
 

Research demonstrates early field-
experiences for student teachers is a
plus—even online

September 21 2020, by Karen B. Roberts

  
 

  

University of Delaware Associate Professor Michelle Cirillo (right) interviews
undergraduate Kayla Hurst about her preservice teaching experience that moved
from in-person to online during the 2020 spring semester, due to the coronavirus
pandemic. Credit: University of Delaware

When the coronavirus (COVID-19) prompted the closure of schools,
impacting the field experience of University of Delaware students
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enrolled in teacher preparation programs, researchers Michelle Cirillo
and Raymond LaRochelle jumped into action. They made sure a group
of secondary math education students learning to teach in a 100-level
University math class continued to polish their skills, despite the move to
online learning.

Cirillo, an associate professor in the Department of Mathematical
Sciences with a joint appointment in the College of Education and
Human Development, and LaRochelle, a postdoctoral researcher in the
department, worked with math instructor Tammy Rossi to consider how
the preservice teachers could remain involved remotely.

The research team decided to have the student teachers facilitate small-
group student discussions in virtual Zoom breakout rooms and provide
support for problem sets that followed the course instructor's lessons.
The future educators would focus each week on practicing specific 
teacher discourse moves and reflecting on how it went in an assignment
for a teaching methods course they were taking in tandem with
LaRochelle. The online field experience wouldn't be exactly the same,
but they hoped it would still be beneficial for all involved.

As the plan was coming together, Cirillo realized that the unusual
circumstances presented an opportunity to evaluate the effectiveness of
an online-teaching field experience in comparison to the one typically
executed in an on-campus classroom setting. Specifically, this situation
was unique in that the researchers could study two groups of students
who experienced in-person and online teaching with the same instructor,
in the same course, during the same semester. Typically, making these
kinds of comparisons would require control and experimental groups;
and such comparisons have their limitations.

The researchers interviewed the preservice student teachers, the math
students enrolled in the pre-calculus course serving as the site for the
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field experience, and Rossi about how things were going, shortly after
returning from the extended spring break and again at the end of the
semester.

Early results of the National Science Foundation (NSF) supported math
education study—published in a paper in the Journal of Technology and
Teacher Education—provided some interesting clues as to what
undergraduates need and value in preparing for their student teaching
placements.

The UD early field experience for secondary math education students
grew out of a model developed by Cirillo's colleague Kristen Bieda, an
associate professor of mathematics education at Michigan State
University, and later piloted at UD by Cirillo and at Pennsylvania State
University by her colleague Fran Arbaugh. The university teaching
experience model (UTE), coordinated through UD's Mathematical
Sciences Learning Laboratory, aims to unify the experience of
preservice teachers so that they have a stronger foundation when they
head into the community for their first student teaching placement.

The idea is to provide future educators a common classroom context and
experience where they can work on lesson plans, facilitate small-group
discussions, observe their instructor and peers, and often facilitate their
first lesson with an actual class.

Cirillo described the class as a "kind of safe space with lots of support
that allows them to practice teaching," while the education methods
class, which the students take concurrently, provides specific techniques
for actually learning to teach.

During a typical semester, the preservice teachers enrolled in this course
attend class and work with a group of math students in the classroom.
They also plan and teach two activities, a 15-minute and then a
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30-minute activity, to the pre-calculus class to gain experience. When
the spring 2020 class moved online, the preservice teachers instead
worked on problem sets with math students week-to-week in Zoom
breakout rooms and focused on honing a specific teaching
skill—facilitating mathematical discussions.

The research team's findings revealed that preservice teachers missed
having the opportunity to see the instructor, Rossi, teaching live in a
classroom setting, where they could watch both what the professor
taught and how it was interpreted or experienced by the math students.

"I'd never heard this as a benefit of the UTE model in the two years
we've been studying this, but when it was taken away, the preservice
teachers' comments showed how important it was to observe the live
instruction and Rossi's effective student interactions," Cirillo said. The
preservice teachers also expressed disappointment at having to write
lesson plans that they would never deliver in person, another important
insight since many students who become teachers engage in this practice
in other courses.

That said, it was clear that the preservice teachers were a valuable part of
the classroom, whether class was conducted in person or online.

"The math students were ecstatic when they logged into their small
breakout Zoom groups and discovered that the preservice student
teachers continued to be part of the class and were available for
questions," said LaRochelle, adding that many students said they would
recommend being in a section with preservice teachers to their friends.

The Zoom breakouts were recorded, allowing the preservice teachers to
review and reflect on their interactions as an assignment for their
education methods class with LaRochelle.
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"Because the Zoom breakouts were recorded, I was able to watch the
video recordings, read the preservice teachers' reflections and offer
feedback, unpacking which parts of a particular move the future
teachers got right and illuminate things they were missing," said
LaRochelle. "It created an interactive dialog that helped the students
improve or consider other ways of doing things in the future."

Though it was a bit more work for the instructor, LaRochelle called it
"incredible, uplifting, energizing" and said having this feedback week-
after-week created a more personalized experience for the future
teachers. The preservice students reported finding it particularly helpful
to learn the names of the discourse moves and to be able to reflect on
what happened when they tried to execute various discourse moves for
the first time.

"According to the student interviews, the opportunity to reflect on the
use of these moves within their small groups was so beneficial that I
want to think about a way to incorporate that activity into the field
experience when we go back to campus," said Cirillo.

Tips for thriving in a new normal

As many students and educators return to virtual classrooms this fall, the
research team offered three tips for enhancing student engagement
online, based on the student interviews.

First, Zoom breakout rooms bolster students' ability to share ideas. Math
is a visual subject, and the math students in the class reported missing
working with peers in the classroom to share ideas verbally and visually
(e.g., "What does your graph look like?") and thought it was helpful to
have group and/or one-on-one time with the student teachers in the
breakout rooms. However, they advise that students may need tips and
strategies for productively interacting with each other in the online
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environment while the instructor is busy helping other groups.

Second, encouraging students to keep web cameras on can stimulate
engagement in an online setting between students and teachers, or
between students and their peers.

"We visited several breakout rooms in different classes, and we saw
great active learning instruction when everyone had their cameras on,"
said Cirillo. "It was seamless, almost like they could've been in person,
though, admittedly, this usually worked better with smaller groups."

LaRochelle agreed, adding that students having the cameras on seemed
to enhance engagement with the lesson materials and with their peers,
and, for faculty, it helped to diminish the fatigue associated with
teaching to black boxes on a computer screen.

"Even after just five minutes of talking to black boxes I was tired, and I
had never felt that when I was teaching face-to-face," said LaRochelle.

Finally, the research team suspects online office hours may be here to
stay, beyond the coronavirus pandemic, since they offer both students
and educators the opportunity to connect from wherever they happen to
be at the time. Many of the students interviewed actually seemed to
prefer the online option.

And while this early paper is an important step in generating discussion
and new ideas in the field amidst the ongoing pandemic, Cirillo
reiterated that the work is far from over.

"This is just one idea, based on early interview data," she said. "We are
working on other studies that look at the full range of interviews from
the end of the spring 2020 semester, as well as data on what students and
student teachers consider most challenging about learning and teaching
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mathematics online."

  More information: Cirillo et al., An Innovative Early Field
Experience for Preservice Secondary Teachers: Early Results from
Shifting to an Online Model. Journal of Technology and Teacher
Education (2020). www.learntechlib.org/primary/p/216305/.
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