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ABSTRACT 
 

Virtual Schooling (VS) for secondary students using distance technologies 
has increased rapidly with the growth of online learning, including e-
learning in New Zealand schools. Although VS requires a special set of 
teaching methods, teacher education programmes rarely include this new 
mode of schooling. Even less has been offered in terms of field experience. 
This paper describes a pilot virtual field experience that enabled future 
teachers to observe how an exemplary VS teacher taught her course using 
blended technologies in the USA. Future teachers’ reflections revealed that 
they had overcome misperceptions in coming to the realisation that VS 
brought education into more learners’ spaces and places. 

 
 
INTRODUCTION 
 
In the USA Virtual Schooling (VS) for primary and secondary students developed with 
the Internet and is increasing exponentially within many states and school districts 
(Watson & Ryan, 2007; Roblyer, 2008). In 2007, 42 out of the 50 US states had virtual 
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schools offering online learning courses and Florida Virtual School has become a 
district in its own right. Distance learning in Australia has included adaptation to an 
online mode by the Virtual Schooling Service (Davis & Niederhauser, 2005). In New 
Zealand there are 20 e-learning clusters of schools that increase opportunities for rural 
youth (Wenmouth, 2005). According to the V.E.N report (Browning, 2005, page 3) 
“What is evolving is a new form of “blended education” which draws on the 
methodologies of both face-to-face and distance education.”   

 

However, virtual schooling is contentious and it is important to note that there are 
misconceptions about the professional and organisational development required (Davis 
& Rose, 2007), as well as equity issues (Rose & Blomeyer, 2007). There is evidence of 
changed roles in virtual classrooms such that a distant VS teacher is supported by other 
educators including a VS site facilitator in the student’s school (Harms et al, 2006; 
Davis & Niederhauser, 2007). For example, Florida Virtual School significantly 
increased student retention when it required that each student was supported by a VS 
site facilitator and Hannum (in press) provides evidence of  a significant increase in the 
quality of VS student experience when VS site facilitators receive training in how 
students learn online. In New Zealand Lai and Pratt (2005) evaluated developing 
practice in one of the first e-learning clusters  “OtagoNet”, and found that 
videoconference technology challenged teachers who took time to develop more 
effective pedagogical approaches. An overview of activity and challenges in New 
Zealand is included in the 2006 review of VS by Susan Patrick and Alison Powell 
(2006). Although this new mode of schooling is contentious (Patrick et al, 2007), not 
least in the changes that it may provoke in the funding of public education, it is 
happening. This paper addresses the gap that is developing between teacher preparation 
and twenty first century schooling, namely the lack of attention to VS as a mode of 
secondary education. 
 
New Zealand’s programmes of pre-service teacher education are similar to those in the 
USA. In New Zealand a number of teacher education providers have embraced and even 
in some cases developed on-line learning technologies in order to enhance the distance 
delivery of their pre-service teacher education programmes, such as the innovative 
“Interact” online learning management system developed by the Christchurch College 
of Education (which is now part of the College of Education in the University of 
Canterbury). As a result student teachers have experience of learning through ICT. 
However, the modes of education studied only to relate to traditional classroom based 
teaching and do not include online learning. To date in New Zealand there has been no 
attempt to include into programmes of initial teacher education the pedagogies required 
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for teaching in a virtual school or e-learning environment. In the opinion of the New 
Zealand author, this situation may reflect both an acknowledgement of the need for e-
learning in order to reach isolated students scattered across a rugged and sparsely 
populated country, whilst at the same time signalling a deep seated preference for a face 
to face education based upon a shared classroom culture and an emphasis on social 
interaction.  
 
In New Zealand the use of ICT to reach isolated learners faces an added frustration. The 
infrastructure needed to support ICT technologies also struggles to reach isolated 
communities. Whilst the urban areas of New Zealand contain the infrastructure, 
hardware, software and expertise required to engage in on-line learning, the more 
isolated regions of New Zealand arguably in most need of on-line learning opportunities 
are less well equipped. 
 
Traditionally teacher education has placed a very high value on various forms of 
supervised field experience. In New Zealand these are interspersed between blocks of 
time devoted to theory based courses. Extended practicum experiences tend to increase 
over time in the level of complexity and challenge until the student teacher is 
responsible for the learning of a whole class. In addition, shorter episodes of field 
experience assist students to contextualise their theory learning. In recent years the 
inclusion of field experiences, which used to include demonstration lessons viewed 
behind one way mirrors, has declined and has largely been replaced by the use of in-
class video to enable a similar kind of guided observation.  Knowles & Cole (1996: 659) 
explain that “Field experiences provide pre-service teachers with their first realisation 
that schools, as professional communities, are made up of numerous persons in various 
roles: students, parents, administrators, professional and non professional support staff 
and other teachers in the schools as well as members of the professional community at 
large.” They also emphasize the importance of expanding preexisting views beyond the 
act of teaching into the complexity of interrelated activities undertaken by educators in 
schools while recognising that future teachers bring misconceptions from their personal 
histories that need to be challenged and corrected. Field experience in Virtual 
Schooling, as a new mode of education emerging in twenty-first century schools, has 
the potential to further expand student teachers’ understanding of the diversity of roles 
in education (Davis & Niederhauser, 2007). The novelty of VS also provides the 
opportunity to make the familiar strange in a way that challenges misconceptions by 
provoking deeper reflection and learning. 
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Field experience forms part of a learning sequence that scaffolds the transition to a 
teaching role as it generally involves the initial observation of an experienced and 
competent teacher role model followed by post observation discussion to clarify and 
usually expand upon the student teacher’s observation insights. When part of a 
practicum, this discussion will often be followed by co-operative planning involving a 
single student and the associate (co-operating) teacher. In the early stages such planning 
will frequently focus upon the needs of a group within the class and, as a result, early 
teaching experiences usually involve teaching a single lesson or series of lessons to a 
group rather than the whole class. Such lessons will often provide the student with the 
opportunity to focus on aspects of lesson delivery such as group management or 
questioning skills.  
 
The use of the term “planning” potentially hides a difference in educational cultures. In 
New Zealand the teacher’s planning role tends to begin at the level of interpreting the 
official curriculum as broadly outlined in the New Zealand Curriculum document. The 
selection of resources and formulation of learning intentions to meet the identified needs 
of learners are important parts of the planning process. As a result of this view of 
teaching there are no mandated text books and curriculum is not directly driven by the 
publisher or state. Extending a New Zealand notion of teaching into the context of on-
line learning would therefore place significant emphasis on the construction of the on-
line (virtual) classroom itself. This would include the selection of the resources it 
contained and the design and sequence of the activities intended to engage the learner. 
In the context of the primary school one consequence of teacher driven curriculum 
construction is that assessment is also less externally controlled. Involvement in 
assessment procedures will also occur as a part of New Zealand teacher education field 
experience and the design of the assessment will also have been part of the student 
teacher’s planning process. The existence of external assessment processes ensure that 
New Zealand Secondary teachers are often more restricted. 
 
To summarize, there is evidence that the new mode of learning online is spreading 
within secondary education, that new complementary roles are emerging, and that 
educators need professional development to ensure a quality learning experience for the 
students involved. Field experience in schools mentored by a cooperating teacher with 
oversight from a university supervisor is an important aspect of preparing future 
teachers for primary and secondary schools and a variety of field experiences are sought 
where possible. However, few future teachers are prepared for online teaching  either 
through theory based courses or through practical field experience. It is worth noting 
that there are very real challenges in observing and gaining field experience when there 
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is no one physical location that contains the students and their teacher. This was the 
challenge addressed by the first two authors. The first author led the creation of one of 
the first virtual field experiences and this pilot project will now be described. 
 
METHODOLOGY 
 
The innovation took place as part of a national project to develop a model for US 
teacher education that includes VS as a model of schooling. The project “Teacher 
Education Goes Into Virtual Schooling” was led by the second author, and within it the 
first author undertook case study research. A virtual field experience was created to 
provide pre-service teachers with opportunities to observe an exemplary virtual teacher 
at work within her virtual classroom. A qualitative case-study methodology was 
employed to gain an in-depth and holistic understanding of the impact of the virtual 
field experience on the participating pre-service teachers and the impact of stakeholders 
on the process of change (Esterberg, 2002; Merriam & Associates, 2002). The primary 
data sources were students’ reflective journals, postings online and discussion forum 
responses to the selected readings. Additionally, the researcher’s journal was used to 
provide additional insights, especially those relating to departmental culture that the 
researcher personally experienced. 
 
A VIRTUAL FIELD EXPERIENCE 
 
An early field experience was created and offered in fall 2007 at Iowa State University 
(ISU) as a one-credit course, which typically involves 15 hours of instruction but which 
in this cases included online instruction plus 20 hours of observation. This early field 
experience offered future teachers the opportunity “to observe and work with real 
students, teachers, and curriculum in natural settings” (Huling, 1998:2), which in this 
case was a virtual high school science course offered simultaneously to different remote 
sites and taught by an exemplary teacher using blended technologies. The university 
one-credit course was created within ISU’s learning management system WebCT. The 
course was divided into ten learning modules that included 24 hours of reading, 
observation and reflective activities. In the early learning modules, the course focused 
on introducing the pre-service teachers to the concept of VS through reading reports and 
documents pertaining to topics such as the national vista of VS, online teaching skills, 
misconceptions, responsibilities of a VS teacher, and legislative issues. Additionally, 
these early modules required pre-service teachers to read about the experience of VS 
from the perspective of the VS student, VS teacher and site coordinator from the Virtual 
High School website (See Day in the Life at http://www.govhs.org/Pages/Welcome-
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Home). These readings helped pre-service teachers to identify their misconceptions as 
well as address some of their concerns about VS as indicated in their reflections below: 
 

At first I believed that virtual schooling could only be used for certain classes and was 

worried about the teacher/student communication as well as the cost of virtual 

schooling. A lot of the concerns that I believed about virtual schooling turned out to be 

myths. And the myths came from just not having the right knowledge about virtual 

schooling. (Pre-service Teacher HH) 

 

Through the readings I have minimized my own fears and anxieties about VS. It was 

amazing to see the statistics about how children are learning through VS. I liked to learn 

as well that VS helps kids who cannot have an actual teacher in their school due to 

budget or just a shortage in teachers. (Pre-service Teacher MO) 

 
As is typical in early field experiences, the course involved the “joint supervision of a 
cooperating teacher… and a university supervisor” (Huling, 1998: 2). The university 
supervisor, who was the first author, coordinated with a VS teacher of Anatomy and 
Physiology from Iowa Learning Online (ILO) (www.iowalearningonline.org) to gain 
access to her ILO WebCT course for lurking privileges. The VS teacher provided each 
pre-service teacher her own login ID and password and listed each  as a teaching 
assistant so they could see not only the student pages but also the teaching tools. 
Lurking activities allowed the pre-service teachers to observe how the high school 
course was organized such as the individual reading assignments and kitchen labs, the 
threaded online discussions, quizzes, and tests. They could also observe each individual 
unit to see how existing internet resources were carefully selected to complement tasks 
designed by the VS teacher. 
 
Observation alone is insufficient for effective learning. Huling (1998) reported that 
“careful guidance and mediation to help candidates focus on critical aspects of 
classroom teaching and interactions and to interpret what they see are necessary for 
candidates to benefit from field experiences” (p.3). Therefore, in addition to the lurking 
activities, the university supervisor and VS teacher also negotiated guided observations 
which were essential for the completion of later learning modules. An early virtual 
meeting was arranged as an introductory session for the pre-service teachers to meet the 
VS teacher. The pre-service teachers met with their university supervisor on ISU 
campus and joined the VS teacher in a group session using Skype’s web-conferencing 
tools. The virtual meeting began with introductions using a webcam at both ends. Later, 
the webcam was replaced with voice chat to reduce technical difficulties. The VS 
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teacher provided an overview of her Anatomy and Physiology course and addressed 
questions ranging from her involvement in VS generally to the navigation of the course 
itself. 
 
A second virtual meeting with the VS teacher provided pre-service teachers the 
opportunity to observe how she conducted her virtual office hours and used them to 
address her students’ questions and concerns, check on their progress, and provide 
demonstrations. This session took place at the Iowa Communication Network (ICN) 
facility (http://www.icn.state.ia.us/), a two-way interactive audio-video system with 
studio classrooms at schools in all Iowa school districts. The preservice teachers met 
with their university supervisor in an ICN room on the ISU campus and were joined by 
the VS teacher to her list of remote sites. This allowed the pre-service teachers to 
observe how the VS teacher managed the technology, i.e. controlled the audio-video 
system to enable students from different remote sites to see her or students from a 
specific site. It also allowed pre-service teachers to observe her pedagogy, i.e. 
demonstrating parts of their curriculum and addressing questions about an upcoming 
experiment. During this observation, pre-service teachers used Skype as a back channel 
communication tool to ask questions which were addressed by the VS teacher when her 
students were working on their units. At the end of the virtual office hour,  15 minutes 
were provided to allow a debrief between the VS teacher and the pre-service teachers. 
The pre-service teachers reported that they found the experience interesting and were 
able to identify skills necessary for effective VS teaching: 
 

The skills that I feel are most important when conducting a smooth office hour include 

certain aspects such as being able to multi-task, and organisation. Throughout the office 

hour we were able to observe the teacher doing multiple activities such as talking to the 

students and asking them questions or answering their questions as well as typing to us 

answering our questions or letting us know important aspects of the office hour, also 

keeping an eye on all of her schools that were present during the office hour. (Pre-

service Teacher HH) 

 
Another important component of this field experience was the on-site observation of a 
regional lab. The VS teacher included quarterly regional labs as part of her online 
course to ensure that students received hands-on experience. Therefore, she arranged 
regional labs in a few locations to allow students from nearby sites to attend. The pre-
service teachers scheduled an observation at their nearest location. Since the pre-service 
teachers’ content area was not science, they were not expected to focus on the 
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experiments. Instead, they were encouraged to talk to the students and the student 
coaches to get a better understanding of their experiences and responsibilities in VS.  
 
Huling (1998) reported that field experiences may include other responsibilities 
including supervising students and grading student work. For this experience, the pre-
service teachers were also assigned a specific group of students to monitor. Since the 
VS course was set up to be flexible and self-paced to a certain extent, tracking a specific 
group of students enabled the pre-service teachers to follow the students’ progress more 
closely and gain a better understanding of these students’ learning situations including 
their schedules and inevitable timetable clashes at their own schools. In addition, the 
pre-service teachers were asked to follow a discussion thread for two weeks and 
facilitate when necessary. At the end of the two weeks, they had to assess their group’s  
involvement in the discussion according to a rubric set by the VS teacher. These 
individual assessments were then emailed to the VS teacher who took them into 
consideration when she later assessed the students herself. 
 
Reflective journals were included as part of the pre-service teachers’ assignments to 
encourage reflective observation on and synthesis of VS. These reflections included 
their thoughts after completing the readings, lurking, virtual and on-site observations, as 
well as their involvement in assessing learning. Their reflections showed that they were 
more positive towards the idea of VS and were eager to learn more about it: 
 

I at first was in the class just because I needed to finish my hours for [this course]. Now 

that I have experienced VS first hand, and see the other side of it, I definitely think it 

would further my career to be a VS teacher. I would love to work in the classroom as 

well, but I love the strong role technology plays in VS. I think it would be a challenge to 

create a course that is good for VS and would like to see and improve on what is already 

out there. My perception about virtual schooling is changed because I think at first what 

I had in mind was that it was far away from happening, and everything that was said bad 

about it. I now know it is such a good thing, and not necessarily better, "just different". 

(Pre-service Teacher MO) 

 

When I first signed up for the course I was just worried about getting my required hours 

in for [this course]. I didn’t know much about Virtual Schooling in fact I knew very 

little about virtual schooling. I am now really glad that I signed up for the course and 

have changed a lot of my own personal beliefs and values from the time I first began to 

now. (Pre-service Teacher HH) 
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FUTURE PLANS 
 
Overall this pilot study has provided evidence that a VS field experience has a positive 
impact on the future teachers who participated. They became aware of their 
misconceptions and developed a more balanced view of the place of distance education 
for secondary students in the twenty-first century. This Midwest University plans to 
continue to offer this option for VS field experience, hopefully stepping up recruitment. 
When sufficient students are enrolled at one time greater use of online discussions will 
be possible as a part of the WebCT course and this will ensure that future teachers have 
had experience in VS as learners before they visit the VS class online as assistant 
teachers. The field experience will continue to apply Knowles & Cole’s (1997: 665) 
recommended ‘tools’ adapted for use within online environments: “(1) gathering 
internal information through autobiographical writing (2) gathering external 
information through extensive explorations of educational contexts and people and their 
roles within those contexts, primarily through the use of ethnographic research 
activities.”   Other programs preparing teachers in the USA have also indicated that they 
plan to develop virtual field experiences and this has been welcomed by virtual schools 
and the North American Council of Distance Learning.  
 
In addition it is hoped to develop and adapt a similar field experience in New Zealand to 
enhance the quality of learning for secondary students involved in e-learning, stimulated 
by the move of the second author to the University of Canterbury, College of Education. 
It is hoped that it will be possible to recruit both cooperating teachers and other staff 
from schools participating in e-learning clusters, supported by evidence that 
professional development improves student retention and results. We recognize that it is 
important to provide access for students in their place and in their space while also 
ensuring their learning may be high quality with appropriate pedagogy, curriculum 
options personalised to that student and their communities. We are keen to hear other 
views on professional development for e-learning in New Zealand schools. While such 
e-learning may be contentious in secondary schools, its development is inevitable in the 
twenty-first century and teacher education cannot afford to ignore the gap that  has 
begun to develop.  
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