John Paul Mynott

University of Aberdeen*

E-mail: john.mynott@abdn.ac.uk
ORCID: 0000-0002-8714-6525

Katrina Foy

University of Aberdeen*
E-mail: kfoy@abdn.ac.uk
ORCID:0000-0002-1789-4536

Faye Hendry

University of Aberdeen *

E-mail: faye.hendry@abdn.ac.uk
ORCID: 0000-0002-1470-9681

Lorna Stewart

University of Aberdeen*

E-mail: lorna.stewart@abdn.ac.uk
ORCID: 0000-0003-2757-2693

KWARTALNIK PEDACOGICZNY

2021 NUMER 4(262)

ISSN 0023-5938

e-ISSN 2657-6007

Creative Commons: Uznanie autorstwa 7.0 PL (CC BY)
DOI: hrrps://doi.org/10.71758/26%7-6007 .kp.2021-4.6

Virtual Observations: A Situational Analysis
of a Technological Response to Practicum
Assessment During a Pandemic**

Summary

In response to the Covid-19 pandemic, virtual observations were introduced to assess student
teachers, in a Scottish Initial Teacher Education (ITE) department. This research critically
reflects on the usage of these virtual observations as they were deployed on a large scale to
meant the emergency requirements of teacher education during a pandemic. Using Grounded
Theory as a qualitative frame (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016), this research employs Clarke’s (2005)
situational analysis to provide insights into how effective virtual observations are in the
assessment of teaching practicum. The research methods involved the collation of individual,

* King’s College, Aberdeen AB24 3FX, United Kingdom
** The publication was financed by the University of Warsaw.



VIRTUAL OBSERVATIONS: A SITUATIONAL ANALYSIS... 117

written, critical reflections from 17 Practicum Tutors who used video to assess student
teacher competency. These pieces of reflective writing were then thematically analysed and
the resulting coding used to identify commonalities and trends. The importance of the
skilled observer, the value of visual information, and the use of supplementary information
were significant themes that emerged through the analysis. Overall, the effectiveness of
virtual observations is confirmed, but caveats on its use remain. These caveats sit alongside
questions of how virtual observation might be used in the future. Exploring the use of virtual
observations as an assessment tool, at scale, gives this paper a unique situation, and its
analysis adds to the knowledge base for virtual observations and how they can be used within
teacher education.

Keywords: video observation/ivirtual observation, teacher education, school practicum,
pandemic

Introduction

The Coronavirus Pandemic (Covid-19) had a significant impact on Scottish
education, including Initial Teacher Education (ITE). Schools closed to in-
person teaching in March 2020, and pupils were educated online during the
Summer Term. As pupils returned to schools, in-person, in August 2020,
restrictions on who could visit schools continued and this meant that, for
reasons of safety and practicality, the traditional approach of in-person
observation visits of student teachers on placement required adaptation.
Consequently, while student teachers were able to undertake their practicum
placements in schools, innovation was necessary to ensure that the
assessments on their practicum placements could be undertaken in the
academic year 2020/21.

In-person observations would usually be undertaken by Practicum Tutors
employed by the University, and these observations form part of the
assessments needed to ensure that student teachers meet the Standard for
Provisional Registration (SPR) with the General Teacher Council of Scotland
(GTCS) (GTCS, 2012). Student teachers then move into a year of probation
following satisfactory completion of their Initial Teacher Education programme.
The assessed observation by the Practicum Tutor forms part of the requirement
used to ensure that a student teacher is ready to move into their probationary
year. As a result, seeing the student teacher teach is a key assessment
opportunity. This meant that any innovative substitute for in-person
observations would need to enable university tutors to see student teachers
in practice, without infringing on the Covid-19 restrictions in place in schools.
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For the University of Aberdeen’s Initial Teacher Education department, virtual
observations were trialed as a solution, as video recordings would enable
university lecturers to observe and assess student teachers in practice without
physically attending schools.

Literature Review

Johnson (2020) identifies that school placements (synonyms include:
practicum, internships, school-experience, school-based practice/training) are
one of the elements of ITE that is recognisable globally. In Scotland teacher
education is led by higher education institutions and school placements are
a mandatory part of the any initial teacher education course (Johnson, 2020;
Scottish Parliament, 2017). While there is uniformity of student teachers
undertaking school placements, the reasons for these placements are varied.
Developing reflective practice (Mtika, 2011); preparing to teach pupils with
diverse needs and backgrounds (Graham, MacDougall, Robson, & Mtika, 2019)
and understanding broader responsibilities of members of the teacher
community (Zeichner, 2010) are all examples of how school placements can
develop student teachers. While student teachers can develop in different
ways and placement experiences can vary (Johnson, 2020) an aspect that is
consistent for all student teachers in Scotland is an assessment of their
placement, against their teacher standards, by a Practicum Tutor.

Much previous research on the use of virtual observations focuses on
video as a formative assessment tool for pre-service or in-service teachers
(Hannafin, Shepherd, & Polly, 2010; Liang, 2015). However, little research has
been conducted on the effectiveness of video observations as a summative
assessment process in ITE. The few recent studies which do consider virtual
observation as a summative assessment tool primarily discuss live streaming
(Admiraal, Hoeksma, van de Kamp, & van Duin, 2011; Dyke, Harding,
& Liddon, 2008; Mac Mahon, O’Gradaigh, & Ni Ghuidhir, 2019; O’Gradaigh,
Connolly, Mac Mahon, Agnew, & Poole, 2021) as opposed to recording to
a secure online platform, as this paper considers. Moreover, video observations
had not been used in Scotland as a summative tool in ITE prior to Covid-19,
nor does existing research consider its usage on this scale. The 2020/21 cohort
of students from Aberdeen University on practicum and requiring in-practice
observation, was over 500 students. As such, there were many unknowns,
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from practical applications of virtual observation at scale, to permissions for
recording and data-handling. The ITE department worked in collaboration with
its partner Local Authorities (LAs), where student teachers were placed for
practicums, to establish a Video Observation Protocol (Appendix A) that would
enable video observation to be used in schools during the pandemic, in order
to support the observation and assessment of student teachers. This protocol
was a compromise around what was necessary: observing the student teacher
teaching in practice, seeing their relationship with the class, and observing
their decisions in practice. This had to be balanced against ensuring compliance
with data protection of individuals and ensuring consent had been given for
those who were featured in the videos. As a result of this compromise, it
was agreed that only the student teachers would be filmed for the video
observations with no pupils to be included in the recording. This is a key
difference from much of the body of literature relating to video observation,
in which pupils or students are often included in the recordings (Baecher,
McCormack, & Kung, 2014; Dyke, Harding, & Liddon, 2008; Mitchell, Marsh,
Hobson, & Sorensen, 2010), though issues around privacy have also been
raised by other studies (Dyke et al., 2008; Liang, 2015; Mac Mahon et al., 2019;
O’Gradaigh et al., 2021).

The distinctiveness of this version of video observation, the fact that it
was undertaken in a Scottish context as a method of summative assessment,
and the scale of the usage of video observation, are original contributions
of this research. The analysis that follows will explore considerations of how,
and to what extent, virtual observation can be used as an assessment aide in
Initial Teacher Education.

Methodology

To explore the situation within our research, the research team sought
the views of any Practicum Tutors who had undertaken video observations
during the autumn of 2020. Following ethical approval, the researchers asked
for informed consent and a written reflection. These written reflections
responded to some prompt questions designed to encourage reflection (Galleta,
2013) about the virtual observation process. Tutors were under no obligation
to reply, but 17 tutors provided written reflections that were considered in
this research. All reflections offered were anonymised on receipt and only the
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corresponding researcher was aware of the initial identities of each reflection.
This was a decision taken to support anonymisation of the writers, but also
to ensure that the research team were able to analyse the reflections based on
the detail contained within them, rather than any wider interactions they had
with individual tutors in their daily work within the Initial Teacher Education
department. While this anonymisation also supported diminishing researcher
bias, the research team were part of the implementation team responsible for
the virtual observations and keen to review the results to consider potential
future uses, beyond a pandemic response.

As the context, scale and version of video observation are unique, the
research team considered it important not to pre-empt any emergent key
themes or findings; as such, Grounded Theory was selected as the qualitative
frame (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). Using a situational analysis approach to
grounded theory (Clarke, 2005; Clarke, Friese, & Washburn, 2018), the
research team explored our unique situation — the need to respond to
a pandemic — with an innovative/distinctive approach to observational
assessment. It was important to consider this as a situation which by its very
nature of observing student teachers involved complex relational, spatial, and
temporal ecologies (Clarke et al., 2018). In this complexity, it was important
to consider the data we collated as the ideas and theory evolved (Striibing,
2007). The iterative processes of our approach enabled us to memo and
capture the inferences we make from our data and the situational mapping
enabled us to consider the relationships between our emerging ideas.
Figure 1 indicates the process we undertook to generate our situational analysis.

Independent Open Collaborative Axial
Coding Coding

Independent Reading
of Written Reflections

v

Identification of
Concepts/
Relationships (linked
to research questions)

Collaborative
Theming/ Code —
Selection

= Further Questions

Figure 1. Process of coding analysis
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The initial reading and coding of the written reflections was first
undertaken individually by each researcher. The four researchers then met
to compare and refine the codes collaboratively into axial codes (Kolb, 2012).
Once the axial coding was completed, the research team collectively grouped
these axial codes into broader themes. Each of the axial codes and therefore
the themes had a positive and negative dimension. For example, a Practicum
Tutor may have reflected that audio was essential to understanding the whole
lesson (positive dimension) or buffering made the audio quality poor and the
observation hard to follow (negative dimension). Identifying the dimensions
enabled the research team to explore each code and any negative cases (Kolb,
2012) which contrasted with other findings. This in turn helped them validate
the emerging findings from their coded analysis.

From these codes the research team collaboratively generated situational
messy maps (Clarke, 2005; Clarke et al., 2018). Memoing was used throughout
the process to record decision making (Birks, Chapman, & Francis, 2008).
From these messy maps and memoing, the team was able to refine and align
the axial codes to then explore them further through our ordered maps (Clarke
et al., 2018). The initial messy maps were significant in the situational analysis
as they enabled the research team to explore the prevalence of each axial code.
Understanding the prevalence of each code through the discussion of the
messy maps helped to further refine understanding of the participant responses.

Building on this understanding, the research team used Clarke’s (2003)
ordered maps to further explore the relationships between the codes. The
discussion surrounding this helped to reveal, through memoing, the relational
links (Clarke, 2003) which deepened the understanding of each code within
each theme. Glaser (2004) suggests that memoing is straightforward, yet it is in
this capture that significant relationships between the coded data can emerge.
The team recorded their memoing and referred to this in their discussions
around the data. As this was done, they noted how themes evolved. Each
evolution involved further checking back to the original data sources to ensure
all points could be supported by the initial Practicum Tutor reflections.

In line with the grounded theory approach taken, the discussions and
memoing continued until the links and comparisons had been exhausted.
At this point five themes emerged: Visuals; Time; Pedagogy; Effectiveness of
Assessment and Future Uses. Each of the themes and their final map will be
shared in the results section, with the Effectiveness of Assessment being
addressed in the concluding sections of the paper.
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Findings

The maps generated from the discussions, memoing and reflection on
the participant data are included in the result section. This is to enable the
reader the opportunity to see how diverse and coherent the different themes
were. Positive and negative dimensions were identified for each theme and this
section will describe the maps to reveal the key points that will be furthered
in the discussion and conclusion. Some of these points are clearly identified in
more than one map.

Visuals

limited — Not a comparison to in

Absence of pupil work

\ person \
/_\ Could not see pupils/ pupil
@ce on audio learning \
LA restrictions GDPR
\ Pedagogies of Covid-19 )

Sense of being in room was ‘_\
missing

Who was in the room?

Camera position important

/ had to look at the teacher What you watched was

Fewer options to choose indicative of the student

focus in observation Student/ ST needed to tell

us more information __Jneed to supplement

N

enough evidence

where audio was lower e :
alitysiewas negstive additional resources in the
q 4 \ room helped \

planning

not being able to see.

not the same as in person Work was different/
~ difficult (linked to pupil slides
difference between functionality and best practice engagement)

Figure 2. Map of theme: Visuals

The overall theme of this first section is the importance of visuals. Initially
in the coding and memoing, the key ideas in this theme seemed to be related
to audio. The initial impression and the initial codes gave examples of positive
codes for audio being useful or problematic. This suggested that participating
tutors were indicating that audio was particularly important to virtual
observations and when audio quality was poorer, this impeded their ability to
undertake their observation. However, as we explored the negative dimensions
of the audio codes it became clear that the reliance on audio was not solely
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indicative of the poorer audio quality, but was a response to the limitations
of visuals, under the observation protocol used. The participants’ articulation of
the positive and negative codes for audio showed that there was an absence
of information that the tutors would normally get from an in-person
observation. Namely, that the tutor’s viewpoint was restricted to the teacher
and the front of the classroom. The negative dimensions in audio of buffering,
poor sound quality or background noise impacting on the observer’s ability
to hear the lesson, showed that the tutors were reliant on audio to supplement
the reduction of visual information, regularly available when observing in-
person. Therefore, a transition in this theme took place as the ordered maps
were generated, with the original theme of audio being replaced by visuals as
the dominant theme linked to this set of codes.

The first of these was the importance of positioning the recording device.
In the map this has multiple dimensions within the codes. The visibility of
the teacher, the teaching and the whiteboard being used, alongside how
much of the classroom audio could be heard, were important aspects for the
observing tutors:

Tutor K: The camera positions used by the students varied. Most helpful were positions which
enabled me to see the student and any presentation they had on the whiteboard.

Where there was poorer recording quality there were more negative codes:

Tutor H: The camera angle in some made it difficult particularly if a student was moving
around the classroom. That then impacted on sound.

and more discussion of reliance on visuals and playback features:

Tutor C: The quality of some recordings left a lot to be desired.
Tutor L: Being able to pause and rewind the lesson to review certain aspects was particularly
useful... at times when I didn’t hear or fully digest what was said.

There was also a need to use supplementary information such as reflective
conversations with the student and their in-practice, supporter teacher;
documentation in the placement file; and/ or email correspondence, to broaden
the information the observing tutor used to make their assessment:

Tutor L: The virtual observation process was particularly successful because of the other
elements that fed into it — for example, reading student lesson plans before watching the video;
reading student digital [practicum] files before watching the video...
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Tutor G: Alongside lesson plan evaluations and weekly review discussions with the student and
Class Teacher, 1 felt I was able to make accurate assessments.

Tutor J: The emphasis on the post-lesson discussion is intensified in the [virtual] approach.

Tutor H: I feel quite confident that I was able to assess the students using [online platform]
alongside the other evidence available.

The need for supplementary information is echoed in the questions that
emerged from the observing tutors’ comments around a lack of clarity of who
else was in the room, supporting or observing the observation. Were the
audible pupil responses reflective of the wider classroom or not? While these
queries were not only related to visuals, it was the limitation of visuals
available, to the observing tutor, that drew these into question.

Time

The second theme was time. Time was a theme present from the initial
codes, and one that evolved through situational analysis. Initially the themes
for time were simplistic: did virtual observation save time? The positive and
negative dimensions of this were explored. However, as the mapping of the
axial codes took place a more nuanced perspective of time emerged.

Savings and challenges
Flexibility to review/ watch
when it suited you

It didn't save that much
- i \ time —\Dld it save time?
Could :-? \n;tual visit be / Video did save time
il “~ Future use / p

travel savings

Meetings in between visits

What do we use it for you cou.ld rewatch
and how do we use \ something \
it?

o Students could watch and
Students could have more revisit their practice.

choice of what/ when they

Are students
disadvantaged by this? - as
a difference to in-person

recorded
Did video usage make it /—\
Use of additional harder with workload? X
No time away from other
information took time ; A
roles during visits
Onerous paper trails via Digital files eased workload
Feedback as timely email

Figure 3. Map of theme: Time
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As stated, there was the sense, in the initial codes, that virtual observation
might save time. Positive coding around travel (e.g., from Tutors F and )J)
indicated that travelling time was reduced:

Tutor F: This system was efficient and time effective...and gave greater flexibility.

This discussion of reduction of travel correlates with findings of previous
research (Bolton, 2010; Liang, 2015; Mac Mahon et al.,, 2019; O’Gradaigh
et al., 2021). Tutors did not need to travel around the North-East of Scotland,
and instead could watch their recordings on their computers and visit the
student via video link to undertake the feedback conversation. Furthermore,
the recordings could be viewed at a time which suited the tutors, which differs
from the findings of previous studies in which live-streaming was used (Dyke
et al., 2008; Hannafin et al., 2010; Mac Mahon et al., 2019; O’Gradaigh et al.,
2021), affording even more flexibility.

On the other hand, negative coding around workload suggested that time
saved in travel was consumed as virtual observations took additional time, due
to the preparation of supplementary information. Onerous digital paper trails
and the need to be in frequent communication with the student on placement
were examples of this additional workload.

Tutor H: A few recordings were too long (well over an hour) and when the student hadn’t
highlighted which part to watch that meant having to view the whole recording.
Tutor C: Some students recorded absolutely everything lasting up to 1 hour and 20 minutes.

However, this coding was isolated and certainly not universal, appearing
in three participating tutor reflections (C, A & H). The relational analysis of the
ordered maps suggested that a wider aspect of this might be flexibility or
perceived flexibility of time and workload.

The flexibility of time stemmed from some individuals placing value on
them being able to decide on what work they did and when, organising this
around their responsibilities and other commitments.

Tutor H: No need to travel and able to view several videos in one day.

Whereas others indicated that they were being asked to do more work
than if they were conducting in-person observations when there would
normally have been an easement of other meetings. Using virtual observation,
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the dimensions of that fixed time are changed, so that recordings are more
flexible.

Tutor F: This system was efficient and time effective in that recording the lesson gave the
students and the observers greater flexibility as there was not the need to match up school timetables
with academic timetables.

The observer can watch the recording at a time that suits them and their
wider working patterns, and the student teacher is able to select a lesson
that they would like to share with their tutor. However, it is noted in the
analysis that this flexibility also could impact on the timeliness of feedback as
recordings and observations might be undertaken over a period of days, as
opposed to within a morning/afternoon allocated time slot for an in-person visit.

Pedagogy

The third theme relates to pedagogy and was a theme that emerged
through situational analysis. In the initial coding this theme was identified as
being tutor preferences towards specific pedagogy or the absence of pupil
interactions being observed. Johnston (2020) problematises pedagogy within
practicum placements as he discusses how students adapt to suit the school
setting they are in.

Was this due to Covid-19?

~

Pedagogy was different
_ L Pedagogy
Was this due to video

usage? Were there age/stage/ -
subject challenges/ Personal perspectives on
affordances? pedagogy
Worked ok in upper stages/
some secondary subjects Saw one side of pedagogy Some tutors did not like

the pedagogy used due to
\ video/ restrictions

Questioning, you could
hear questions, but not
necessarily see/ hear

You knew key parts from
the video but needed to
rely on wider skills to infer

. . response

Pupil learning cannot be Some pupil responses
seen in relation to could be heard which
pedagogy supported assessments

Harder to evidence this

Figure 4. Map of theme: Pedagogy
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During the coronavirus pandemic, pedagogical choices were more limited.
Teaching was usually done from the front of the class and with little moving
amongst the pupils. The changes were made to mitigate infection, but these
changes would have been another difference between the Practicum Tutors’
previous in-person observation and the virtual observations of 2020-21.

Exploration of this through discussion in the situational analysis indicated
that these initial codes were related, and that there was a question about
whether Covid-19 and/or the protocol of virtual observations had impacted
on pedagogy of the way the student teachers were teaching in their observed
sessions. The answer to this was not within the data set, but it was clear from
the coding that pedagogy was important to the observing tutors. It is noted
in 5 positive and 9 negative codes throughout the responses.

One of the prevalent aspects of these codes was in the negative responses
which indicated the absence of the pupils in the recordings, making it harder
to ascertain their responses, or involvement in the lesson. This notion of one-
sided pedagogy emerged and indicates a limitation in the protocol that was
used. Audio was useful in surmounting this absence to a degree, but
supplementary information was required to fill in gaps around pupil responses
to teaching, and around pupil behaviour, where this was not clear in the audio
of the recording.

Tutor E: I found it very hard to gauge pupil engagement in learning, other than through
guessing questions that were answered by the teacher. However, the video was able to capture a ‘sense’
of the classroom, aspects of the layout of desks, the pace and tone of the teacher.

Again, the need to see more than just the student teacher was apparent.
If the Practicum Tutors had been able to see more, they would have had to
infer less.

It was within the relational discussion that it became clearer that there
was an element of the need for tutors to infer from the information and use
their expertise and experience to bridge the differing information sources. How
confident each individual tutor felt with this is explored in the fourth theme.

Future Uses

Building on the questions of the three themes discussed, the situational
analysis presented a fourth theme of future uses. This theme was present in
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initial codes, but these codes were isolated to specific participating tutors.
Tutors D, E, F G and M drew on the advantages, benefits, and potential
of the virtual observations contextually. Therefore, while this is a pertinent
theme, the results for this theme are validated by a smaller group of
participating tutors and further exploration would be useful to consider the
potential future uses of virtual observations. The three groups of codes within
this theme indicate that there is potentially a role for virtual observations as
a formative assessment tool, that it can support flexibility in saving time and
travel, and that it needs to be considered in relation to student experience.

Visit can be de- Categories of uses —

Rt S eaniba personalised (reflection vs assessment)

harder especially if there is

LG

Student experiences Maybe this is a formative
support rather than a
summative assessment.

/ Time and flexibility
As assessment is against

No ST and student informal
conversations

SPR needs to see pupils in

classrooms )
links to see the learning

Deal with the remoteness
or placement locations

Figure 5. Map of theme: Future Uses

Tutor F: When students are progressing well, we should consider the first assessment as being
virtual to reduce workload.

Tutor D: I think there is an ongoing role for video in student teacher placements. Maybe this is
more for the student teachers, or for us to work with them in a more formative way, but I think there
is potential to help us work with students more when they are in placement through video.

The potential of virtual observations as a formative tool links relationally
to the confidence and preferences of the Practicum Tutors. Ideas exemplified
by Tutor D and Tutor Q suggest that with adaptations there is certainly
a future use both as an emergency response or as a formative tool that can
be used to support student teachers in understanding their own teaching in
greater depth:
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Tutor Q: I would suggest this is one useful tool for student assessment, particularly in certain
circumstance where students are in remote locations or the prevailing weather is causing disruption
to visits.

This correlates with other research which recognises the value of virtual
observations as a formative tool (Liang, 2015; Mac Mahon et al., 2019) and/or
which suggests virtual observations might be used to supplement, rather than
to replace, in-person visits (Bolton, 2010; Mac Mahon et al., 2019; O’Gradaigh
et al.,, 2021). Therefore, the overall effectiveness of virtual observations is
important to consider, and then the application of how virtual observations
might offer additional options or advantages to traditional in-person visits
needs to be considered.

Discussion

Building on the findings of each of the themes, the discussion will focus
on the links between themes and how these then relate to the pertinent
question: Are virtual observations an effective student teacher assessment
method?

Supplementary information

Throughout the analysis the role of supplementary information was
reinforced. In the context of these virtual observations, the Practicum Tutors
used supplementary information to adjust for absences in the visuals they
could usually access when assessing student teachers in-person. Supplementary
information was therefore useful in aiding the Practicum Tutors to feel
confident in their assessments of the student teachers.

Tutor O: It was also very difficult to see how work was being differentiated and how individual
needs were being met. | was reliant on the lesson plan and the student’s reflections to find more
information about these areas.

Indeed, as Tutor O reveals, where gaps existed in the visual information,
Practicum tutors were able to use the wider documentation prepared by the
student teacher to help determine where each student was in relation to
the Standard for Provisional Registration (GTCS, 2012). Different documents
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were useful to Practicum Tutors depending on what they needed to explore,
and thus the importance of the Practicum Tutor being sufficiently experienced
and skilled became evident.

The skill of the Practicum Tutor was also emphasised in the relational
aspects of the virtual observation where the Practicum Tutors could use an
online conversation with the student teacher and their in-school supporter
teacher to find out more about their practice and how they were meeting the
relevant standards.

Tutor N: The video was only one part of the evidence I deployed to assess each student. The
most important part of the process involved the learning conversation with the student based on
their documentation, conversation with the teacher and the video.

This element of discussion about the supplementary information mirrors
practice when Practicum Tutors would visit schools in-person. It reflects that
observation is only part of the complexity of the classroom (Hannafin et al.,
2010; O’Leary, 2017) and that it is important to contextualise and use additional
information to form a more balanced assessment. This shows that virtual
observations, when used as assessments, have similarities to in-person versions.
It is not possible to see everything needed to make an assessment against
the relevant standards in one observation, so supplementary information is
required. Therefore, the need for supplementary information does not diminish
the effectiveness of virtual observations, but it does pose some questions that
need further exploration.

Dimensions of time saving

Time as a linked theme relates to travel time, workload time for Practicum
Tutors, timetabling in schools and processing time. In the findings we found
that this was often a polarised dimension with some tutors seeing savings
and advantages to the virtual method and others seeing challenges and
disadvantages. From a sustainability perspective, time reductions in travel
would also see increased time for Practicum Tutors to undertake other work-
related tasks. As Tutor F suggests, this is advantageous to employers and
potentially to the Practicum Tutors themselves. However, relationally, building
relationships and gaining job satisfaction from being in the live teaching space
are far more challenging using virtual observations.
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Tutor C: From the tutor’s point of view there was very little job satisfaction in this whole
process. Live visits to school are the most enjoyable part of the job and interactions with both
students and pupils make the whole thing worthwhile.

Therefore, the advantages of flexibility, reduced travel and associated
costs need to be weighed against relationships and experiences. Crucially,
understanding more about virtual observations from a student teacher
perspective would be important as this could help further clarify the position
virtual observations could occupy in any future teacher education programmes.

Importance of checking quality and positioning of recording

The visuals and audio in a recording matter to the Practicum Tutor. Where
negative experiences were encountered, it was frequently linked to poor
visuals or interrupted audio. If a protocol like the one used in this research
was to be enacted in future visits, the visuals and audio of each recording
would need to be secure. This is because the absent elements relating to the
interplay of pedagogical approaches (e.g., seeing pupils answer questions)
need a sufficient level of recording quality in order to enable the experience
and skilled Practicum Tutor to analyse and comprehend the information and
check this against supplementary documentation. Poorer quality recordings
inhibit this process. So, it would be important in future virtual observations
to spend time with the student teachers explaining in greater depth the
importance of these elements, so that they practise and improve the overall
quality of their recordings.

The importance of a skilled observer with relevant experience and expertise

Virtual observations depend on skilled observers. This is reflected in
Hannafin et al. (2010), and emphasises that a key element of the virtual
observation process is the Practicum Tutor. The virtual observations in this
research relied on experienced and expert Practicum Tutors who discerned,
inferred, and comprehended the virtual information they were given. This is
similar to other research (Admiraal et al., 2011) which shows assessors are able
to use their skill and prior experience to effectively bridge elements that were
less clear by linking to supplementary information located in the paperwork
that the student teachers provided, or through discussion with the student
teacher or the teacher supporting them in their practicum.
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Tutor O: I was reliant on the lesson plan and student’s reflections to find our more information.
Tutor Q: In conjunction with the weekly review form... discussions with students and teachers,
allowed for an accurate assessment to be made.

While the Practicum Tutors themselves did not suggest that they were
able to undertake virtual observations because of their experience and skill, it
was clear in the situational analysis that this was an important contextual
factor. Due to the Practicum Tutors being qualified and experienced teachers,
they were able to see and draw effective assessments from the information
the virtual observations gave them and then use supplementary information to
further justify and evidence their assessments. As such the importance of the
skills observer should not be underestimated.

Summary

Considering the effectiveness of Virtual Observations is key to the
situational analysis of this paper. The map below shows the overall
considerations. These build on the points made in the discussion about
technique, time and supplementary information.

Confidence is not always But people felt confident Face-to-face useful
expressed by tutors

~ \ Don't like it but it did work!
\ \ Surprised at how confident /

| felt Effective assessment
assessment /) Effective with other

time to look at it more information
Did it need its own Could be scrutinized in /
documents? more detail? \ Don't we always use other
\ Avre all visits just a

Effectiveness of

information
&
Looked in more detail at snapshot?
plan and documents o
shared Time and flexibility Visits are supplemented
) always with additional

information
Value of the lesson plan

Reliance on ST or student

. teacher to fill in gaps
Could help with student resources and lesson plans
reflections he'REd' butithe stiident/ Negative pupil learning not
pupil responses were less ;
evidenced

clear \Tﬁjﬁissing completely

Figure 6. Map of theme: Effectiveness of Assessment
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Virtual observations can be used effectively as a method of undertaking
student teacher assessments while the student teacher is in placement.
However, the effectiveness of these observations depends on specific caveats.

The first of these caveats is that the information the Practicum Tutor has
available is different from traditional in-person observations. This means that
the Practicum Tutor needs to be a skilled practitioner, familiar with classroom
practices, in order to explore the supplementary information available to them;
this enables them to ascertain where the student teacher is in relation to the
standards against which they are being assessed. Tutor Q summarised this
well by saying that the virtual observation should be seen in conjunction
with wider documentation to provide an insight into how the student teacher
is performing.

The second caveat is that the visuals — what the observer is seeing —
are important. The more the tutor can see, the more information they have.
Restrictions due to the need to implement a large-scale system of virtual
observation during an international pandemic meant that it was more
productive to focus on a usable system. Yet, in hindsight, continuing to reach
agreement on data protection matters, so that all pupils could be observed,
would have improved the visual information for the Practicum Tutor, which
could, in turn, have supported them in exercising their professional expertise.
This would have reduced the need to rely as heavily on audio, additional
supplementary documentation or the teacher support the student teacher
in the classroom. However, improvements to the visuals will not detract from
the wider supplementary information, which this research has shown to
maintain its own importance in the assessment process, but will add to it.

Overall, virtual observations were effective, as a pandemic measure. While
improvements can be made to how recordings are generated, the Practicum
Tutors were able to exercise their professional expertise and skill to effectively
assess the student teachers against the relevant standards. There is also a lot
of future potential that should be explored in relation to virtual observations
in Scotland. Reductions in travel, time saving, and flexibility are some key
areas this research has identified. Further to this, Practicum Tutors identify
that virtual observations could become a formative process where student
teachers are encouraged to engage actively with their own development: this
underlines the potential that needs to be explored and the relative confidence
some of the Practicum Tutors had in using virtual observations.
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Appendix A: Extract from Protocol for Virtual Observations

How a visit will take place

The diagram below sets out the process that the virtual tutor visit will
go through. This process ensures that the same amount of support, time and
care goes into each student assessment. Timings are flexible so the process can
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be done in one day or over a couple of days depending on the different time

constraints the tutor and school-based staff have.

Student teacher submits
relevant paperwork to
visiting tutor prior to lesson
recording

Student teacher and
teacher support agree on
lesson to be recorded and

lesson plan is confirmed

Lesson is recorded.
This automatically
uploads to IRIS

\

Student and school-based
support (or teacher regent)
review lesson and agree
for it to be submitted

Tutor receives lesson
recording and completes
evaluation

Tutor and school-based
support video call to
discuss lesson and student

to visiting tutor

v

Tutor and student
video call to discuss
observation and placement

School-based support joins
video call and feedback,
advice and support is shared

Video recording is deleted

Figure 7. Flowchart of virtual observations

Who will receive a virtual tutor visit?

Initially virtual tutor visits will take place for students studying on the
PGDE Primary/ DLite Primary/ PGDE Secondary and MA Primary Education
programmes. If the Covid-19 advice changes, it is possible for all programmes
to have a virtual tutor visit, but priority for in-person visits remains as outlined
in the rationale.

Safeguarding

The [online platform] system is a secure system and the protocol set out
will enable a school leader to review and check any recordings made in school
prior to them being shared with the university tutor. With all videos being
deleted after assessment is completed.

As with an in-person visit, if a visiting tutor has any welfare or
safeguarding concerns, they will raise these with the relevant member of the
school’s leadership team.
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Connectivity

Where there are connectivity challenges, [online platform] will upload as
the connectivity returns. If there are connectivity challenges will endeavour
to undertake an in-person visit/alternative approach.

Permission

Before a virtual observation approach can be undertaken, we need to gain
the appropriate permissions for each of the partnership local authorities. We
hope that this protocol helps explain the reasoning behind adopting a virtual
approach for some of our tutor visits this year, as they will reduce the number
of people visiting schools in the autumn and winter of 2020.

The university will be the data holder and so local authorities and privacy
notices will be issued by the university.





