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LITERACY TEACHING WITH TABLETS
IN BILINGUAL PRIMARY
CLASSROOMS

The Malta Tablit Study

Charles 1. Mifsud and Louisag Grech

CENTRE FOR LITERATY, UNIVERSITY OF MALTA, MALTA

This chapter outlines the ways in which teachers in five primary classtoons
in Malta used tablets over the course of six months for the teaching of
bilingual litemey. The official policy, a5 outhined in the WNational Literacy
Seravegy for Malra, is of balanced literacy teaching and learning in the two
languages of schooling in Malia: Multese and English. Teachers’ planning and
preparaton, the cassroom environment, instruction ansd pedagogy were
documented ssing g focus group, clssroom observations, teacher interviews
and reflective diaries and scudene questionnaires, Findings showed that the
teachers integrated the use of tablers in their teaching for 2 number of
creative literacy actvities In the two languages, including reading conipre-
hension, and guided and creative writing. The chapter concludes with
recommendations for teachers’ professional development, including schocl-
based professional and technological support and ways to strengrhen
school~home links with the use of tablets.

Keywords: Integravon, corriculum, Hreracy, collsboradon, differemiation,
motivation, engagement

Study background

The National Literacy Strategy for Malta {Ministry for Educaton and Employ-
ment Malta, 2014) outlines the range of skills children need to read and write in
Maltese and English, the two languages of schooling in Malta. In order to foscer
children’s bilingushom and bilitervey, they need to be provided with rich learning
opportunides in both languages, including access to learning materids in both
languages, and engagement in meaningful tasks.

The availability of resources and a sustained focus on the nature and quality of
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relationships mediating children’s experiences around different media and texts
are crucial {Green and Hannon, 2007, Neuman and Celano, 2006; Yelland and
Masters 2007). As Au and Faphael (2000, p. 170) argue, “ensuring educational
equity involves helping students become hterate in all artifaces of literacy, not only
those historically used and present in roday’s society, but those fikely to become
promicent in che future’. In order to understand the mpact of tablets and Ktezacy
apps on children’s learning in Malrese classrooms, we needed to be aware of the
mevitble influence of teachers’ practices and atdtudes towards the use of tech-
nology and, in particular, tablets. Previous research with tablets in classrooms
shows that tablets can support eachers w be more fexible and to generate
learning rmaterials for students of different abilicies and levels, especially with
vegard to struggling yeaders (Sholer ef al,, 2013). They can also allow for hucreased
cormmunication and feedback opportunities berween teachers and students (Snell
and Snell-Siddle, 2013) and support more autonomeus (Wong, 2012) and more
personalised learming (Kearney ef af., 2012).

Several studies have demonstiated that for rechnology to have a lasting positive
Impacy, # needs o be integrated into existing classroom practice rather than
provided as an ‘add-on’. For example, Hutchison et af, (2012} showed how one
teacher in the US with 23 students in a fourth-grade class was able to mieet her
curricular print-based hteracy goals while simultaneously introducing children to
some twenty-first-century skills, such as navigating the differens featuves of a digical
teat, designing digital learning tools, and communicating with other readers
online.

As mentioned by Rooskos in Chapter 3, meaningful integration of tablets has the
potendal to enhance hteracy instrucoon, In our study, we were keen to underscand
how literacy teachers in Malu integrmted tablets into their existing practice. We
focused on iteracy because of our own expertise in this area, and the official pohey
emphasis on technology-medisted litemcy instruction in Mal, We were also
nindful of the emergent evidence concerning the potential of mobile technologies
for supporting the teaching and Jearning of Hreracy (Plowman and Scephen, 2007,
Beschorner and Hurchison, 2013). For example, Flewite of al. (2015) investgared
the ways in which iPads might offer new opportunides as well as challenges for
teachers in g nnmsery, a primary schoot reception clags, and a special school in the
UK. They found 2 lot of varisbikity in the ways Pads were 1sed across the thires
settings, but concluded thar well-planned, Pad-based fiteracy activities can
sunutlate childrens meotivation and ipfluence practicioners’ pacept;om about
childeen’s literacy competence.

There needs to be a clear instructional planning framework for teachers to inte-
grate tablets into their teachiug. Mishra and Koehler (2006) suggested that the most
effective way to ntegrate technology into ¢lasstoom lnscrnetion s for teachers o
simultaneously draw on their technological, pedagogical, and content knowledge
{(TPACK). This invelves an anderstanding of how technology and content wre
reciprocally related. However, teachiers often have a diffcult time using their
TPACK in a systetatic and usefol way (Hurchison e of, 2012).
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The research design

Theoretical framework

The privnary theoretical referent in our conceptualisation of the smdy and inter-
pretation of findings was Danielson’s franework for professional practice {2007).
The framework presents 2 menber of components, which have been shown to
promote improved student learning. These components are clustered inte fouwr
domaing: 13 planning and preparation; 2} the classroom environmens; 3) instruction;
and 4) professional responsibilities. Dandelson’s fmmework served as a basis for oue
reseazch question: How are the domains of professional practice influenced by the
wtroduction of tablets in Maltese classrooms for the teaching of lireracy?

Study context

Five Grade 3 and Grade 4 (7- to S-vear-olds) classes from four Malta primary
schools participaied in the study, The teachers and childven in these classes were
provided with tablets, with # range of devices used across the schook, including
Samsung Galaxy Tub 3 and 4, Intel Classmare TL101E], and LearaPad, In all
schools, ablets were provided fice by the suppliers, with the view to expanding the
progranume with the mose effective and popular devices later on. All the schools,
apart from one of the state schools, allowed children to take them home after the
school day. Teachers were free ro choose the apps and programs, and were
encouraged to share their experiences of using the rablers in regular meetings with
other teachers participating in the pilot stady. A brief professional developmert
training programeme was provided by the ¢-Learning Deparement of the Edueation
Ministry in Malga, and nvolved a number of models for technology-mediated
curricula like substitition augmentation modificadon redefiniton SAMR) and
TPACK, including a review of & number of age-appropriate apps. Training in
hardware and software solutions was provided by a number of industry pattners
connected 1o the project.

Study participants

Five teachers were involved in this study. Two teachers were froam one of the state
schools, one from another state school and one esch from 2 Church and an
Independent school. These reachers were selected because of their specific goal to
ase the tablets for the teaching and learning of Hrersey.

Study procedure

An ethnographic approach, where s researcher observed classroom dynamics in
their natoral setiings, was adopted {Gallagher ef al., 2015}, Permrdssion o conduct
the study was granted by the Education Ministry in Malta, and ethical consent was
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obtained from the University of Malta Besearch Fihics Comimittee. A range of
language activities in both languages were observed: listening comprehensioyn tasks
ncluding listening to recorded readings by the teachess, reading from digital books,
reading comprehension, and guided and creadive writing activites.

Data collection

At the beginning of the study, a focus group meeting was conducted involving all
the participating tezchers and a member of their school management team. Inirial
interviews were conducted with all the teachers. All classroom. observations were
followed by one-to-one inteyviews with the classroom teachers. The aim of these
interviews was to understand more fully how teachers used the tablets to reach |
their lesson. objectives. A final interview with each participating teacher took place
at the end of the study to investigate farther the impact the teachers fels that the
introduction of rablets had on their pedagogy and literacy teaching, and to what
extent they felt this might be sustained beyond the duration of the piot
programume. We also asked the teachers to keep a diary of how they used the tablers,
and to record their reflections on the lessons, These were analysed together with
the interview data av the end of the study, using thematic analyss. All interviews
were audio-recorded and transcribed verbatim by o researcher who is fuent in
both Maltese and English. For the purpose of data presentation, we refer to the five
teachers participating in the study as: Teachers 1, 2, and 3 from the two state
schools, Teacher 4 from the Charch school, and Teacher 5 fiom the Independent
school.

Data analysis

The theoretical framework by Danielson (Z007) was followed for the data analysis.
Coding was related 1o the four domains and competences presented in this
framework, All the raw data from the various sources (focus group, classroom
observations, teacher interviews, weacher reflective diavies and stadent guestion-
rajres), weee coded thematically by the two authors. Comments were grouped and
labelied through analytic-inductive methods with a term that captured the essence
of the comunents, with preference given to terow used by the pardeipans in the
interviews, The authors, who conducted the analysis sepanately, and a thind
researcher, who was not direcdy involved i the study, agreed on the final themes.

Findings

Tablets were used for a wide range of languzage activiges involving reading from e
books, sentence building, listening comprehension, language awareness activites,
and guided and creative writing, Teachers used maditional marerials, such as
handouts, copybooks, and exercise and practice books, in conjuicrion with the
tablets, Before we present the key themes that emerged from the data, we briefly
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disenss the ways in which the tablets were integrated into literey teaching in the
different classroomis, and for teacher—pupil co-creaton of muldmedia Lreracy
materials.

The teachers participating in the Malm TabLit Stady appreciazed the fact that
they could use the tablets for both Maltese- and English-langnasge activities, There
was some initlal concern that the rablets would restrict work in Malrese, However,
the teachers were able to make nse of a number of ublet-based resources in both
largunges. By downdoading the Mudnling keyboard, the students could write on
the tablet using the Maltese font, which was 2 big advantage in the bilingual
classtoom. [t also provided many opportunities for the students o work together,
despite their different language backprounds. They were also sble to create their
own materials in both languages using the eleasning platform, Fromter. The
teachers pointed out that the rblets helped the students to improve their reading
skills in both Maeltese and English, a3 surnrnarised by Teacher 2 from a stare schook

The difference I felr was in reading in borh languages, especially in Maltese
because ‘Postijier Shieh” (Beautifl Places), reader in Maltese. 38 not easy.
Whenever [ did it without the use of the wblet, they always got stuck. But
since 1 can put the recording of the book on the tabler and they Hsten to it,
they’re becoming more fluent and they have progressed much more,

The children weye able to co-create Hreracy waterials with the teachers by using a
nurnher of apps. For example, Srorpkit and other apps allowed children to customise
fmages and text, strengthening the connections between differsnt media and the
two languages. Teacher 1 from a state school set her class 2 ‘visuabisation’ task during
which the children were asked 1o read a story finm the tblet, to Tmagine’ the story,
and to draw their ideas from the story in groups, using the app Story Album. Bach
gronp sent 3 picture to the teacher via e-nmil, Follow-up activides involved
predicting the rest of the story, writing the story in their own words, and publishing
the final mle in the students’ room of their school virtual learning environment.
The teacher said chat through the use of tablets: Learning in both languages has
become meore Interesting and stimulating for the students, that’s basically wist it
ali about’. Teacher 2 fiom another state school used Amwer Carden for
brainstarniing sessions and to increase the students’ vocabulary in both languages.
The stadents in the class of Teacher 3 from the same swate school got o 2 stege
where they were dowaloading relevant literacy apps on their own, and sharing
them with the teacher and their classmates during the regular class 'Show and Tell?
activities,

Another technigque adopted for integradng the use of the tblers was for the
teachers to set the students a task that invalved them searching, reading, and
producing their own nuarerials. In the class of Teacher 4 from the Church school,
during a creative writing activity, the students were asked to find informaiion about
different kinds of dinosavrs on the Internet, and to use the Paint app to draw 2
picture of a dinosaur. Then they recarded “describing’ words sbout dinosaurs in a
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woid bank, which was rthen shared by the teacher on the tablets, Finally, the
students were guided to compose and publish a story based on the character they
had drewn, In another aciivity, the students were asked to lock for and read orline
materials abont pets, and to shoot a short videg of their pet at home. Then they
were asked to share this video with the teacher and classmates and to write about
their pet. Teacher 5 from the Independent school asked the students to listen to a
news repott on the interactve whiteboard, which was then discussed in class. She
asked the students to browse the Internet on theiy tablets and to look for a Maltese
newspaper of their choice, written in English. The students were asked to look at
news reports on this online newspaper and to note the style they wewe wiitten in.
The children showed the reports to each other and also wrote their own news
report on the mbler wsing the Sucky Note spplcation. Some students used the
built-in keyboard to type, while others wrote in digital ink with their finger, and
this was then tansferred automateally to the rest of the document. Onr obser-
vations show evidence of collsborative writing and problem-~solving, The students
discussed their reports with the teacher, and corrected and edited the work on their
tablets, The final stage of the task was to search for photos related to their repost
and share these, together with the report, on the school forum, accessible to their
friends and parenss (Figure 12.13.

Theme 1; Motivation moderating literacy engagement

The firse theme that emerped from our thematic analysis was the mcreased level of
motivation that students exhibited towards leeracy learning since the introduction
of the tablets. All of the reachers described their students as being “enchusiastic’ and
that for them, learning has become “fun’. The studens sesmed to have become
more interested and engaged, especially if they had been less engaged before (due
to lnguage or learning difficulties). For these students, the tablets provided an
opportwtty to showcase their literacy work and share it with others, which had
boosted their confidence in thelr literacy skills. Increasingly studentss expressed

Step 1: Searching Step 2: Acoessing and Step 3: Students writing
the Internet reading ontine malerial thelr own material

FIGURE 12,1 Examples of ditferent contexts for mblers’ integration ingo the lteracy
lessons
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more positive comments about the reading lessons and independent reading
overall. Teachers roo felt more motivated to teach reading, for instance, Teacher 4
told us that she felt char the introduction of the tablers had improved her teaching
and made her a bercer teacher’

Al the teachers felr thar the wblets made o significant difference o Ttevacy
motivation, especially in areas such as reading, creative writing, and sentence
buoilding. The teachers maingained that the students seemed more dedicated and
eager to learn since the intvoduction of the tablets. According o Teacher 5, this was
mainly due to the tablets’ affordances, such as the possibility o download e-books
or make andio-recordings:

Literacy has become more engaging tor students in a way that they cone and
tell me:*Miss, hsten to what T have read”, “Miss | used Book Creator for this
and that”. Wow to use Book Creator they have to read, they have o write,
they have to put things in order, they have t0 do sequencing, So in this way
the tablets have helped because they've engaged students to expand thewr
Hreracy skills, which previcusly they did only s part of their homewotk. |
find that really heneficial for students’ literacy learning.

Theme 2: Differentiated teaching and learning

The teachers thoughs it beneficial that many of the e-books their smdents had zccess
to on the tabless were levelled, and therefore catered for diffevent vreading and compre-
hension levels. Three teachers explained that they were able o create individualised
activities for specific students and o send these activines divectly o the student’s
tablets, for example, by creating different levelled quizzes or writdng activities.

For example, in a lesson by Teacher 2, photos of animals were downloaded on
the students’ tablets. The students were divided inw three ability groups and set
tasks of different levels of difficulty. Group A watched a PowerPaint presentation
on farm anirmals, Group B looked for informmation on desert arimals, and Group C
browsed a website called Camouflage Field Book that contuined informacon about
different environmenss for animals, The students read and discussed and worked
within their group to gather information aboue different animals, supported by the
teacher and support teacher. Bach group presented their finished wotk to the est
of the class using the interactive whiteboard,

Differentiated teaching and Jearning were particularly salient for children with
special educational needs, who seemned to adopt a more positive approach to
learning when using the tablets. One teacher mentioned thee her seudent with an
autistie spectrum disorder was ‘very pleased’ to be reading on a tablet. Another
teacher observed that her student with attention deficiv hyperactiviey disorder was
‘enthusiastic” about writing on the mblet. The teacher from the independent school
saich that her student with specific learning difficulties was a more ager participant
in Hteracy activides since the Introduction of mblets:
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I realised that my special needs student showed more enthusiasms and
inidiative. He actually wrote his own story without prompting. Usually when
given & paper, he was very hesitant and uncooperative. Now by means of the
tablet, he worked well and showed pride for managing to do his own work
to the best of his ability, That was a very rewarding achievement and
experience for lim and also for me.

Theme 3: Collaborative learning

The third theme that emerged from the dam and teachers’ interviews was the
belief that the tablet is an effective wol for increasing collabomiion and teamwark:
among students, One example we observed concerned a Tisnic-themed collabo-
rative literacy session by Teacher 4. This was an English lesson promoting
integrated language skills and supported by the LearnPad cablets, After initial
brainstorming of wlat students krew about the Titanie, they watched a short
documentary shout the Tianic on their tablets. The class was then divided into
srall groups of theee students, Each group wrote 2 script of about 60 words sbout
the Tiramic on the tablet, One of the students read out the seript hike a newsreader,
and another student recorded this on the tablet. The recordings were then viewed
and shared with the rest of the class on the interactive whircboaud, with opport-
nities for peer feedback. The students were extremely excited about this activity,
as llustrated in Figure 12.2.

Theme 4: Bridging home and school

The fnal theme focused on accownts of the teachers about how the tablets
contnued and redorced learning happening in the classroom while students were
at home, This seemed to be both teacher- and student-mediated. Teacher 1, for

FIGURE 12.2 An exaiple of students (7- 1o 8-vear-olds) working collaboratively
when using tablets
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examnple, recorded herself reading a story and sent it to the children so thar they
could Listen to it w home. Smdents also warched several teacher-recommended
YouTube videos at home, enriching their factuat knowledge of topics studied in
the class. According o Teacher 5, teking the wblets home offered che students the
apportusity to access e-books and to continne their independent reading at home:
*There Is that excirement of wanting to know what is next in the story, and many
do go home and continue reading the set book.

Teacher 4 highlighted the mnportance of inclading parenrs and caregivers in
the process of integrating tablets in teaching and learning:*l showed the parents
how to agcess the online reading scheme and how o familiavise their children
with such a grear tool. Av this peint, the parents were taldng hotes and seemed
eager to iry it out ar home on their childs wbled’ There was also evidence of
parents supporting their children’s literacy homework on the wblets: ‘T uploaded
many usefil hreracy resources on the Samsung School learning platform for the
clildren to use. I gob a lot of positive feedback from the parents as they were able
to use these resources to help their children to revise and consolidate on their
pablets what was learnc in class)

Discussion

Technology can increase student engagement and motivation (Chiong ef al,, 2012),
as loug as it is used to support effective pedagogy. In the present study, Danielsorns
Framework for pmfessional practice in seaching provided ns with a lens through
which o consider effective pedagogy (teaching pracice) and lock out for examples
of effective technology integration. Our findings indicate that, overall, the use of
tablets in the five pilot clissrooms provided a very positive experience for the
teachers and seadents mvolved, The teachers desipned learning scenarios, activities
and asdgnments which were appropriate to the abilities of thelr students, making
use of the digital resources on the school e-fearning platform and on the Internet.
They planned for differentiated learning experiences for all children, including
children with special educational needs. Classroom asessment of reading and
writing was increasingly carried ont through the technology. There was a positive
atritude from both the teachers aund students rowards technology use in the
classroom. The technology provided opportunities for the students to publish their
work online, wlich could be viewed by other students and parents. There were also
increased opportunities for coliaboradve Hteracy work among students in the
classroom, such as co-crearion of multimedia lteracy materials, In this way teachers
were more likely to tap into children’s interests, skills and creativity (Milsson, 20165,
The thematic analysis also revealed that thanks to the tblets, the teachers were able
to moenitor their students’ progress more efficienty and were able w0 relay this
information to parents.

The teachers involved in this project had wvarted previous experiences with
technology. Some of them wsed technology to 2 lmired extent in their persoral
lives, However, all the teachers felt they required more professional development



T72 Charles L. Mifsugd and Louisa Grech

about how to integrate the tablets into their teaching and learning. We thersfore.
contend with Hurchison and Woodward (2014} that there is 2 need for an instrue- &7
tional planning cycle that would guide teachers in using their TPACK. Such a /3
cycle, which could be adopted in schools, is referred to as 2 ‘grounded approach’ to &
rechnology integration and involves: choosing learning goals, making pedagogical-
decisions, selecting activity types to combine, selecting assessment strategies, and o
selecring tools/rescurces (Harris and Hofer, 20091, The approach is not Enear, bre
recursive, in that decisions and checices, made at each of the five stages of planning,
will change as new developments will requive adjustments. Reflecting on our
fndings, this approach could provide a systematic way of integrating rechnolegy in
an effective manner in everyday hreracy teaching and learning across topics, making
into consideration language usey specific learning needs, and expected learning
DULCOTIES.

QOne carmot underestimate the buportance of providing teachers with school-
based pedagogical and technological support. 1t was evidendy clear thar the
teachers who received adequate curricular and technological support by IT
resouice persans in a proactive and dmely manner in this study were i a better
position to integrate the rablers into their lesson planning and delivery and o meet
the challenges that they faced. There should be more opportunities for professional
development md for teachiers to engage in joint planning and peer teacking.

The students found it relatively easy to access the material intvoduced at school
from thelr tablers at home. They could easily review work inwiated at schiool, and
continme working on it at home. This allowed for increased involvement by parents
as they were able 1o betrer montior the work thar thew children brought from
schaool. We therefore support the current opinion that technology provides & good
opportupity to connect school- and horne-learning activities (Falloon, 2015;
Naorthiop and Killeen, 2013). However, there needs to be a structured framework
for sweengthening schock-home links and for increased parental involvement
through the use of the technology. Parents need 1o be brought on board as
informed partners. Meerings are to be held with parents to inform them about the
mtegration of the techmology into their childs learning path, and sbout the e-
learning plarform, which allows them access to refevant educational marerials. In
this way, they can become more active participants in their children’s learning
joumeys.

et il

Conclusion

Carefully planied activities with tablets have the potental to bring abour 2
dramatic and positive change in classrooms. Technology integration decisions are
to be incorporated into the ways teachers typically plan for teaching and
learning. This development may have a smong impact on the teaching and
learning of iteracy in our classrooms, including stmulating cluldren’s motivation
and congentration {Flewitt er af., 2013}. The necessary conditions for tlus to take
place seem to be the adeguate provision of the required professional education
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and development of teachers; improved and extended rtechnological and
pedagogical support structures in schools; and the design and implementation of
a famework for the strengthening of school-home links and increased parental
invelvement, Effective tezching and technology will continne o evolve as more
schools adopt technology-mediated teaching and learning, [t is likely that rables
will positively influence this process ovenall, and in partienlar literacy teaching in
bilingual primary classioms.
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