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The Initiative

The educational network
“WissensWert” (“the value of
knowledge” or simply, “worth
knowing”), was started in 2003 by
Microsoft Germany together with
partners from the realms of politics,
economics, and science. A major
point of emphasis for this project is
the development of communications
skills in public schools. To that end,
the internet portal www.innovative-
teachers.de was developed. The
information found in this web site is
based on insights gleaned, in part,
from educators, and serves as a forum
in which participants can exchange
ideas related to the creation of more
modern forms of education. In
addition, the GIFIL@school project
will continue to be supported by
“WissensWert”. “GIFIL" stands for
“German Institute for Immersive
Learning”. GIFIL@school serves as a
base model for a much larger and
more complete concept of foreign
language education from kindergarten
thru graduation. The initiator, of
course, is GIFIL itself which
subscribes to the philosophy of “total
immersion”. Under this philosophy,
the educators communicate with their
students only in English. In this way,
the children learn the foreign language
(in this case English) as they would
learn their own native language.
WissensWert supports the project on
two levels: first financially, second
thru the online platform
www.innovative-teachers.de. The
‘Innovative Teachers Network’ should
serve as a further catalyst for the
success of this ground-breaking form
of teaching.

Microsoft

Try it in English

In order to challenge and encourage children in all
stages of development to learn a foreign language
as early as possible, Microsoft Germany supports
the project GIFIL@school.

THIS IS OUR ART LESSON, but we are not going to paint now. You will

get to know a new painter today . As the children listen in rapt attention,
Almut Lepschy explains in English the day’s lesson plan. Starting from
day one, the third grade classes in the Hamburg school district are
taught all their courses in English. The one exception, of course, is the
German language class. Linguists consider the term immersion as a
teach-and-learn experience. In the immersion experience, the children
are in a sheltered, but intense world in which approximately 80 percent of
the communication takes place in a foreign language. Since 2004, the
immersion program has been put to the test in four German elementary
schools, and five kindergartens. One of the schools in the Hamburg
elementary school district is in the city of Wandsbek. This picture shows
a yellow cow. Why do you think, the cow is yellow? , Lepschy asks the
27 children. Fifteen little arms shoot up, Because the cow is sick , says
seven year old Lisa. Thank you, Lisa. And you, what do you think, Ann-
Sophie? , and the cute little girl with the blond pony tails answers in
English without hesitation. “None of the children have any reluctance
about speaking English”, intones the teacher. She has absolutely no
doubt that any child can learn a foreign language. Learning a foreign
language is not at all dependent on the child’s level of intelligence. |
teach learning impaired children, and despite their impairments, they
learn a foreign language .




Each child learns ai
her or his own pace,
and decides
individually, when to
start learning a
foreign language.

Martin Brause, director of the

Hamburg elementary school

district.

A child selects input from a
foreign language in a way
that is completely natural
and free of stress. The end
result is that the child
internalizes the structure of
the language. This has the
additional benefit that each
child learns at his or her
own pace, and each child
decides individually, when
to delve completely into the
foreign language , explains
school director Martin
Brause. In his experience,
children learn to speak their
first few words in English in their first year of school. In the second
school year, many can even form complete sentences. Additionally, in
the second school year, children make a giant leap forward in pursuing
the foreign language on their own initiative, in much the same way that
two and three year olds have been observed pursuing their own native
language. After about four years, the children have achieved the same
level of foreign language proficiency as a child of the same age in an
English speaking environment. The parents of the children in the
Hamburg elementary schools are truly impressed with the results of this
program. After picking up her son Dominik from art class, Angelika
Walser comments, “I am really glad that my child had the chance to learn
a foreign language since he was very little. It opens the door for him to
communicate with people from other countries and provides a solid basis
for his future development overall”. Improving the career opportunities
for German school children, and to make them more competitive in the
international job market - this is the goal of the project GIFIL@school!

There is the additional challenge which comes from the European
commission. Since the year 2002, the commission has placed emphasis
on strengthening the multi-lingual skills of children from as early an age
as possible. But this intent was not in line with the 17,000 German
elementary schools. They start teaching English classes from the third
grade on, at the earliest, and that with a bare minimum of class time.
One or two hours a week is simply not enough , says professor Henning
Wode of the Christian-Albrecht university in the city of Kiel. Professor
Wode has approximately 20 years of experience with multi-lingual
research and the GIFIL project rests on the foundation set by his
research. We at the GIFIL project want all elementary schools which
intend to present an effective multi-lingual offering to their students, to
receive the greatest support available.



The third grade elementary
school students work with their
English materials independently
and they can even read English
text.

But we alone cannot service all
the needs of all schools who
have expressed interest in our
project , reports Gila
Hoppenstedt, chief executive
from GIFIL, and the state
government has no budget
allocation to support such
projects .

Since 2004, these two rather substantial areas have been addressed
by Microsoft Germany with the engagement of GIFIL@school. On the
one hand, the software company provides funding for the project. On
the other hand, Microsoft developed the internet portal
www.innovative-teachers.de in order to make GIFIL@school available
throughout the entire federal republic of Germany. With the help of
this innovative internet platform, not only can we address the
interested schools here in Germany, but we can also respond to other
learning institutions throughout all of Europe. They can also benefit
from the German model school project and use the internet platform as
a communications network, as well , intones Kerstin Beutling Microsoft
WissensWert project manager. The Microsoft platform will be used
successfully in a variety of school projects. Also www.innovative-
teachers.de is the ideal instrument for the implementation of the total
immersion learning method because it provides interested schools with
important teaching materials and modules to further enhance
educational development. The ideal situation would be to have the
project be self-sustaining. In reality, the project could be supported by
the Innovative-Teachers-Platform from Microsoft. This platform then
would be the most efficient multiplication factor that we have been
searching for , comments Gils Hoppenstedt of GIFIL. The online
platform makes possible, what no workshop can accomplish: without a
huge investment in time and budget, any interested party can use the
platform and thereby become informed about this innovative teaching
method.

The Introduction of
a School Model

Until the year 2004 the
elementary schools in the
Hamburg school district were
typically mono-lingual schools.
Pre-school and elementary
school children were taught all
courses in the German
language. The third-graders
had English class twice a week.
That was just not enough for
us , said school director Martin
Brause. In order to facilitate an
early start in a foreign language,
the school board contacted
GIFIL@school, and started
teaching the first class based
on immersive learning. Since
that time, the Hamburg school
board has instituted both mono
and bilingual foreign language
courses in many more schools.
Two hundred of the five
hundred children are already
involved in immersive learning.
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Teachers like Christine Schulze (left, in the picture) and Almut Lepschy communicate
with colleagues throughout Europe over the internet via www.innovative-teachers.de.

Still, some teachers like to follow their own lines of thinking. The
platform, however, provides an inter-school communications network
from which all teachers can benefit. Whether they use the information to
strengthen their own teaching methods, or whether they want to save
themselves time and effort by simply downloading the teaching
materials, with the help of modern technology provided in the form of
Innovative Teachers Network, teachers can use the materials to further
help themselves to develop, which can only be of benefit to the boys and
girls in their classrooms , Beutling summarizes. One success story can
already be chalked up to the GIFIL@school project: it received the
European Language Achievement Award of 2005 (Européischen
Sprachensiegel 2005). The European Union Commission, which
reviewed the competing projects, with particular attention focused on the
teaching and learning of foreign languages, noted that the GIFIL project
provided a particularly high degree of inter-school and intra-school
cooperation. Further, the Commission noted that the teachers
themselves were highly motivated, and that the modular form of the
materials was especially praiseworthy. “We are quite proud of this”, says
teacher Almut Lepschy as she calls to her third-graders, Good-bye kids,
see you tomorrow .

Support Education

Microsoft has maintained a presence in Germany for over 20 years, and
continues to grow and expand. The company is continuously involved in a
multitude of initiatives and projects. The core themes: Support Education,
Inspire Growth, Encourage Research, and Enhance Security. The
educational network “WissensWert” from Microsoft Germany, together with
its partners, serves as a means of achieving these goals. The main thrust of
these efforts is the innovative and effective use of computers and software
in kindergartens and schools.




