou and Pavlou (2003:13-14) propose a series of criteria to 
establish when a task becomes a useful assessment tool for young learners. 
These criteria are summarised below:

Criterion Description

Aims The assessment task is designed in such a way that 
the area to be assessed is clearly defined and isolated 
from other areas.

Measurable results Assessment tasks produce measurable evidence of 
each individual child’s language development. After 
having carried out an assessment task, the teacher 
will know exactly what each child can or cannot do in 
terms of the predetermined aims of the activity.
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Criterion Description

Assessment criteria Each assessment task specifies a set of criteria 
defining what the children should be able to do in 
order to demonstrate their grasp of the particular 
area assessed. The assessment criteria are expressed 
as actions through which the children demonstrate 
their ability/development.

Children’s 
predisposition 
towards the activity

When children know they are going to be assessed, 
they will usually prepare beforehand, do their best 
during the assessment and take more notice of post-
assessment feedback.

Timing Assessment tasks are set at specific times during 
the learning process, usually at the end of a unit or 
after presentation and practice of specific language 
items or skills, so that the teacher can check the 
children’s learning.

Children’s 
participation

All children must have the chance to participate in 
the task so the teacher can gather information on the 
performance and ability of every child in the class.

Record keeping Children’s performance in an assessment task is 
recorded and kept on file. Additions or notes relevant 
to the children’s performance in the assessment task 
can also be used when writing their profile. 

Figure 3: Criteria for defining assessment tasks for young learners
(adapted from Iannou-Georgiou and Pavlou, 2003)

Approach to research 

Research was undertaken in order to answer the following question: 

 � In what ways is student learning on Ceibal en Inglés assessed?

An exploratory-descriptive approach was adopted in order to examine 
the evolution of assessment in Ceibal en Inglés and to report on lessons 
learnt. Two different data collection methods were selected to enable this. 
Semi-structured interviews with key stakeholders were carried out. Based 
on the results of these interviews, key documents were identified and 
analysed. These documents represented primary sources of information 
for documentary research, as stated by Cohen et al (2007:193).
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The following documents were analysed:

End of Year 
assessment

Results of Impact Test, 2013 (Plan Ceibal, 2014)
Results of 2014 adaptive test (Plan Ceibal, 2015) 
Results of 2015 adaptive test (Plan Ceibal, 2016) 
Results of 2016 adaptive test (Plan Ceibal, 2017) 

Lesson plans 2015 Assessment packs (Ceibal en Inglés, 2015)
2016 Assessment packs (Ceibal en Inglés, 2016)
2017 Assessment packs (Ceibal en Inglés, 2017)

Other assessment-
related documents

Assessment tutorial (Ceibal en Inglés, 2017)
Focus group for level 3 changes report 2016 
(Ceibal en Inglés, 2016)

To complement this analysis, remote lessons were observed during June 
and July 2016 when an assessment was being undertaken by teachers.

End-of-year summative assessment 

A review of the end-of-year summative assessment was undertaken and 
the following summary produced, charting the development of summative 
assessment in Ceibal en Inglés:

Time of assessment July and December 2013

Objectives To compare and contrast the results obtained by 
primary students (grades 4-6) with different time 
exposures to learning English via videoconferencing 
through Ceibal en Inglés. 

Areas evaluated Grammar and vocabulary via multiple choice 
questions
Writing via a guided writing task

Results There was a positive correlation between exposure 
to the programme and results obtained by students 
across socio-cultural levels

2013: Impact assessment (grammar and vocabulary)  
of Ceibal en Inglés primary
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Time of assessment November-December 2014

Objectives To assess the English of primary students (grades 4-6) 
learning English through videoconferencing (Ceibal en 
Inglés) in 2014 and evaluate progress since 2013

Areas evaluated Grammar and vocabulary via multiple choice questions
Reading via multiple choice questions
Writing via guided writing task

Results 43 per cent of Ceibal en Inglés students were marked 
as having an A2 level of English, according to the 
CEFR (Council of Europe, 2001); 56 per cent were 
marked as having an A1 level

2014: Adaptive test (grammar, vocabulary and reading) 
for Ceibal en Inglés primary

Time of assessment November 2015

Objectives To assess learning of English of primary students 
(grades 4-6) studying via videoconferencing on Ceibal 
en Inglés or with face-to-face lessons (Segundas 
Lenguas) and evaluate progress
To compare the results between Ceibal en ingles and 
the Segundas Lenguas face-to-face programme
To report on student learning in primary for secondary 
education authorities

Areas evaluated Grammar and vocabulary via multiple choice questions
Reading via multiple choice questions
Writing via guided writing task
Listening via multiple choice questions

Results Similar results were obtained by students in Ceibal 
en ingles to those enrolled in the Segundas Lenguas 
programme: 66 per cent of students in grade 6 
were marked as having an A2 level of language in 
vocabulary, grammar and reading; while 40 per cent in 
listening and 12 per cent in writing were marked as A2 
for both programmes

2015: Adaptive test (with listening) for Ceibal en Inglés and face-to-face 
programmes
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Time of 
assessment

November 2016

Objectives To assess the level of English proficiency attained by students in 
years 4, 5 and 6 of primary education (both in face-to-face and 
videoconference lessons) and in year 1 of secondary education
To ensure continuity of the assessment implemented in 2014 and to 
identify the year-on-year progress in students’ learning process
To inform secondary education of the levels of proficiency achieved 
by the students who graduate from primary school in order to foster 
continuity in the learning process throughout the school journey
To provide students who sit for the test with a certificate that attests 
the results obtained (Plan Ceibal, 2016:3)

Areas 
evaluated

Grammar and vocabulary via multiple choice questions
Reading via multiple choice questions
Writing via guided writing task
Listening via multiple choice questions

Results 62 per cent of students enrolled in Ceibal en Inglés were marked 
with an A2 level of language in vocabulary, grammar and writing 
compared to 55 per cent in the Segundas Lenguas programme
37 per cent of students in both programmes were marked as 
having an A2 level in listening
19 per cent of Ceibal en Inglés students were marked as having 
an A2 level in writing contrasting with 21 per cent at A2 in the 
Segundas Lenguas programme
“When analysing the development of results in the different 
editions of the test, substantial year-on-year progress is 
observed” (Plan Ceibal, 2016: 17)

2016: Adaptive test for primary (years 4-6) and secondary (year 1) 

One of the outcomes of the tests outlined above is evidence of the impact 
remote teaching has had on the learning of English. The results obtained 
by students enrolled in Ceibal en Inglés are equivalent to those receiving 
face-to-face English language instruction, demonstrating the effectiveness 
of remote teaching as an alternative form of instruction. Further details 
and analysis of the results of the end-of-year assessment can be found in a 
separate chapter in this publication. 

Formative continuous assessment of speaking 
in Ceibal en Inglés

Formal assessment of speaking is carried out by the RT twice a year. 
This assessment is planned in the curriculum and referred to as assessment 
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weeks. The first is held after approximately 11–12 weeks of lessons. In 2017 
changes to level 3 materials were made and the assessment at this level 
was changed to place more focus on project work. According to the 2017 
Assessment tutorial, assessment weeks have as an objective “to check what 
students can produce and understand when some topics and language points 
are integrated.” This assessment is formative: “Grades are exclusively for 
assessing students’ progress and performance. The result of the assessment 
will impact on the learning objectives, since both teachers will reflect on the 
results and adapt objectives, lesson plans and materials if/where necessary.” 

Review of assessment in levels 1 and 2
What follows is a description of the structure of the above-mentioned 
continuous speaking assessment as it currently stands in levels 1 and 2 (grades 
4 and 5) of Ceibal en Inglés, and analysis of the assessment tasks against the 
criteria set out by Iannou-Georgiou and Pavlou described previously. 

Each assessment week asks students to create a poster (text and image), 
which they need to upload to Crea (the learning management system) for 
the remote teacher to assess prior to the oral assessment. This means the 
written work of each student will be assessed before their oral presentation 
during the remote lesson. For each assessment week a clear and detailed 
focus is provided in the lesson plans for both RTs and CTs to access. As an 
example, this is the summary of the first assessment task students tackle:

Level Week Topic Task

1 12 My pet Produce a poster with a drawing and description of 
your pet in five sentences. Areas to be included in 
the description: type of pet, colour, description of 
body, abilities and pet’s home.

Testing focus

Grammar
Is your pet a …? (recognition) 
Is your pet … (colour)/(size) …? (recognition) 
Can your pet … (action)? (recognition) 
My pet/It has got ... (number) … (singular/plural part of the body) (production) 
My pet/It can … (action) (production) 
Yes, it is/No, it isn’t (production) 
Yes, it can/No, it can’t (production) 
It has got a (big) head, two (long) (white) ears, a (short) (red) nose, two (big) 
(brown) eyes, four (short) legs and a (long) (white) tail (production) 
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Testing focus

Vocabulary
Pets: dog, cat, hamster, mouse, turtle, budgie, snake, rabbit, goldfish, lizard, 
parrot
Colours: blue, red, yellow, green, purple, black, white, brown, orange, pink, grey
Adjectives: big/small; long/short
Numbers: one, two, three, four, five, six, seven, eight, nine, ten, eleven, twelve, 
thirteen, fourteen, fifteen, sixteen, seventeen, eighteen, nineteen, twenty
Parts of the body: body, head, eye(s), ear(s), mouth, nose, leg(s), tail
Actions: run, skip, hop, sing, jump, swim, fly, climb, swing
Pet homes: kennel, box, cage, bowl, basket, bed, tank

The British Council Argentina Quality Manager explained: “By the time 
students get to the assessment week, they have been working with the 
linguistic aims for months, so they are able to produce language, and you 
can easily assess this.” Students do these projects in pairs and present 
them orally during the remote lesson. The way RTs conduct the assessment 
varies during the year. During the first assessment week in both levels, the 
students work on a project, then the RT asks questions to each student 
related to their project. In the second assessment week, students are 
encouraged to speak more in pairs, and they ask questions to each other.

In the table below, the sample assessment tasks are analysed against the 
criteria set out by Iannou-Georgiou and Pavlou (2003:13-14):

Criterion Description

Aims Lesson plans for both RTs and CTs clearly state the 
aims of the assessment as well as the testing focus 
in terms of grammar and vocabulary.

Measurable results Frameworks are designed clearly and suggested 
procedure included, ensuring fairness across the 
programme and eliciting specific language from 
students in the form of a project presentation.

Assessment criteria Assessment criteria are defined for both speaking 
and writing tasks. 

Children’s 
predisposition towards 
the activity

Children participating in the programme are 
informed of the assessment weeks and the work 
done in the previous weeks builds on these 
assessment instances. Feedback is offered via Crea 
in the form of stars for each of the criteria set.

ARMADO_15.indd   130 23/11/2018   12:24:08



 Innovations in education. Remote teaching | 131

Criterion Description

Timing Set specifically at mid-term and end-of-term for 
levels 1 and 2.

Children’s participation All children prepare their projects and present them 
during the remote lesson.

Record keeping Remote teachers record their marks in Crea, which 
can be accessed by RTs, CTs and the students. This 
information is erased from the system once the 
academic year comes to an end.

According to the criteria proposed by Iannou-Georgiou and Pavlou, the 
tasks used for assessment in Ceibal en Inglés are appropriate for a young 
learner programme. Students also have a chance to self-assess their work 
via a survey in Crea, and can “award themselves different grades such as 
Excellent, Very Good, Good or Keep Trying” (Assessment tutorial 2017:1).

The dynamics of these assessment weeks pose a time challenge for RTs. One 
Teacher Co-ordinator from British Council Uruguay explained: “Not all kids 
upload their projects on time to Crea for you to check. The greatest difficulty 
we face is time. Remote teachers have 45-minute lessons. Considering that 
each project takes about five minutes to present, plus organisation time, each 
assessment cycle takes two weeks to complete at the least.”

This was noted during observations of RTs carrying out assessments. On 
average, the RTs observed were able to complete five projects per lesson. 
In most observations, CTs had not previously selected the students to 
present and it fell on the RT to appoint the students to present, who in most 
cases were reluctant to do so, which required both teachers to convince 
students to participate. One RT said that assessments can sometimes take 
longer than two weeks: “At worst, it can take a whole month, because the 
groups in some parts of the country are large, with over 27 students each”. 

Reducing the time taken for assessment and associated issues is an 
ongoing challenge for the project. Of this, the Lead Quality Manager said: 
“We noticed that the students came, I wouldn’t say unprepared, most of the 
time, but they did come with high expectations, levels of anxiety such that 
sometimes the students cried or refused to sit for the test or refused to 
speak in front of the camera.” This, he reported, was the reason behind the 
changes that have been made to assessment in level 3.

Review of assessment in level 3
Based on feedback from remote teachers, classroom teachers and other 
stakeholders (as mentioned above), a new form of evaluation for level 3 was 
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designed in 2017, taking advantage of major changes to the lesson plans and 
materials that were made to the level. Speaking assessment was changed 
so that it is not limited to twice a year, but is carried out each remote lesson. 
The students have a weekly project to work on, completing the written part in 
lessons B and C or for homework, and each week two students are asked to 
present their work during the following remote lesson.

Because of this, two of the issues of concern reported during assessment 
weeks for levels 1 and 2 (the time required and student selection) seem to 
be avoided. The Lead Quality Manager stated: “We have heard lots of good 
comments about this ongoing assessment for level 3 and have received 
positive comments both from the remote teaching providers and the remote 
teachers about the students’ performance.”

Conclusion

Ceibal en Inglés has implemented both summative and formative assessment 
in order to assess student learning. The annual adaptive summative test allows 
stakeholders to evaluate the effectiveness of this form of teaching. The results 
are promising and indicate that remote teaching is a suitable alternative to 
traditional face-to-face teaching. Students in both programmes obtain similar 
results in most areas across the years and across socio-economic contexts.

The experience of formative in-course assessment has led to changes being 
made to the Ceibal en Inglés programme, with adaptations being made to 
lesson plans with a view to improving the learning experience and outcomes. 
This formative assessment, however, has proven to be more challenging to 
implement effectively. Though the tasks introduced in the programme seem 
suitable as assessment tools for a young learner English programme, the 
dynamics of carrying out that assessment have resulted in issues for both 
CTs and RTs, although progress is being made with a new system of speaking 
assessment for level 3 classes. 
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9
How evaluation 
and assessment are intrinsic 
to Ceibal en Inglés
By Cecilia Marconi and Claudia Brovetto

This chapter presents the evaluation and research agenda of Ceibal en 
Inglés, discusses the results achieved in the years 2013 to 2016, and 
outlines the plans for further research in the future.

Background

Ceibal en Inglés combines pedagogy and technology in a unique way, 
initiated to make up for a shortage of teachers, with the goal of providing 
equal opportunities for English language learning at the primary school level 
in Uruguay. An innovative way of teaching has been implemented, based 
on collaborative work between a remote teacher of English and a local 
school teacher (for a description, see Kaplan and Brovetto, in this volume). 
Since its origin in 2012, Ceibal en Inglés has included a detailed plan for 
monitoring an evaluation as an intrinsic component. At the beginning, the 
interest was to determine if the design of the Primary English project was 
valid and resulted in learning on the part of the students. In order to do so, 
an impact test was designed and implemented. This first stage was followed 
by further continuous assessment of the students’ learning, as well as a 
series of inquiries taking a more qualitative perspective, including surveys 
of teachers and lesson observations. 

The purpose of assessment

The primary purpose of educational assessment is to determine what 
students know, understand and can do (Barber and Hill, 2014). One of 
the strengths of Ceibal en Inglés is to consider assessment as part of the 
ongoing process of learning and teaching. Assessment is necessary in 
order to better inform educational policy and improve the management 
of educational systems, while assessment is also an instrument for 
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collaboration and continuous learning within them (Ravella et al., 2008). In 
particular, because of the innovative character of Ceibal en Inglés, the need 
for learning about its impact required special attention, as the unique design 
includes a remote teacher of English through videoconference, plus the 
participation of a non-English-speaking classroom teacher. 

One of the innovative components of Ceibal en Inglés is the relationship 
between technology and language pedagogy and, in particular, technology-
mediated interaction. Another innovative aspect is related to the classroom 
teacher’s role. In Ceibal en Inglés, the classroom teacher – a native Spanish 
speaker with limited or no proficiency in English – is the activator and the 
learning enabler (see Brovetto, 2017, and Kaplan and Brovetto, in this volume).

Continuous monitoring and evaluation are required for improvement in 
the implementation of large-scale educational systems. Both diagnostic 
and formative assessment is as important as the development of research 
on the factors that affect learning. In the case of Uruguay, a standardised 
test for the assessment of English language learning was developed and 
implemented, followed and enriched by the development of research 
in this field. For these purposes, the joint efforts of the Ceibal en Inglés 
management and academic teams has been fundamental. In particular, the 
findings presented in this chapter show results of a research programme 
that involves the participation of representatives of La Administración 
Nacional de Educación Pública (ANEP), the National Public Education 
System Administration; Plan Ceibal specialists; the administrators of the 
programme; researchers; and independent technical consultants. This 
research programme demonstrates that there is a culture of evaluation that 
contributes to accumulative technical capacity.

Two modalities of primary English teaching 
in Uruguay: face-to-face and blended 

English has been taught in primary schools in Uruguay since the 1990s. 
Currently, there is a face-to-face programme (Segundas Lenguas), run by the 
Departamento de Segundas Lenguas y Lenguas Extranjeras CEIP (Consejo 
de Educación Inicial y Primaria). This programme works with teachers of 
English with diverse backgrounds and includes groups from pre-school to 
6th grade. The number of hours dedicated to English varies depending on 
the grade: from pre-school to 3rd grade it is two hours per week, which 
increases to three hours per week from 4th to 6th grade. 

In 2008, the teaching of English was included in the national curriculum as 
a mandatory subject, but a lack of English teachers meant the possibilities 
of expanding the face-to-face programme were limited. As a way of 
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compensating for this, Plan Ceibal and ANEP designed and implemented a 
blended programme that combines the participation of a remote teacher 
(RT) of English (i.e. through videoconference, with teachers located both 
in Uruguay and abroad), and the local classroom teacher (CT). Since 2013, 
both programmes have worked together and now cover almost all urban 
schools in the country. In 2017, Ceibal en Inglés was present in 537 schools, 
and the fact-to-face programme in 317 schools, together reaching 95 per 
cent of the urban school population of 4th to 6th grades within three years. 
This rapid expansion was only made possible through the use of technology 
in the service of pedagogy. 

Both Ceibal en Inglés and Segundas Lenguas allocate three lessons per 
week to English teaching. The design, content and methodology, however, 
are quite different. While in Segundas Lenguas there are three one-hour 
lessons facilitated by a face-to-face teacher of English, Ceibal en Inglés 
lessons are 45 minutes long and involve one weekly lesson conducted 
by a remote teacher of English via videoconference, while the other two 
lessons are facilitated by the classroom teacher with limited knowledge of 
English. In spite of these differences, and as will be shown in this chapter, 
the results show that children in both educational programmes are learning 
English at a similar rate. This is a positive result for Ceibal en Inglés because 
it shows that the mediation of technology does not have a negative impact 
on students’ learning.

In terms of expected results, both programmes have established similar 
goals. By the end of the primary school cycle (6th grade) children 
are expected to reach level A2 (Elementary) of the CEFR (Council of 
Europe, 2001).

The remainder of this chapter is structured as follows: the general 
comprehensive plan of monitoring and evaluation of Ceibal en Inglés will 
be presented, followed by the design and results of the first period of the 
programme’s evaluation plan, the impact evaluation, the development of the 
adaptive test and the continuous implementation of the past three years. 
Finally, we will briefly describe ongoing and further research.

Evaluation and research agenda 2013–Present

Having a research and evaluation agenda generates valuable information 
for the programme and the community. It contributes to the building of 
a culture of evaluation and constitutes a precedent for the Uruguayan 
educational system of policies based on evidence. The research agenda 
in the past four years has allowed the programme to build a bank of 
information based upon students’ assessment results, which forms part of a 
continuous plan of improvement. 
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The studies and evaluations carried out by the programme have been 
organised in two phases. The first phase (2013–15) focused on exploring 
whether the programme was reaching its goals. The second phase started 
in 2015 and continues to the present. Its goal is to generate information 
to improve the quality of the programme and contribute to closing any 
social gaps in learning. 

The chart below presents the research plan of Ceibal en Inglés since 
its beginning in 2013. As shown, the plan includes both assessment 
of learning on the part of the students, and research studies on the 
pedagogical practices. 

An assessment of the 

effectiveness of students 

learning in CEI

Adaptive assessment 

of English language, 2014

Adaptive assessment 

of English language, 2015

Adaptive assessment 

of English language, 2016

Adaptive assessment 

of English language, 2017

Research Study “Quality of English 

Teaching: features and practices, 

classroom interactions and learning”

Teaching assignment “closing gaps”

2013

2014

2015

2016

2017

Figure 1: Evaluation agenda 2013-2017

First results: Impact evaluation of Ceibal en Inglés 2013

In 2013 an initial evaluation was designed with the goal of generating 
evidence about the relationship between the time of exposure to English 
teaching through Ceibal en Inglés and the students’ learning. The study 
analysed the results of a sample of 7,700 students from the 4th, 5th, and 6th 
grades of public primary schools in Uruguay (Goyeneche et al., 2014). The 
goal was to design an impact evaluation with the classic comparison of two 
matched groups with different exposure to the programme. The sample was 
selected based on the progressive coverage of the programme during 2013 
(see Kaplan and Brovetto, in this volume). The method involved comparing 
the English learning of two groups of students with different times of 
exposure: one group of students who started English lessons in March 2013 
(Group 1); and one group of students who started English lessons in July 
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2013 (Group 2). Both groups took two equivalent multiple choice English 
online tests at two different times. The first test was applied in July 2013 (t0) 
and the second test in December 2013 (t1). The tests included 40 questions 
of vocabulary, grammar and reading in English and an assessment of writing. 
In t0 the students from Group 1 had one semester of exposure, while the 
students from Group 2 had only three weeks of exposure. To study the 
impact of the programme, a comparative analysis between the performance 
of the two groups was conducted, controlling for socio-cultural context and 
grade. The study excluded from the analysis students who had stated they 
studied English outside school.

The findings based on the comparative analysis showed evidence of the 
existence of a positive relationship between the time of participation in 
the programme and English learning outcomes. Students obtained better 
performance in the test after one semester of English lessons. It was found 
that a student who attended a semester of English lessons was 6.1 test 
points (out of a total of 40 points) in the vocabulary, grammar and reading 
test above a student without exposure to the programme. In the written 
test, a student in the programme obtained a result of 1.2 test points (out 
of a total of 5 points) higher than a student who was not in the programme 
(Goyeneche et al., 2014).

Development and implementation of a computer 
adaptive English test 2014–16

The implementation of a standardised proficiency test at a national level 
provides a wealth of relevant information to administrators and other 
stakeholders. The value of a standardised test relies on the fact that it offers 
precise information on the level of learning of potentially large populations 
of students. Thus, data can be analysed considering the degree of equity 
or inequity in students’ achievement depending on their social context, and 
the evolution of students’ performance over the years (Ravella et al., 2008). 
In this sense, it is crucial that this type of test is repeated regularly over 
time, supported by a solid institutional agreement that ensures continuity 
and technical quality to overcome the diverse pedagogical, political and 
technical challenges that large-scale implementation and administration of 
a national test implies.

In the case of the computer adaptive test (CAT) in Uruguay, the challenges 
presented above were taken into account. The test was developed in 2014 
and has been regularly implemented and improved on in the following years. 
Since 2014, the test has been administered at the end of the school year, 
on the basis of an agreement between ANEP, Plan Ceibal, and the British 
Council (Plan Ceibal et al., 2014, 2015, 2016). The CAT is given to all primary 
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state school children in 4th, 5th and 6th grades that learn English in one of 
the two modalities present in public schools: Ceibal en Inglés and Segundas 
Lenguas (see previous section, and Kaplan and Brovetto, in this volume). 

A CAT is a form of personalised computer-based test, “which matches the 
level of difficulty of the items with the test taker’s provided responses” and 
“the correct or false response of the test taker to an item alters the difficulty 
of the next item which s/he receives” (Coombe, 2018). Its advantages lie 
in homogenising the conditions of application and establishing controls to 
preserve the security of the test, achieving a rapid processing of the data, 
among others (Olea and Ponsoda, 2003).

Performance levels were designed in accordance with the standards defined by 
the CEFR (Council of Europe, 2001). The Uruguayan CAT is an assessment tool 
that adjusts to the students’ level of English. Learners are asked to respond to a 
question and, depending on the accuracy of their answers, they are presented 
with either a more difficult or an easier question. This adaptive evaluation 
was felt to be a useful tool for assessing large populations of students with a 
potential wide range of language proficiency (Plan Ceibal et al., 2015).

In its first edition in November 2014, the CAT included one multiple choice 
component with items assessing vocabulary, reading and grammar (VRG), 
and a non-adaptive test of writing. In 2015, a listening comprehension module 
was incorporated in the test, also adaptive. The writing test included semi-
closed and open questions to be answered online. The VRG and listening 
components were corrected automatically; the writing component was 
corrected by a group of trained teachers. 

The assessment had the following main objectives:

1. To assess the knowledge of English language of students of 4th, 5th and 
6th grades in the two teaching modalities present in primary schools

2. To provide students with a certificate of the level obtained
3. To build a permanent assessment plan that enables the administrators to 

follow the annual progress of English language learning of this 
population of students

4. To build an information system for the continuity of the linguistic policies 
between primary and secondary education

In secondary education, English language is a compulsory subject, so it is 
crucial for the educational system to know the English level primary school 
students have when they start secondary school (Plan Ceibal et al., 2014).

The adaptive test is now taken by thousands of students every year. The 
following tables show the number and percentage of students that took the 
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test in the three years 2014–16. The number of students in each of the two 
English teaching modalities present in the system (Ceibal en Inglés and 
Segundas Lenguas) are shown. The analysis of the population that took the 
test shows that the group is balanced in terms of grade (4th, 5th and 6th) 
and socio-cultural background.

2014 2015 2016

Students Coverage Students Coverage Students Coverage 

Ceibal en Inglés

VRG 30,196
60 per 
cent

46,672
61 per 
cent

44,389
55 per 
cent

Listening NA 35,302
46 per 
cent

36,171
45 per 
cent

Writing 5,468
11 per 
cent

33,305
43 per 
cent

36,070
45 per 
cent

Segundas Lenguas

VRG 18,497
65 per 
cent

19,027
66 per 
cent

21,052
72 per 
cent

Listening NA 13,810
48 per 
cent

17,732
61 per 
cent

Writing 6,057
21 per 
cent

14,868
51 per 
cent

18,481
63 per 
cent

Total

VRG 48,693
62 per 
cent

65,699
62 per 
cent

65,441
60 per 
cent

Listening NA 49,112
46 per 
cent

53,903
49 per 
cent

Writing 11,525
15 per 
cent

48,173
45 per 
cent

54,551
50 per 
cent

NA: not applied

Table 1: Adaptive English Evaluation applied 2014–16

Global Results: 2016

In this section we present the results obtained in the 2016 edition of 
the adaptive test. First, the global results obtained by students of both 
programmes (Ceibal en Inglés and Segundas Lenguas) are presented 
(Graph 1). Then, the data is analysed comparatively by programme, school 
grade and socio-cultural background.

The population of students that took the test is large and diverse 
in background, and differs depending on the English programme 
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they participate in, the school grade and the socio-cultural context. 
These different variables and the potential impact in the results are analysed 
and presented. 

Per cent of the students who took the 2016 adaptive test

VRG Listening Writing

1,0

11,4

46,6

16,2

31,0 33,9

23,0

16,9 17,2

55,2

30,2

2,1
4,4

7,0

0,2 0,2 0,6 0,0

A0 A1- A1+ A2- A2+ B1

Graph 1: Students’ performance in adaptive test (primary school)

At the end of school year 2016, the test results showed that 59.4 per cent 
of students reached an A2 level in the VRG test and 37.7 per cent reached 
A2 in the listening component. The weakest component was writing. If 
we consider the results by programme (Ceibal en Inglés and Segundas 
Lenguas), it is clear that the results are very similar in the three components 
of the test (Graphs 2 to 4).

Per cent of the students who took the 2016 adaptative VRG test

A0

A1-

A1+

A2-

A2+

B1

1% 1%

15% 19%

22% 25%

57% 52%

5% 3%
0% 0%

Ceibal en Inglés Segundas lenguas

Graph 2: Students’ performance in VRG adaptive test by programme in 
2016 (primary school)
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A0

A1-

A1+

A2-

A2+

B1

11% 12%

34% 34%

17% 16%

30% 30%

7% 7%

1% 1%

Per cent of the students who took the 2016 listening adaptative test

Ceibal en Inglés Segundas lenguas

Graph 3: Students’ performance in listening adaptive test by programme in 
2016 (primary school)

A0

A1-

A1+

A2-

A2+

B1

47% 46%

34% 33%

17% 18%

2% 3%

Ceibal en Inglés Segundas lenguas

Graph 4: Students’ performance in writing test by programme in 2016 
(primary school)

The fact that students in both programmes reach similar results is important 
in two main ways. First, it shows evidence that Ceibal en Inglés is a valid 
method for teaching a foreign language that is comparable to face-to-face 
teaching. Second, it constitutes a good result in terms of equity, since 
children in both programmes have similar opportunities to learn. 

The following analysis focuses on Ceibal en Inglés results only. Graph 5 
shows the distribution of the results of Ceibal en Inglés students in the VRG 
test analysed by school grade. 

ARMADO_15.indd   143 23/11/2018   12:24:08



144 | Special Edition • Ceibal en Inglés

A0

A1-

A1+

A2-

A2+

B1

2%

25% 14%

25%

58%

3%

30%

42%

1%

1% 1%
8%

14%

69%

9%

Per cent of the students who took the 2016 listening adaptative test

4th 5th 6th

Graph 5: Ceibal en Inglés students’ performance in VRG adaptive test by 
grade level in 2016 (primary schools)

The data shows that 78 per cent of the students of Ceibal en Inglés leave 
primary education with A2- or A2+ in Vocabulary-Reading-Grammar. This 
result is consistent and promising in terms of what is expected. 

Evolution of results in the period 2014–16

A stable system of evaluations allows for annual comparisons of results, 
which are of great value when assessing the progress of a specific population 
along the years. There is a group of students that took the adaptive test three 
consecutive years, thus providing data in the shape of a micro-panel, which 
offers a robust methodology for analysis and the possibility of analysing 

0 0 0

31

13

7

33

25

15

34

58

69

2
4

9

1

A0 A1- A1+ A2- A2+ B1

Graph 6: Development of results (2014–16) in students’ performance in VRG 
adaptive test 
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learning pathways, among others. The group that took the test in 2014, 2015 
and 2016 comprises 10,309 students. The following analysis focuses on the 
6,111 students from this group that participated in Ceibal en Inglés. In this 
group, there are 4,798 who took the tests is 4th, 5th and 6th grade of primary 
school, and 1,313 who took the tests in the 5th and 6th grades of primary and 
1st grade middle school. The group is balanced in terms of socio-cultural 
background. The socio-cultural context is determined by the educational 
system (see methodology in DIEE, 2016). In what follows we present the annual 
achievements in English language learning of this micro-panel (Graph 6). 

The graph shows the increasing number of students who reach A2 over the 
years. In 2014 the mean global score in the VRG test was estimated at 530 
points, which rose to 601 in 2015 and 689 points in 2016.

Given the impact of socio-cultural context on the academic results in 
Uruguay in general, and in previous editions of the adaptive English test in 
particular (Plan Ceibal et al., 2014), it is relevant to analyse the data of this 
panel and the annual progress by context. 

Per cent of the students who tool the test the three years (N=6,111 students)

A
ve

ra
g

e 
Sc

o
re

Socio-cultural context (quintiles)

Quintil 1 (more 
critical)

Quintil 2 Quintil 3 Quintil 4 Quintil 5 (less 
critical)

800

700

600

500

400

2014 2015 2016

Graph 7: Development of results (2014–16) in students’ performance in VRG 
adaptive test according to socio-cultural context

If we consider exclusively the group of Ceibal en Inglés students that took 
the tests in 2014, 2015 and 2016 when they were in 4th to 6th grades 
primary, and who declared that they did not study English outside school 
(3,603 students), the results show that 79 per cent of students in the most 
critical contexts reach A2, while 87 per cent of the students in the less 
critical contexts reach A2. 

Graph 7 shows once again that student progress is observed in all socio-
cultural levels over the years. But it also shows that there are different 
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rates of growth in the extremes of the distribution. In quintile 5 (less critical 
context) the annual result is rather stable. However, In quintile 1 (most 
critical context) the results show a significant improvement after the second 
year, which could indicate a progressive reduction of the social gap. Future 
studies and continuous evaluation will allow confirmation of this tendency. 

Speaking assessment 

Ceibal en Inglés future plans include the assessment of oral production. 
This skill is probably the hardest to evaluate on a large scale. 
Ceibal en Inglés is exploring and testing different tools that use digital 
technology in order to evaluate speaking. The research programme includes 
piloting different platforms and contrasting this with traditional face-to-face 
oral evaluation to validate the results. 

Ongoing and further research

As presented in this chapter, the research agenda of Ceibal en Inglés has 
evolved through different phases, following the evolution of the programme. 
Other interests of the team include new areas, such as learning analytics and 
data mining, and qualitative studies of the quality of teaching, the potential 
impact of teachers’ characteristics and practices on the learning of students. 

Learning analytics is the measurement, collection, analysis and reporting of 
data about learners and their contexts, for the purposes of understanding 
and optimising learning and the environments in which it occurs (Siemens et 
al., 2011). During the last decades, the potential of analytics and data mining 
(methodologies that extract useful and actionable information from large 
datasets) has transformed one field of scientific inquiry after another (Baker 
and Siemens, 2014). 

Because of the blended design, Ceibal en Inglés, allows for innovative ways 
of exploring the relationship between technology and language pedagogy 
and, in particular, technology-mediated interaction. One of the ongoing 
research projects is to explore the effect of the use of certain digital tools, 
such as the role of the Learning Management System of Plan Ceibal (Crea) 
on learning, to analyse the extent the use of this technology contributes in 
enhancing the learning outcomes of students. 

An independent line of research relates to the study of the quality of 
teaching and its impact on learning. The aim of this study is to explore the 
characteristics (background education, years of experience, among other 
factors) and teaching practices associated with good results in student 
learning. The research is based on the random assignment of remote 
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institutes and teachers to groups of students, as well as the design and 
application of class observation guidelines, which has allowed the analysis 
of the interactions that occur in the classroom among the different actors.

Initial results, based on the added-value models, indicate that different 
remote teachers, have differing degrees of effectiveness. Additionally, 
the factors associated with the learning were analysed, finding that the 
observable characteristics of the teachers are weakly related to the teaching 
quality mediated through the performance of their students. Finally, evidence 
was found that the practices analysed in the observation account, in part, 
for the effectiveness of the remote teachers (Marconi et al., 2017). This line 
of study will allow further identification of good practices and shape future 
plans for continuous development of teachers working in Ceibal en Inglés. 
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10
Inclusive practices 
in Ceibal en Inglés
Silvia Rovegno

 � 72 per cent of primary school students in Uruguay learn English via 
videoconferencing, reaching schools in all departments of the country 
and all social quintiles

 � 85 per cent of remote teachers (RTs) report having at least one child 
with special educational needs (SEN) in their lessons

 � The most common difficulty reported is related to cognition and 
learning (49.6 per cent)

 � The Ceibal en Inglés annual English test shows similar results across 
different socio-cultural groups

Introduction

As the UK’s principal cultural relations organisation, the British Council’s 
work is centered on building meaningful, enduring and respectful 
relationships across different cultures and, as such, the organisation is 
strongly committed to equality, diversity and inclusion. Plan Ceibal in 
Uruguay was set up in 2007 in order to achieve inclusion and equality of 
opportunity by providing access to technological devices for all children 
in primary state education and specialised training and materials for 
classroom teachers to use with these devices; thus, bridging the gap 
between the most privileged and the less privileged groups in society. Plan 
Ceibal’s president, Miguel Brechner, has stated that: “We have built equity in 
access to devices and internet, as well as access to platforms that improve 
learning such as the digital library, the study of English, mathematics, 
robotics and programming” (Plan Ceibal, 2017:10). Both organisations have 
a strong commitment to removing barriers and promoting equality in the 
contexts in which they work. 

Background 

Two key terms lie at the centre of this chapter and act as foundations in the 
pursuit of equality in any educational programme: diversity and inclusion. 
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According to UNESCO (2017:7) diversity refers to “people´s differences 
which may relate to their race, ethnicity, gender, sexual orientation, 
language, culture, religion, mental and physical ability, class and immigration 
status.” More specifically, in the context of education, diversity is defined 
as`: “The visible and invisible differences, accepting them, and harnessing 
and maximising the potential they bring. This means that as teachers we 
recognise that people are different in many visible and invisible ways, and 
by understanding, valuing and managing these differences effectively, our 
colleagues and learners will benefit” (British Council, 2009:9). 

Inclusion, on the other hand, is defined as “a process that helps overcome 
barriers limiting the presence, participation and achievement of learners” 
(UNESCO, 2017:7). Historically, these barriers have been interpreted under 
different models of disability. Currently, a social model is used to understand 
disability as “socially-imposed barriers that prevent people with impairments 
from participating fully on an equal basis with others” (British Council, 2017:6). 
It is our understanding, following this conceptualisation, that the barriers 
learners might find in different educational contexts do not stem from a 
particular impairment or condition but rather are the result of the interaction 
with that environment and the attitudes people hold there. It is therefore our 
role as educators to identify those barriers and develop strategies to remove 
them to achieve quality in education for all students alike.

When talking about inclusive practices in any area, two key concepts come 
to mind: access and engagement. 

Access via Ceibal en Inglés

UNESCO notes that “the principles of inclusion and equity are … not only 
about ensuring access to education, but also about having quality learning 
spaces and pedagogies that enable students to thrive, to understand their 
realities, and to work for a more just society” (UNESCO, 2017:18). Ceibal en 
Inglés contributes to Uruguay achieving this by providing access to English 
language instruction to students in primary state schools, something that was 
restricted in the past to those students whose parents could afford to pay 
private language tuition. Face-to-face (f2f) language instruction is limited due 
to the lack of English language teachers in several parts of the country. The 
reach in state schools for f2f language instruction is 28 per cent, mainly in the 
nation´s capital and urban areas, with remote language teaching (RLT) at 72 
per cent, catering for over 80,000 school children (Plan Ceibal, 2017:60). 

Ceibal en Inglés reaches schools in underprivileged areas across the 
country. These schools called Aprender (priority attention schools in areas 
of relative structural difficulties) represent 28.3 per cent of the schools 
taught English through Ceibal en Inglés. RTs, in agreement with classroom 
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teachers (CTs) and Ceibal mentors, adjust the lesson plans and teaching to 
suit the particular needs of students in these contexts. The CTs report that 
the inclusion of these schools in the programme also allows them, through 
the means of English, to reinforce the instruction of Spanish.

In 2016, a rural schools programme introducing a different technological 
solution was piloted in order to reach schools in non-urban, isolated areas. 
These schools do not have access to high-speed fibre-optic internet, 
which is necessary for videoconferencing (VC). The pilot introduced an 
alternative solution where the RT used the VC equipment to call the school 
and connect to special software on a personal computer using a standard 
internet connection. This made it possible for rural schools to have access 
to English classes. They represent 5.8 per cent of the total number of 
students in primary education in the Uruguay public state system (see the 
case study on rural schools in this publication for further information).

Engagement and attention to special 
educational needs (SEN)

Uruguay is moving towards a fully inclusive education approach in 
compulsory primary and secondary education. This means that all children 
are “educated together in a unified educational system regardless of any 
differences” (Florian and Walton, 2017:1). Therefore, students with SEN in 
most cases take part in mainstream education and pedagogical practices 
are adjusted to provide access to cater for their particular needs. When 
talking about SEN profiles, four clear categories are identified by the Special 
Educational Needs and Disability Code of Practice (2015:97–98): 

Category Description

Communication and 
interaction

Children and young people with speech, language 
and communication needs (SLCN) have difficulty in 
communicating with others. This may be because 
they have difficulty saying what they want to, 
understanding what is being said to them or they do 
not understand or use social rules of communication. 

Cognition and learning When children and young people learn at a slower 
pace than their peers, even with appropriate 
differentiation. Learning difficulties cover a wide 
range of needs … where children are likely to need 
support in all areas of the curriculum and associated 
difficulties with mobility and communication.
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Category Description

Social, emotional 
and mental health 
difficulties

Children and young people may experience a wide 
range of social and emotional difficulties which 
manifest themselves in many ways. These may 
include becoming withdrawn or isolated, as well 
as displaying challenging, disruptive or disturbing 
behaviour.

Sensory and/or 
physical needs

Children have a disability which prevents or hinders 
them from making use of the educational facilities 
generally provided.

Generally speaking, we can say that students with SEN might find barriers 
(generic or specific) in the following areas:

Areas/profiles Communication 
and interaction

Cognition 
and 
learning

Social, 
emotional 
and mental 
health 
difficulties

Sensory 
and/or 
physical 
needs

Access to input 
material

√ √ √

Processing 
input material

√ √ √

Linguistic 
processing of 
material

√

Producing a 
certain task 
output

√ √ √ √

Handling 
transitions

√ √ √ √

Handling 
interaction with 
peers

√ √

Following the 
development of 
lesson

√ √ √ √

Smaller span 
of working 
memory

√ √ √
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Areas/profiles Communication 
and interaction

Cognition 
and 
learning

Social, 
emotional 
and mental 
health 
difficulties

Sensory 
and/or 
physical 
needs

Problems with 
sustained 
attention

√ √

Difficulties 
in time 
management 
and organising 
work

√ √ √

Difficulties in 
automatising 
new skills

√ √

Research strategy

In order to explore the nature of Ceibal en Inglés in terms of attention to 
diversity and the development of inclusive practices, the following research 
strategy was devised. First, general surveys were carried out with RTs to 
identify the conceptualisation of diversity and inclusion in the context of 
remote teaching, the difficulties they have faced and the strategies they 
have developed as a result. Secondly, when successful inclusive practices 
were identified, an in-depth interview with the RT was carried out. One of 
these served as the basis for the case study that follows this chapter. At the 
same time, interviews with CTs and academic managers were conducted to 
identify how they dealt with these aspects.

Results of Ceibal en Inglés

In the 2016 online English language test given to students annually to 
assess their overall learning progress, the results across socio-cultural 
levels indicated the students achieved similar results: “When analysing 
the results obtained based on the school’s socio-cultural level, we can see 
that students from all contexts reach levels A1 and A2. The percentage of 
students who fail to demonstrate knowledge of English (level A0) both in 
reading and listening comprehension is similar across all contexts” (Marconi 
and Luzardo, 2017:17). This result indicates that remote teaching is proving 
successful as a means of providing access to foreign language education 
across socio-cultural groups and contexts.
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Reactions to Ceibal en Inglés

This correlates with the experience of classroom teachers across contexts 
when reflecting upon remote teaching. One CT of a multi-grade group, 
where students from different ages come together, in an Aprender school in 
Colonia, describes her experience and the impact Ceibal en Inglés has had 
on her learners: “When the programme started, I was opposed to it because I 
was afraid, I was ashamed of my English, which was not very good. I felt I was 
not capable of doing what the programme asked of me. But then when I saw 
the children’s enthusiasm, how hooked they were with learning English this 
way, I changed my mind. My school is located in an underprivileged area and 
none of the kids have the chance to study English privately so they are very 
happy to have this chance. They look forward to lesson A. They demanded 
that I delivered lessons B and C. It was hard at first but our RT helped me, 
gave me guidance and little by little I have been improving. I have definitely 
changed my mind about remote teaching. It is a very positive experience.” 

Another CT described the experience in her school in Montevideo: “When 
the programme came out, I thought it was a very important opportunity. 
If you came into the neighbourhood where the school is, you would see 
that there is no running water, the streets are made of soil and have 
holes. Imagine in this context to be given the chance to learn a foreign 
language! My students even have trouble with their mother tongue. For me, 
this programme gives students not just the chance to learn but also the 
experience of a lifetime. Nowadays, we all learn via the screen, so having 
the chance to do so and develop those skills, I think it´s great.”

One RT from the British Council Remote teaching Centre in Montevideo 
described her experience teaching remotely to children in priority attention 
schools: “I think that teaching in general in these schools is different from 
teaching in other schools. When it comes to remote teaching, we need to be 
more aware of the context of the school and all the difficulties and problems 
the kids have. Encouraging children is always important, but in these 
schools it becomes even more important. Some kids are too shy or don’t 
want to participate, or feel they are not able to learn or do things right. 
Considering this, what we do to motivate them plays a key role here.”

A RT from the British Council Remote Teaching Centre in Buenos Aires 
reflected on the adaptations she needs to make when teaching to Aprender 
schools: “Teaching in Aprender schools differs in that content and activities 
require more personalisation and adaptation than in other schools. This often 
means delivering one lesson in two weeks. Students need more scaffolding 
and visual aids to understand instructions, concepts and meaning.”

CTs at rural school also reported on the positive effects remote teaching 
has had on their students. One CT from Artigas told us: “This programme is 
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allowing students to develop a significant cultural background, with children 
being exposed to a different language and teachers from outside their local 
area. In particular, their vocabulary has been enriched greatly as well as their 
production. This programme provides a great democratising opportunity.”

Another CT teaching at a rural school from Salto acknowledges: “I believe 
that the objective of the programme is being fulfilled at a national level. At 
first, the videoconference seemed to be a barrier to learning, but now that 
barrier has been removed. We all recognise that this is a new and valid way 
of learning for all children. This is the world we are living in, it opens doors 
for our learners. We, classroom teachers, are now doing an online course 
and we are learning as well. We have also adapted to learn in this way in a 
technology-mediated context. Learning like this has its very positive points.” 

Catering for SEN in remote language teaching

77 per cent of RTs interviewed reported the presence of students with 
SEN in their remote groups. A further eight per cent did not identify this 
presence but went on to describe in an open question the presence 
of students and the implementation of strategies that would constitute 
students with SEN. It is therefore clearthat RTs need to be provided with 
strategies to deal with different SEN so that they can adapt materials, plans 
and lessons to cater for all students’ needs.

The most commonly reported SEN relates to cognition and learning (49,6 
per cent of reported cases), with 72 per cent of these cases being students 
with dyslexia. Social, emotional or mental difficulties were the second most 
reported, and behavioural difficulties were identified in all these cases. 
Communication and interaction difficulties make up 8.3 per cent of the 
cases reported by RTs. Finally, sensory or physical needs represent 6.6 per 
cent. Visual impairment was identified as the cause in all the cases reported 
in this category. 

These findings relate to the strategies RTs report they implement when 
planning and delivering their remote lessons. As stated above, students 
with cognition and learning difficulties might experience problems when 
processing input material, so it is only logical that RTs feel that accounting for 
this in the teaching materials is paramount. Often, online presentations can be 
designed in such a way that the barriers for input processing are lifted.

It is important to remember that the online presentation is for the remote 
lesson what the whiteboard is for the face-to-face lesson. It is here where 
RTs present the language to be learned, provide practice and guidance 
as well as present classroom routines. Therefore, it is essential that 
accommodation for SEN is made in this area. 
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Firstly,, RTs mentioned using a special font to cater for students with 
dyslexia. They make use of open source fonts such as Dyslexie or 
OpenDyslexic, which have been created to facilitate the processing of 
written text by students with dyslexia. At the same time, RTs reduce the 
amount of text that is present in their presentations. As one RT from 
Uruguay reported: “I try to avoid using too much text in my slides or use 
images instead of words when possible.” This strategy of reducing the 
amount of text is also employed when dealing with a reading text. Here 
RTs use segmentation , breaking down the text into smaller, manageable 
units.: “When I’m working with a reading text I use two strategies; I use a 
dyslexia-friendly font in my PPTs and I divide the text into small pieces so 
we can focus one idea at a time.”

As well as adjusting the font and the amount of text in slides, RTs reported 
used visual organisers or icons to represent classroom routines or activities 
that are commonly carried out in the remote lesson. These visual cues 
act as an advance organiser for students to help them identify the activity 
or routine to come and adjust their behaviour and attention to suit the 
particular needs of the activity.

The existence of Crea2, the learning management system (LMS) provides 
RTs with a further tool to cater for students with SEN. Firstly, Crea2 allows 
students to provide answers in a different way for the tasks in the remote 
lesson. One example is with students with speech disorders: “These 
students cannot communicate orally but they can on the platform by leaving 
their answers in a written form.” 

Secondly, the badges feature in the LMS is used as a tool to motivate 
students with behavioural problems to participate in their remote lesson: 
“I try to encourage participation through the use of Badges in Crea2 
whenever they say something in class that is relevant or when they behave 
appropriately in the class, and it has worked, they participate more.”

The role of the CT is central in order to develop a suitable strategy to 
cater for all students’ needs. Accordingly, a questionnaire is given to CTs 
at the beginning of the course, via which they inform RTs of the presence 
of students with SEN and the accommodations that are already in place to 
cater for their needs.

CTs and RTs also decide if any changes are needed in the weekly cycle 
to cater for students’ needs. One RT, when talking about a student with 
Attention Deficit Disorder (ADD), stated: “The CT and I work on making 
adjustments to the plans and we design activities that he may find 
engaging. He seems to have improved his participation in class as a result 
of these changes.” In the remote lesson, the CT also supports the RTs by 
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sitting certain students with SEN close to her, to monitor their work more 
closely and provide assistance when needed.

Considering the four profiles described above, the strategies reported 
include:

Communication 
and interaction

Cognition 
and learning

Social, emotional 
and mental health 

difficulties

Sensory and/or 
physical needs

Seating 
arrangement: 
close to the CT

Shorter activities 
that make use of 
different skills

Award badges/
stars in Crea2 
when students 
have engaged in 
the remote lesson

Seating 
arrangement: 
close to the 
screen and/or 
the CT

Short 
instructions

TPR activities: e.g. 
action songs

Use TPR activities 
to provide a break 
in the routine and 
a kind of ‘break’ in 
the lesson 

Use zoom in/out 
to draw attention 
to specific parts 
of the flipchart/
presentation

Tone of voice: 
firm but calm

Reduce copying 
tasks
Provide written 
summary for CT 
to photocopy and 
paste in English 
copybooks

Seating 
arrangement: close 
to the CT for easy 
monitoring

Describe pictures 
and images for 
students with 
visual impairment

Provide more 
visual cues 
or icons for 
activities

Varying 
interaction 
patterns

Larger fonts with 
dark colours 
and lighter 
background

Use Crea2 
to provide 
answers to 
tasks during 
and after the 
remote lesson

Adapted 
flipcharts/
presentations

Upload 
presentations on 
Crea2 so students 
can access them 
during and after 
the remote lesson

Use text and 
audio at the same 
time so students 
can read and 
listen

Segment reading 
texts
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Conclusion 

Remote teaching can provide access to education in areas where students 
might not otherwise have an opportunity to learn. In the case of Ceibal 
en Inglés, remote teaching provides an effective solution to the lack of 
teachers across Uruguay and has reached 72 per cent of the students in 
primary state schools. The results obtained in the annual online English test 
and the testimonies of teachers and other stakeholders provide evidence to 
its effectiveness.

Remote language teaching in schools in different areas and contexts is 
not without challenges. RTs need to observe, analyse and try out different 
adaptations to suit not just different socioeconomic contexts and realities 
but also students with SEN. The development of these refined skills and 
adaptations is still a work in progress. 

In the case of SEN, areas in which RTs are making accommodations 
resemble those that are made in face-to-face instruction when it comes to 
material design and certain aspects of classroom management. Remote 
teaching also requires specific accommodation due to its unique nature. RTs 
rely on the CT and work closely as a team to introduce effective measures 
to cater for students with SEN, particularly in lesson A, where the CT´s active 
monitoring and intervention as well as constant communication with the 
RT is necessary to identify what aspects are being effectively delivered or 
those which need adaptation.

Use of an LMS (such as Crea, a version of Schoology) that complements the 
course provides a valuable back channel (i.e. using computers to maintain 
real-time online conversation alongside the primary activity) for RTs and 
students. For some SEN students, it gives them the chance to provide 
answers to tasks in the remote lesson in a safer environment where they are 
not put on the spot and have more time to think.

The strategies reported here are the first ones to be identified as 
effective in remote teaching to students with SEN. As stated above, this 
work is ongoing and as such can be considered the first steps by project 
stakeholders to cater for those students with SEN. 
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10.1
Keeping primary students 
safe when using a learning 
management system
Veronica Pintos

Introduction

This chapter focuses on the protection of primary school children 
participating in the Ceibal en Inglés remote teaching programme. It 
specifically looks at the use of the learning management system (LMS) and 
how risks are managed at the Remote Teaching Centre (RTC) in Buenos 
Aires. The main objective of the chapter is to raise awareness and show how 
risks can be mitigated and/or dealt with.

An LMS (also called a virtual learning environment, or VLE) is a web-based 
system used in education to administer or supplement courses for learners 
and help teachers meet pedagogical goals when delivering content to 
students (Machado and Tao, 2007). There are many different types of LMS, 
but they offer broadly similar features. This case study will focus on the LMS 
utilised in Ceibal en Inglés, which is called Crea.

The use of LMS in primary education

The use of an LMS offers many possibilities for children learning a language 
(Greenwood, Arreaga-Mayer, Utley, Gavin and Terry, 2001). However, an LMS 
also poses numerous challenges for child protection, not only for teachers 
but also for academic managers in charge of leading blended learning 
projects (i.e. projects that combine online and face-to-face instruction) 
projects with children. These challenges must be clearly understood in 
order to protect children’s safety online. 

An LMS is now more commonly used with learners who meet in face-to-face 
classrooms, and the resources for learning offered “overlap with physical 
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environments” (Dillenbourg, Schneider and Synteta, 2002:2–3) and extend 
the classroom teaching experience. This is the case of Ceibal en Inglés, with 
its weekly cycle of three 45-minute English language lessons (a remotely 
taught lesson via videoconferencing followed by two face-to-face practice 
lessons) being supplemented by exercises and activities offered in Crea.

Safety online

At first glance an LMS may seem to be a safe place for children, but there 
are risks. Online predators may gain access to children’s accounts, for 
example. This may happen if the children’s usernames and passwords are 
stolen, for instance, or if children leave their laptops unlocked, allowing 
others the opportunity to access using the system using the children’s 
profile. Either case potentially risks the children being unwittingly 
exposed to predators.

When children interact online there are other risks, which include “exposure 
to online bullying, inappropriate material, possibility of contact with harmful 
strangers and opportunities to cause harm to others” (Sharples, Grabe, 
Harrison and Logan, 2009:70). To help teachers, British Council Child 
Protection policy has established guidelines for the use of technology, 
including an LMS: “The e-safety procedures … emphasise the need to 
educate children and staff and provide assistance for parents where 
necessary about the benefits, risks and responsibilities of using information 
technology” (British Council, 2017).

Educating children participating in Ceibal en Inglés on the responsible use of 
the LMS is of utmost importance for educators involved in the programme. 
Encouraging appropriate online behaviour and raising awareness of 
cyberbullying are two areas that remote teachers and classroom teachers 
typically deal with. 

Use of Crea in Ceibal en Inglés

As mentioned, the LMS used in primary education in Uruguay is called 
Crea. It is a branded version of the commercially available LMS called 
Schoology (www.schoology.com) and provides teachers and students 
with an online asynchronous learning environment to access homework 
and other educational resources. Crea resembles an educational social 
network that stimulates learning through collaboration and communication 
between teachers and students (Plataformas, Centro Ceibal, n.d. [blog]). 
In Ceibal en Inglés, the use of Crea is particularly encouraged for writing 
activities, which the remote teacher (RT) can mark before the synchronous 
videoconferencing lesson. 
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In Crea, students are placed along with their classroom teacher (CT) in virtual 
classrooms (called courses) according to their school, grade and class. The 
students, for example, enrolled in the Crea course 4A-Inglés Escuela 32 
Montevideo attend the first class (A) of the 4th grade in Montevideo School 
number 32. When RTs are assigned classes, they are also enrolled in the 
corresponding courses on the LMS, which is closed to the general public. 
All participants are given access via a username and password. 

Upon accessing the platform, the user is presented with a Recent Activity 
dashboard. There are drop-down menus so that RTs can choose between 
courses (i.e. different classes). Each course dashboard presents material 
organised in weekly folders. Teachers have access to student marks and 
attendance records for each of the classes they teach, and students 
have access to a gradebook that displays their progress. Teachers and 
students can open blogs; record progress in electronic portfolios; post 
messages everyone can read, or others specific to courses; and interact 
in online forums. Crea, therefore, is used not only to store materials but 
also as an interactive and social online environment, which facilitates a 
learning community.

The LMS has a private messaging system, which the children have access 
to. Messages can be sent from children to children, children to teachers, 
and vice versa. There are no restrictions placed on this, and the children are 
used to contacting their RTs in this way. 

Child protection at the RTC Buenos Aires

What follows is an examination of the potential risks and the procedures in 
place to deal with child protection issues at the British Council’s Remote 
Teaching Centre (RTC) located in Buenos Aires, Argentina. The case study also 
outlines actual incidents and indicate how they were dealt with at the RTC. 

Child protection focal point
The term Child Protection Focal Point (CPFP) is used by the British Council 
to refer to the person with local responsibility for all matters relating 
to child protection. CPFPs are supported by regional and global child 
protection teams, responsible for implementing an organisation-wide child 
protection policy and child safe strategy. The staff member appointed as 
CPFP is “the first point of contact for issues of child protection”. CPFPs are 
in charge of co-ordinating and ensuring the effective implementation of 
the child protection policy. Their main responsibility is to “receive and act 
upon any reported concerns, as well as ensuring all staff are familiar with, 
and adhering, to the Child Protection Policy” (British Council, 2017). When 
remote teachers at the RTC in Argentina present a concern about a child, 
they are asked to contact the CPFP based in the premises. 
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Child protection risks 
The main child protection risks identified in Ceibal en Inglés to be taken into 
account by both RT and CT are: 

a. Access to inappropriate content: teachers need to be aware that no 
online content can be shared without previously checking its 
appropriateness.

b. Cyberbullying. Cyberbullying takes place when children and/or 
teenagers are “tormented, threatened, harassed, humiliated, 
embarrassed or otherwise targeted” by other children/teenagers using 
the Internet (see www.stopcyberbullying.org). 

Mitigating risks
The first step a remote teacher should take to prevent children accessing 
inappropriate content is to check the materials they plan to share, especially 
videos or other resources outside of Crea. Online tools such as SafeShare.
TV, allow the removal of unwanted content so that videos, for example, can 
be viewed safely.

Raising awareness of cyberbullying 
There have been a number of competitions throughout the project to raise 
children’s awareness. The Internet Safety with Ceibal en Inglés Contest 
(2015), Cyberbullying Contest (2016) and the British Council E-Safety posters 
(2017) have been used for these purposes. The competitions seem to have 
had an effect, as no cases of cyberbullying have been reported so far. 

The first of these campaigns was The Internet Safety with Ceibal en Inglés 
Contest. Held in 2015 this gave children the opportunity to reflect by 
creating posters. Children were invited to design posters in groups and 
write five sentences in English about basic rules for children of their age to 
follow by children their age about using the Internet safely. 

The competition was project-wide and designed by the Child Protection 
Focal Point in Uruguay, to raise awareness of risks among Uruguayan 
primary school children. The success of this competition led to it being 
repeated in 2016, with the winning entries printed on posters that were 
delivered to schools across the country, and on gift bags.

Actual child protection incidents
Incidents which the CPFP at the RTC in Buenos Aires, Argentina was 
contacted to provide guidance on include the following: 

 � Inappropriate video content. A case was reported of an RT sharing a 
popular song on video directly from YouTube, without previously 
checking it. The video contained inappropriate images for children. 
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 � Inappropriate language. This has appeared in private messages and 
posts on course dashboards. The messages containing offensive 
remarks were reported directly by RTs, and have included both private 
messages from students to RTs and forum posts with offensive 
language. In the case of the forum posts, a review with CTs led to the 
conclusion that the language used in those posts was not language the 
child would use and they believed the child’s account had been 
accessed by an adult. This was of significant concern and it led to a 
campaign to educate the children about not leaving their computers 
unlocked and training on good practice for password management. 

Procedures for dealing with issues at the RTC 
Whenever Ceibal en Inglés RTs are faced with something of concern, they 
know to immediately contact the CPFP. An action plan is then put in place. 
Co-ordinators track the cases in confidential documents to which only 
the management team has access, to protect the children’s identity. They 
also write reports on the cases, which are then shared with the CPFPs in 
Argentina and Uruguay to ensure that any learning is swiftly disseminated.. 

The CP action plans include sharing cases with the classroom teacher 
in charge of the group in which the RT detected the issue, immediately 
deleting posts containing offensive language so as not to expose 
other children to those messages, and raising children’s awareness of 
cyberbullying (and how to respond to it). 

Conclusion

As the use of the LMS grows more popular, teachers need to be prepared to 
handle cyberbullying incidents, by, for example, raising children’s awareness 
of the possible risks that interacting in online environments might bring.

All projects with an online component designed for children should ideally 
include e-safety guidelines for those participating, to learn how to interact 
in the LMS. Children should be given advice on how to report inappropriate 
behaviour and how best to secure their privacy, personal data and devices. 
Parents and guardians should also have access to e-safety guidelines and 
academic managers should “encourage parental involvement, as this often 
leads to safer online experiences for children” (CIPA report, 2003:32).

The greatest challenge lies in cultivating a responsible, age-appropriate, 
digital citizenship in the LMS. This should be part of the teaching agenda 
in any remote language teaching project that involves children interacting 
with adults, and children interacting with children. If we consider 
the incorporation of digital citizenship contents into the curriculum, we will 
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be working towards minimising risks for children, and we will help to develop 
a more child-safe blended learning environment.
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