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children to take part in a series of activities
connecting them with children and specialists
around the world. The day involved talking to
‘Amy Johnson’ at the Science Museum in London,
talking to Captain James Cook in Scarborough,
singing to up to twenty schools around the world,
and taking part in a demonstration of didgeridoo
playing from Australia. The culmination of the day
was when the children, from their bedrooms, were
able to speak to a NASA official about global
warming issues, while also hearing from divers
diving on the Great Barrier Reef.

The range of activities gave the children a very rich
learning experience which they were encouraged to
share with other children and their families. In turn,
they have been involved in a number of conferences
around the country, where they happily answer ques-
tions and talk about what they have experienced and
learned – a dramatic contrast with the children’s
reluctance, shyness and hesitation when the project
began.

The effect of such concerted and regular activity
on the children’s confidence, communication skill
development and academic achievement has been
marked. Evidence from teachers, parent diaries, tests,
and the children themselves consistently provide a
picture of great increases in confidence, enthusiasm
for learning and ability to explain, discuss and
interact with others.

Comments from parents include:

 ‘C——  said he felt able to talk more to people
and that he felt more confident.’

‘There is an astounding improvement in our
child’s level of confidence. He is able to take a
lead role in activities that he would have previ-
ously found difficult, if not impossible. His
enthusiasm for video conferencing is continuing
as it has provided him with a skill that he can use
in many situations’.

The children say:

‘It’s excellent – now I’ve got used to it I know
how to do it. I’ve enjoyed it and I know how to
do it. It has helped me with English and Maths – it
has helped me with words and spellings.’
‘I found I couldn’t speak many words at first – I
was quite shy. I have got used to it now and I can
talk to people now.’
‘I think video conferencing is the best thing in the
world. I’ve learnt to describe things and it is
helping me to improve on describing.’
‘It has helped me with speaking and not being
shy. I try to speak louder in class now as well. It
has helped me to make new friends and to speak
to new friends as well.’

As part of the on-going evaluation of the project,
parents and staff involved in the projects were asked
to keep a diary that would be used to record any
changes, or anything of significance.

One thing is certain – the children in this project
continue to be very clear about how useful their
home computer is to their family as a valuable
learning tool, and a source of stimulation, conversa-
tion, friendship and . . . fun!

Video conferencing at a hospital school
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Our kids are not necessarily ready for education
between 9 am and 3.30 pm, so the availability of ICT
is 24 hours a day. Not many children have watched a
lion undergoing a vasectomy in South Africa or
talked to an underwater diver as he swims along the
Great Barrier Reef, but the last thing the children at
James Brindley School need is traditional education,
particularly those here at The Diana, Princess of
Wales Children’s Hospital.

Staff in the school believe in the power of ICT to
engage and motivate sick children to learn, and
utilize it in a wide and very creative way. Digital
cameras, video diaries, scanning and internal email
are all used to encourage the children to try and put
their illnesses to one side and focus their energies in
a productive manner. Taking part in a live video link.
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One of the most innovative benefits of ICT is
video conferencing. Pupils who cannot come down
to the main classroom can be video linked to a
teacher and become part of the group. Children in
isolation due to their illness can easily become very
depressed and lonely – video conferencing offers a
chance to not only learn, but also socialise and make
new friends.

The video conferencing system we use at the
school is called ‘LiveLan H323’. It is supplied by
PictureTel, the worlds most advanced video con-
ferencing company, and maintained by Multisense
Communications, which were our suppliers. Back up
and support from these companies has been superb.

Our system has five multi point cameras which
can be placed anywhere in the hospital as long as
there is a network data point handy. The system runs
through our PCs. To gain access to a video link you
must dial the number of the conference holder. Once
the link is up and running, an icon of a phone shows
you that the handset is in use.

Control of the video conference is by voice
activation. While one person speaks the other people
must have their systems on mute. To take control of
the conference you take your system off mute and
begin speaking. It takes a little practice but you get
into a routine after a while. To end a conference you
replace the Icon receiver back into its holder, just
like a normal phone. The link is then finished.

Pitfalls are common; it is still easy to forget to
mute the system while in conference and cause
mayhem! The quality of the ISDN line has much to
do with the quality of the conference. The system
itself is fairly easy to use, and you don’t have to be a
technical wizard to get to grips with it. Our system
does have a whiteboard attachment for interactive
written question and answer sessions, or for sending
an animated presentation such as PowerPoint
anywhere in the world.

Video conferencing is not only used for ‘lessons’.
The Carol Service at Christmas was linked all around

the hospital to children who could not physically
make it to the chapel, as well as to a special school in
Slough. They could not only watch the service but
could interact by joining in the readings and songs.

One of the greatest benefits of video links is that
we can communicate on a global level. This was
clearly illustrated when we were able to link a young
Kosovan refugee who had lost both her grandparents
and her younger brother in the Balkan conflict, with
friends from her home town of Pristina – the first
time in a year that she had had this opportunity. The
physical and emotional benefits of this kind of
‘education’ are beyond measure.

An American teacher in California discusses ‘Earthquakes’.

A link to mission control, NASA.

Talking to friends in Kosovo.

We at the Children’s Hospital owe a huge debt of
gratitude to Maureen James at PictureTel and Peter
Romeril and his team at Multisense Communica-
tions, whose help and expertise have enabled us to be
at the cutting edge of technology.

James Brindley School operates on 12 sites
throughout Birmingham and caters for any children
who are unable to attend mainstream school due to
medical reasons. Our hope is to link all 12 sites via
video conferencing and enlarge the ICT family for all
our pupils.


