
Interactive approaches to the training of teachers of children with visual impairment

M.T.McLinden, S.McCall

School of Education, University of Birmingham, Birmingham, United Kingdom

m.t.mclinden@bham.ac.uk
Introduction

This paper reports on the development of online case scenarios for use in a distance education programme for specialist teachers of children with visual impairment. Following participation in two case scenarios feedback from a cohort of students was analysed in relation to relevant literature, and key areas for future development identified. Explicit in the design of the programme were opportunities for students to participate in collaborative activities and dialogue through involvement in innovative e-learning case scenarios that have been structured around the principles of enquiry-based learning (EBL).  

Whilst EBL has traditionally been used in the professional development of campus-based students within Higher Education there is increasing evidence to suggest that with recent developments in information and communication technology (ICT), the approach can also be adapted to meet the diverse needs of students within Higher Education (eg Uden and Beaumont 2006, McLinden, McCall and Hinton 2006a). Indeed, Uden and Beaumont (2006) report that the ‘student-centred, task-focused, research based, collaborative learning characteristics of PBL make it a particularly suitable environment in which to blend technology’ (p 209). Translating EBL to the online environment is not without its challenges however, and recent literature highlights a need to ensure that application of the technology is informed by appropriate pedagogical principles (eg Edwards 2005, Uden and Beaumont 2006, JISC 2004). Thus, as Uden and Beaumont (2006, p 195) argue, ‘One of the challenges we face is to integrate e-learning technologies into PBL where it is appropriate – that is where it supports the learner. We feel strongly that the pedagogy should come first, and that the technology should support, rather than conflict with, the pedagogy.’

Development of Online Resources

We consider next the development of prototype online resources developed within an ongoing project that have been embedded in a distance education programme for specialist teachers of children with visual impairment. With funding from the Learning Development Unit (LDU) at the University of Birmingham pilot online resources were developed for the programme as part of a pilot study (eg McLinden and McCall 2006b). These resources were designed to provide opportunities for students to participate in online case scenarios through role-play by communicating and collaborating within a ‘virtual’ learning environment (VLE). Drawing on feedback from the participants, the pilot resources were modified and embedded within a restructured programme of study (2004-2006 cohort) as part of phase two of the study (McLinden, McCall, Hinton and Weston 2007). The work described in this paper relates to the further development of the resources within phase 3 of the study (2005-2007 cohort).

The programme of study

The two-year programme of study Mandatory Qualification (MQ) for teachers of children with visual impairment is delivered predominantly through open and distance education and includes a number of face-to-face components (ie residential study weekends, regional study days and regional tutorials). All students have qualified teacher status (QTS), and prior to specialising in work in visual impairment the teachers normally have at least three years experience as teachers in mainstream schools. The programme is structured around six study modules and includes an assessed teaching placement and braille component. Each module is structured around a Module Study Guide and requires participation in regional tutorials and residential study components. Module 1 (Human Visual Processes) and Module 3 (Curriculum Access) included participation in the online EBL case scenarios. Each module is assessed by means of a written assignment, with students required to submit evidence of work undertaken for the module in order to demonstrate their knowledge and understanding in relation to the relevant learning outcomes.

Participants

36 students were registered on the 2005-2007 programme of study ‘Mandatory Qualification for Teachers of Children with Visual Impairment’ at the University of Birmingham. The students worked in a range of educational establishments when entering the programme, with over half (54%) employed in support services in an advisory/peripatetic role. Almost one in five (19%) worked in a special school designated for children with visual impairment with a similar proportion working in special schools not designated for such children (ie schools for children with generic learning difficulties). The remainder worked as class teachers in mainstream school (4%) or in a resource base (4%).  Two of the students had a declared visual impairment and were registered as partially sighted and required specialist technology to access the online scenarios. Over 9 out of ten participants (96%) had no prior experience of using a virtual learning environment such as WebCT as part of a professional development programme. A similar proportion had no experience or participating in online discussion through either a bulletin board (92%) or a chat room (84%).  

Development of Online Scenarios 

An experienced Head of a Local Education Authority Sensory Support Service for children with visual impairment served as a consultant in the design and development of the prototype resources within each phase of the research study. The environment was designed to mirror a large support service in the United Kingdom and included information about the structure of the service, the staff team, as well as details of a caseload of children (Figure 1). Key characters in the ‘service’ included a fictitious Head of Service Mrs Abbot (Figure 2a), a newly appointed advisory teacher Ms Farrow, who was undertaking a professional qualification to become a specialist teacher of children with a visual impairment Figure 2b) as well as qualified teachers of children with visual impairment (Figure 2c).   In order to develop a greater level of authenticity participants were provided with opportunities to enact their theoretical knowledge in a ‘close-to-real’ situation (Alexander and Boud, 2001, p 11) by assuming the role of Ms Farrow, under the direct line management and mentorship of Mrs Abbot. All communication between these characters took in ‘memo’ format through ‘pigeon holes’ located on the bulletin board. 

The 36 students were divided into one of 6 EBL tutorial groups, with groups selected by tutors to ensure a representative spread of expertise and background experience amongst group members. Each group was provided with a face-to-face induction programme as part of a residential study weekend, designed to scaffold and support their interaction both to EBL and online communication. The two students with visual impairment were invited to attend a half-day tutorial with the programme tutors and a University disability officer to ensure their own access technology was appropriate for navigating the scenarios.

Development of Case Scenarios

Within each case scenario, group members assumed the role of Ms Farrow and presented feedback through the bulletin board in this guise. Three tasks were designed for inclusion within Case Scenario 1 (Module 1) to run over a period of 5 weeks within Semester 1. A further three tasks were designed for inclusion within Case Scenario 2 (Module 3) to run over a period of 5 weeks within Semester 3. Each task was designed to address selected learning outcomes from each module in a realistic and plausible way. Evaluation of On-line Resources  

On completion of Case Scenario 2, an anonymous postal questionnaire was used to collect feedback from the participants. The questionnaire included themed statements linked to a five-point Likert scale (ie 1 Strongly Agree – 5 Strongly Disagree), and was designed to collect information in relation to a number of themes including participants’ prior experiences of using online components; feedback on the design of the virtual learning environment; format and design of each case scenario. 26 responses were submitted from a cohort of 36 students giving a response rate of 72%. A follow up letter two weeks following the submission date yielded no further responses. A summary of findings will be reported and discussed in the conference presentation.

Conclusion
Recent developments in technology present exciting opportunities for educators involved in training specialist teachers of children with visual impairment. The findings reported in this paper provide evidence that the online case scenarios developed for this study can afford opportunities for authentic learning experiences for specialist teachers of children with visual impairment in training through distance education.  To this end further work is planned to further develop the opportunities for student teachers to participate in experiences similar to those described in this paper, and ensure they are afforded opportunities to think and learn as a specialist teacher of children with visual impairment in close-to-real situations that reflect key challenges they will face in their future professional role.  


