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Virtual Classroom Visits: Using Video Conferencing Technology to Enhance Teacher Education

By Dr. Margaret Scordias, Pamela Morris, Dr. Carl Hoagland

Abstract

UMSL has developed Virtual Classroom Visits (VCV), a process that uses videoconferencing technology to focus preservice teacher observations on interpretation of classroom actions.  This presentation explains why VCV is effective, how to develop a virtual classroom visit program, and the impact on preservice teachers and the classroom teacher partners. 

Proposal

In Virtual Classroom Visits, videoconferencing transforms traditional preservice teacher observations into meaning-focused learning activities.  Traditionally, preservice teachers observe singularly or in pairs to fulfill state required observations.  This practice limits dialogue and accurate interpretation of the classroom interactions.  Lack of common observational experiences among preservice teachers also limits the ability of university faculty to facilitate connections between theory and practice.  Finally, traditional observations frequently were determined by availability of placement rather than the quality of instruction.

VCV improves traditional observations in three specific ways:  (a) by providing greater access for preservice teachers to observe quality preschool to grade 12 classrooms being instructed by master teachers, (b) by utilizing common field experiences to illustrate educational concepts thereby connecting theory with practice, and (c) by improving the noticing and interpretation skills of preservice teachers through dialogue with university faculty and master classroom teachers.  

Through partnerships with community schools, the University of Missouri, St. Louis has embarked upon this remarkable technological journey in its teacher education program.  Using videoconferencing, the College of Education creates Virtual Classroom Visits in which preservice teachers observe master teachers in local schools.  During the observation, preservice teachers receive guided instruction; highlighting the methods and art of teaching as exhibited within the specific setting.  Immediately following the observation, preservice teachers dialogue with the master teacher to clarify and reinforce the learning experience.  The use of this technology creates a much needed space for students to discuss what they learn with each other and with their instructors.  VCV reinvents the observation component required in teacher education. 
After three years of use and more than 25 observations, the results indicate that the partnerships have enriched the College of Education and prepared teachers to meet the demands of urban classrooms.  Through the VCV journey, preservice teachers observe highly competent teachers in observations designed to fit specific criteria that exemplify the university’s adherence to best practice in both curriculum and management.

Developers of the Virtual Classroom Visit have learned how to streamline the technological and pedagogical components.  Each event relies upon the skill and collaborative efforts of technicians, university faculty, the community, administrators and teachers.  Due to the collaboration required in VCV, a common language for observation has developed, strengthening relational ties among all stakeholders in the process. 

The presentation will explain the role of the E. Desmond Lee Technology Learning Center in the use of technology to create better teaching experiences for preservice teachers at the College of Education at the University of Missouri.  The presenters are actively involved with the videoconferencing and will give first hand accounts of the journey and provide information on adapting the VCV to other settings.  They will highlight the technological and pedagogical components that are the gatekeepers to realizing the promise that VCV holds for making preservice teaching experience more effective while enhancing interdepartmental relations and creating strong community involvement.  

