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1 PROBLEM DEFINITION 

 Information Technology has come to influence every facet of our lives, not least of which is the education system, which it has pervaded. It has become a dominant force in the lives of the pupils we teach in the classroom, many of whom have become masters at using it, and relate to it in almost everything they do. This poses a major challenge to teachers, not only to match pupils' knowledge of IT, but also to stay ahead of their pupils in their knowledge of the subject. This means that teachers need to keep learning and familiarising themselves with new developments in the area of information technology if they are to keep abreast of changes in IT in order to make a meaningful impact on the lives of their pupils. Most classroom practitioners make use of IT in their teaching and are actively engaged in developing their skills, but the same cannot be said of supply teachers. This is mainly because supply teachers usually never get to use IT in their work as they are mainly viewed as people whose main purpose is to occupy the class and keep pupils away from mischief when their teacher is away, rather than implement effective teaching and learning. For this reason supply teachers lag behind and are 'forgotten' when it comes to programmes for developing their skills. While there are calls from every quarter for teachers to keep improving their IT skills, the definition of 'teacher' seems to exclude supply teachers. 

This research study seeks to establish to what extent supply teachers are involved with IT in their work, with special reference to professional discussion forums. It seeks answers to the following pertinent questions in relation to supply teachers and IT: 

 What is the general level of IT skills among supply teachers? 

 How many supply teachers have personal computers at home? 

 How many are connected to the Internet? 

 How many use IT in their work? 

 How much do they know about professional discussion forums? 

 Do they participate more in social discussion chat rooms than in professional          discussion forums?   

Do they use the Internet more for personal use than for work purposes?

What do they think can be done to increase supply teachers' involvement with computers in their work? 

Answers to these questions will give a useful insight into supply teachers' involvement with IT and will show if there are any areas of deficiency in their practice. I am interested in this study because from my observations supply teachers are under-utilised because they are deemed incapable of making real contributions to the education of pupils and are therefore not given the lee-way to make use of IT in their teaching. They are not trusted with IT hardware in the schools and are viewed mainly as appendages of the class teacher whose capabilities, it is believed, they do not match. For this reason they are not expected to be able to use IT in their teaching.  I believe this is an anomaly they can be rectified. I believe in the ideal situation the supply teacher should be just as effective as the permanent teacher, and should be staff developed alongside his or her permanent counterpart. I am hoping that my study will raise awareness of the importance of both improving the IT skills of supply teachers and allowing them to use IT hardware in the schools. I am also hoping that it will raise awareness of discussion forums among supply teachers as a platform for exchanging views with colleagues and as a tool for personal development. 

2 LITERATURE REVIEW 

The autumn edition of RULER, a magazine for teachers in training, makes the following report: The government has pledged $100 million to spend on software for each of the next three years. In January, the Department for Education and Skills (DfES) launched Curriculum Online, designed to give teachers access to a range of digital learning resources purchased with electronic learning Credits (eLCs). 

This report shows the magnitude of the government's commitment to revolutionising the way pupils learn in relation to computer-mediated approaches. An astronomical amount of money is to be spent on equipping teachers with the latest technology for increasing the effectiveness of their teaching. In making such a mammoth undertaking the government is acknowledging in no uncertain terms its belief in the value of IT in the learning of pupils, but one wonders whether 'teachers', as used in this report, can be interpreted to include supply teachers. My view is that, in all probability, it is not. We see a new era being ushered in, but sadly we also see one segment of the teaching fraternity being detached from the main body and allowed to suffer stagnation, while the other segment is catapulted into the future. 

Some of the front-line schools have set the pace in the race for the acquisition of the state-of-the-art technological equipment, as shown by the following quotation: It's not just the teaching-end that benefits from software. Every Chalvedon teacher has been given a laptop and wireless Internet card, so it's possible to access the school's management system, detailing everything they want to know about each pupil. 

The is another graphic example of how supply teachers are progressively relegated to second place because whether the teaching agencies that employ them are going match this condition, or whether they can afford it is, indeed, everybody's guess. The supply teachers' disadvantaged position is worsened.

The last quotation from the same magazine I am interested in shows the shock that awaits teachers who are hardened to their ruts and fail to move with the times. (I have heard such teachers referred to as ‘dinosaurs’). It says:  While software is advancing at a staggering rate, some not-so-ICT-savvy teachers are in danger of being left behind with the photocopier, blackboards and chalk. The government is investing in ICT initial teacher training to ensure that all new teachers will be able to make the most of the software. This means that the IT literacy levels of NQTs will continue to improve, putting them in an excellent position to make the most of tomorrow's software. 

This quotation describes succinctly the technological demands that will be placed on the teachers of the future or, to put it more precisely, teachers of the future minus supply teachers. The skills gap between permanent teachers and supply teachers will continue to widen as supply teachers do not see the need to improve their skills since they are neither used nor recognized. 

 The Teachernet website has this to say about teachers' IT skills: Teachers require the confidence and competence necessary to make effective use of ICT in their subject teaching and to exploit ICT resources to raise pupils’ achievements.

It also says: Independent academic research shows that ICT in schools, when used well by teachers, is having a positive effect on pupil attainment. ImpaCT2 shows that in 12 out of 13 subjects examined a positive ICT effect could be seen. At GCSE level this was as much as half a grade and at Key Stages 2 and 3 ICT accelerated progress to the equivalent to an extra term.  

These statements from different sources show clearly that the importance of ICT in teaching can never be overemphasized. It has become imperative for the classroom practitioner to be fully conversant not only with basic IT, but also with the latest developments in IT. 

The view that supply teachers are forgotten is corroborated by the fact that there is very little written about them. I searched for information relating to supply teachers and information technology but I found virtually nothing. The little I found is from the Teachernet website and is so vague that it is difficult to properly quote from. It only mentions in passing that there is a series of self-study materials for supply teachers called filling the gaps, which are meant to give supply teachers skills they are perceived to be short of. These study materials are said to include something about ICT skills. 

The fact that the study materials are self-study in nature seems to show the half-hearted commitment that is given to the improvement of supply teachers' skills. This suggests that supply teachers are expected to embark on these studies purely from their own motivation, and are to expect to receive neither guidance nor recognition from anyone. This inevitably dampens the spirits of anyone who might initially feel fired to improve his or her skills by undertaking such studies. 

A BECTA website on ICT advice for teachers reports that newsletters on how to use ICT in different subjects are now available. It reports:

In conjunction with the subject associations, we are now able to offer a wide range of curriculum-focussed newsletters. Each newsletter will contain news, reviews and suggestions of ways in which you can integrate ICT into your curriculum area. There will be updates on training events and conferences that you can take part in around the country and online.

This is a welcome development with positive outcomes for the education system. It would be most fruitful if supply teachers were welcome to participate in the training events and conferences.

3. RESEARCH DESIGN 

I carried out this study by obtaining information from supply teachers, whom I asked to fill out a questionnaire. I then recorded their responses and made some charts to analyse the results. 

4.DATA COLLECTION

I collected the data using the following questionnaire: 

QUESTIONNAIRE FOR RESEARCH STUDY 

Dear colleague 

Thank you for agreeing to participate in this research study. I am carrying out the study for the Post Graduate Certificate in Educational Technology that I am doing with Bath Spa University College, which will lead to a Master’s Degree in Educational Technology. 

Basically the research seeks to find out to what extent supply teachers are involved with computers, the Internet and discussion forums. 

All the information supplied by respondents will be kept confidential, and if you wish to be an anonymous respondent you can do that by mailing the completed questionnaire to the address below, otherwise you can complete it online and e-mail it to me. If you wish to receive a copy of the findings this will be possible if you let me know. 

I have designed the questionnaire in such a way that it will be easy to complete, and should take no more than five minutes to respond to. You respond to the first part by simply placing an X to the right of the alternative you are choosing. The last three questions are open-ended, giving you the latitude to express your views, whatever they are. 

Could you make an effort to send the completed questionnaire back to me as soon as you can so that I can start working on it? 

My address for postal returns is: 

 Flat 7 Ashdown Court 

30 Cedar Road 

Sutton Surrey 

SM2 5DG 

Phone 07903 820521 

Thank you in advance for your co-operation. 

Kindest regards 

Benjamin Semwayo 
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1. How would you describe your computer skills? Choose the response that best describes your level of IT skills.  None ___ little___ average___ good___ very good___ 

 2. Do you have a personal computer at home?   Yes__ No___ 

3. If yes, are you connected to the Internet?  Yes___ No___ 

4. How often do you check your mail?  Rarely ___ weekly___  several times weekly___   daily___ several times daily___ 

5. How much do you use the PC in your work? Choose the response that best describes your involvement with the PC for work purposes.  Never___  rarely___   often___  very often___  I’m dependent on it___ 

6. Do you participate in discussions in chat rooms for personal use? How often?  Never___ rarely ___ often___ weekly___ more than twice weekly___ 

7. Have you heard about professional discussion forums?  Yes___ No__

8. Do you participate in professional discussion forums? Choose the response that best describes your involvement.  Never___ rarely___ often___ weekly___ more than twice weekly___ 

9. Do you use the Internet for your personal purposes? Choose the response that best describes your involvement with the Internet.  Never___ rarely___ weekly___ more than twice weekly___ daily___ 

10. Do you use the Internet for work purposes? Choose the response that best describes your involvement. Never ___ rarely___ often___ very often___ I’m dependent on it___ 

11. Briefly state what you use the Internet for. ______________________________ ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

12. Briefly comment on professional discussion forums. _____________________ _______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

13. Briefly comment on supply teachers’ use of both computers and the Internet in their work____________________________________________________________ _______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

14. What do you think can be done to increase supply teachers’ involvement with computers in their work? ______________________________________________ ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

5. DATA ANALYSIS 

In analysing the data I gave numerical values to each of the possible responses for questions one to ten to make it possible to compute the values of the parameters I was interested in. For each of the questions I gave the points as follows: first option = 0; second option = 1; third option = 2; fourth option = 3; fifth option = 4. That means the highest possible scoring for any of the attributes is 4. I then computed the averages of the attributes I was measuring and used them to draw conclusions. The table below shows a summary of the results.

	Computer Skills
	2.84
	56.80%

	Email Check Frequency
	2.8
	56.00%

	PC Used for Work
	2.32
	46.40%

	Chat Rooms
	0.28
	5.60%

	Discussion Forums
	0.2
	4.00%

	Internet:Personal Use
	3.2
	64.00%

	Internet:Work
	2.4
	48.00%
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Chart A above is a column chart showing how supply teachers use the computer. Their computer literacy level is at 56%; the frequency with which they check their e-mails stands at 56%; their use of computers for work purposes registered 46.4%; their participation in chat room discussions stands at 5.6%; their participation in professional discussion forums registered 4%; their use of the Internet for personal use stands at 64% and their use of the Internet for work registered 48%.
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Chart B above is a pie-chart showing the same average values in chart A.
Supply teachers generally have good computer skills. When I included the question about supply teachers' computer skills in my questionnaire I expected a few teachers to say they were not computer literate, but to my surprise all the respondents said they were computer literate. That represents 100% of the respondents. According to them their skills range from poor to very good, with the majority of the teachers falling somewhere between above average and very good. They rated their computer skills as having a score of 56%. This shows that the IT skills of supply teachers are actually impressive, contrary to the commonly held view that their IT skills are severely limited, so severely limited that they cannot use IT effectively in their work. Supply teachers' IT skills are in fact a resource that is not adequately utilised. With the level of skill that supply teachers have the aim should be to develop the current skills so that there is no difference between the supply teacher's IT skills and those of the permanent teacher.

These findings show that although supply teachers who have not been trained to teach IT may not be given tasks of teaching IT on a long-term basis, they are nevertheless useful for short-term cover and are quite capable of imparting useful IT skills to pupils. They also show that supply teachers are able to effectively use the computer in their work. They can prepare their lessons at home, keep their records, enjoy the entertainment offered by the computer and use it for the host of other uses to which it is put. 
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Chart C above shows the relationship between supply teachers and their ownership of personal computers, Internet connection and discussion forums.
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 Chart D above is a pie-chart showing the same average values shown in chart C.

	OWN PC
	HAVE INTERNET
	HEARD OF D.F.

	YES 
	NO
	YES
	NO
	YES
	NO

	80
	20
	80
	20
	44
	56


The table above is a summary of the results of the investigation of the relationship between supply teachers and ownership of PCs, Internet connection and discussion forums.

Most supply teachers have PCs at home. The data I collected shows that a very large number of supply teachers, 80% of the respondents, own PCs. I included the question about whether supply teachers had PCs at home because there is a direct positive correlation between ownership of a PC and good computer skills, so ownership of a PC and the length of time one has had a PC can be used as a yardstick to measure a person's computer skills. The fact that so many supply teachers own PCs means that they have unlimited time to spend at their work stations, in so doing developing their keyboard skills and their general knowledge of computers. That explains why supply teachers have attained such a high level of proficiency in using computers, because computer skills, like any other learnt activity, come with experience and constant practice.

The fact that so many supply teachers have personal computers also shows that there is a high level of interest in computers among them. That means half the job of getting supply teachers motivated to be involved with computers has been done. The challenge should now be to encourage the teachers not only to maintain that interest, but also to generate the motivation to have an even more thorough grasp of IT. It is also important that those teachers without PCs acquire them, whether it means that they are encouraged to do so, or that they are assisted in procuring them. What is clear is that we are moving towards a time when ownership of a PC ceases to be a luxury or a status symbol, but an absolute necessity of life. 

Most respondents, again 80%, are connected to the Internet. As a result they have good contact with the outside world and do not lag behind in information and news about what is happening around the world. They have unlimited access to online education, shopping, information search and communication. They can also use the Internet to prepare their lessons. The fact that they are connected to the Internet also means that they have more time to interact with their PCs, thus further developing their keyboard skills. 

With the present-day phenomenon of globalisation that is ever-gathering momentum it is imperative that these educators are well placed to be in touch with the world. The present state of affairs demands that one of the hallmarks of an educated person is a sound grasp of what is happening in the world, which has shrunk to a global village. Teachers, as educators, are the people who spearhead the quest for knowledge and understanding, so what better place to start equipping personnel than to start with them. Investing in the skills of teachers results in the advancement of the entire population. Making the Internet readily available to supply teachers will, therefore, go a long way towards increasing their effectiveness. 
Most check their mail very often, with a frequency score of 56%. The frequency with which an individual checks and sends e-mails is a pointer to the degree to which that individual interacts with the PC. The PC has generally superseded postal mail as a way of communication. It is extremely fast, as the message is sent at the click of the mouse, reaching the recipient instantly, and the traditional letter is nowhere near it in comparison. Supply teachers' involvement with e-mails shows that they have advanced to the stage where they rely on the Internet for the bulk of their mailing requirements, putting them in the class of the more progressive members of society. 

Only 46.4% use IT in their work. Although supply teachers' use of the PC for their work cannot be said to have reached the desired level, it is encouraging to note that nearly half of them use it for this purpose. 

Only 44% have heard about professional discussion forums. Discussion forums are not as well known among supply teachers as one would hope they should be. This appears to be the case because of their serious nature, as opposed to high interest value of pursuits such as computer games, movies and other forms of entertainment. Discussion forums require both mental and physical effort on the part of the participant, let alone skills that have to be developed, which people are generally not prepared to give by virtue of the fact that there are other amusing activities they can enjoy without having to succumb to the unpleasant demands placed by participation in discussion forums. People do not seem to derive intrinsic amusement from participation in professional discussion forums as they are viewed, as some kind of extension of their work life, which, it is generally believed, should not be allowed to spoil their well-deserved relaxation time after work. They want to get away from anything intellectual. That is why people find it easier to spend time "clubbing" rather than seated in font of a computer.

Of the total number of respondents 5.6% participate in chat room discussions as compared to a paltry 4% who participate in professional discussion forums. I compared supply teachers' participation in chat room discussions with their participation in discussion forums because my assumption was that since chat room discussions are participated in for fun they would receive more attention from supply teachers than discussion forums. My findings did not support this view, however. There was negligible difference in supply teachers' participation in the two kinds of discussions, with chat room discussions proving to be very slightly more popular. The low popularity of these two kinds of discussions is probably due to the fact that they both make physical and mental demands from the participants. 

They use the Internet more for personal use than for work. Internet use for personal purposes had a score of 64%, while that for work purposes had 48%. The reason for this disparity is, as the teachers themselves indicated, that supply teachers, especially those on short-term supply, do not plan their lessons, but teach what has been planned for them, as cover work is often left by teachers who are away for one or two days. Bringing their own work into the school is therefore not always possible or even desirable, as the class teacher dictates what is to be taught, and supply teachers on short-term supply are given short notice of the work to be covered. 

SUPPLY TEACHERS' COMMENTS ON THE FOLLOWING 

WHAT THEY USE COMPUTERS AND THE INTERNET FOR 

By far the most important use of the Internet for the supply teachers is information search. More than half of the respondents indicated that they use the Internet to search for information both for personal use and work purposes. Many mentioned that they use it to send and receive e-mails. The following are the other uses to which they put the Internet: job search, updating CVs, business transactions, writing lesson plans and reports, buying, news, studies, and discussion forums.

It occurred to me that in answering these question respondents probably thought more about the Internet than computers in general. This is because there are many other uses of computers that I expected respondents to mention such as the use of computers for computer games, record keeping, printing etc. that are more directly related to the PC than to the Internet per se. 

COMMENTS ON DISCUSSION FORUMS: 

Responses to this question were many and varied. A large number of respondents felt that discussion forums were very useful for professional support and updating members on the latest developments. Some mentioned that they were useful for brainstorming ideas and finding solutions to problems collectively. They were also viewed as useful in supporting and encouraging teachers, making them feel part of a professional community. Somebody commented that some discussion forums were interesting while others were boring. 

About a third of the respondents said they had no comment on discussion forums because they did not know what they were. Some respondents did not categorically state that they did not know what they were, but from the irrelevancy of their answers it was clear they had no clue what they were. 

COMMENTS ON SUPPLY TEACHERS' USE OF INFORMATION TECHNOLOGY AND THE INTERNET FOR WORK

There were varied responses to this question, but the general feeling was that supply teachers should use computers more in their work, as they are a valuable teaching aid. It was observed that they did not have access to computers in the schools as a result of the short-term nature of their work. They had limited opportunities to use computers, as they did not have access to them, with the result that their use of this valuable resource was limited to the after hours, if they had PCs at home. It was suggested that they should be assisted to acquire PCs to enable them to move with the times.

A small number of respondents felt that supply teachers rarely needed computers for supply work, as they were temporary workers who spent a short time at the same school. They felt that with the nature of work that supply teachers actually did computers were not really necessary.

WHAT SHOULD BE DONE TO INCREASE SUPPLY TEACHERS' INVOLVEMENT WITH INFORMATION TECHNOLOGY IN THEIR WORK?

The majority of the respondents felt that efforts must be made to enable supply teachers to be more involved with computers. Suggestions on how to get supply teachers more involved with computers were made, the chief of which was facilitating their acquisition of computers by coming up with schemes through which they can purchase computers in a way that makes them affordable to them. It was also suggested that time should be set aside for them to be able to do some work on computers during working hours. Some respondents felt that the government should be involved in working towards this goal.

Some respondents suggested a regime of interventions to increase supply teachers' involvement with computers. This included helping the teachers improve their IT skills through courses, workshops and training, raising awareness of the need to develop IT skills through discussion forums and establishing support networks.

A few respondents said increasing supply teachers' involvement with computers was such a difficult task that they had no idea how it could be tackled. Fewer still said nothing could be done about it. 

6. CONCLUSION

As shown above, this study revealed that supply teachers are real teachers with impressive IT skills. Many of them have their own personal computers at home and are connected to the Internet, though they use them more for personal work than for their teaching work. They are not deeply involved with IT in their work because their work is usually too structured to give them the latitude to incorporate IT-related work into it, and they also do not have access to IT facilities in the schools.

Something needs to be done to encourage supply teachers to use IT in their teaching. It is difficult to pinpoint specific steps that should be taken that will be a panacea to this problem. Solutions that were suggested include assisting supply teachers to acquire PCs more cheaply, running ITC skills courses for them, setting aside time for them to do IT-related work during school hours and having a government policy that acknowledges the need for supply teachers to use IT in their work and actually makes provision for it.

This study also revealed that supply teachers are very passive in the area of discussion forums. Many have not even heard about them. Since Select Education has plans to involve supply teachers in discussion forums, there will be a need for a massive awareness campaign to inform the supply teachers that there is a discussion forum that was launched for them and to encourage them to participate. It will be best to disseminate the information well in advance, and possibly actually run some workshops to demonstrate how people can participate.

7. PROBLEMS FACED
I faced the problem that at the time I was collecting the data I was not getting any supply work because of the low demand for supply teachers during that time of the year. The result was that I was not able to meet supply teachers to ask them to complete the questionnaire. I received some assistance from Martin Richards of Renaissance Education, who emailed the questionnaire to thirty supply teachers, but only three responded. I then gave copies of the questionnaire to two permanent teachers, who gave them to some of the supply teachers they met at their schools for completion. The response was better: eleven teachers completed them. I later gave the questionnaire to seven supply teachers with whom I was doing the same course, and a few other supply teachers, ending up with twenty-five as the total number of respondents.
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