Supply Teachers and E-learning Process

In this work we are going to concentrate on whether supply teachers are involved in the e-learning process or not and try to answer the questions: What is the governmental policy towards supply teachers and their participation in the e-teaching and e-learning? What obstacles do supply teachers face in their practice of e-teaching and e-learning?

E-learning plays a crucial role in today's life and of course in modern education. "It's important because people are finding that e-learning can make a significant difference: to how quickly they master a skill; how easy it is to study; and, of course, how much they enjoy learning. It's important because it can contribute to all the Government's objectives for education - to raising standards; improving quality; removing barriers to learning and participation in learning, preparing for employment; upskilling in the workplace; and ultimately, ensuring that every learner achieves their full potential."[4]

As any other way of learning e-learning needs to be understood, defined and described, there should exist the strategies and models of e-learning process to make the process of its implementation and embedding in education system easier and successful. E-learning can be understood both narrowly and widely beginning from its description as the e-activities connected only with Internet and to all learning  activities connected with using electronic ways of transfering and getting  information. In this work we accept the wider understanding of e-learning as it is defined in "Towards a Unified e-learning Strategy Consultation Document"(July 2003): "If someone is learning in a way that uses information and communication technologies (ICTs), they are e-learning. .. "[4]

Considering different components of the e-learning process such as our understanding of it, new methodology, models and strategies of online learning, etc. we should not forget the most important component of this process - the participants: the teachers and learners. 

There are no any special statements in the "Towards a Unified e-learning Strategy Consultation Document"(July 2003) regarding the supply teachers' involvement in the process of e-learning and e-teaching. But there are statements concerning the governmental  policy towards the teachers in general: "The whole of the education and training workforce must be fully engaged in order to lead change and deliver effective e-learning. This means high-quality initial training and professional development. We include in this all teachers, lecturers, tutors, preschool carers, teaching assistants, adult and community support staff, mentors, trainers - all professionals and voluntary workers coming into contact with learners...."[4, p.26, Ch.6. Developing the Education Workforce.]. So it is absolutely clear that supply teachers are entitled to professional development among any other educators: "Use e-learning for professional development of the education and training workforce, with special provision for those who work part-time." [4, p.28]

But even before the appearence of this document the requirements towards supply teachers were described regarding the use of information and communication technology across the curriculum 2000: "All teachers need to be sufficiently competent and confident in using ICT to secure progress in pupils' learning within the phase and in the subject(s) they teach." [6]

So it is obvious that in order to provide appropriate standard of e-teaching supply teachers as well as other teachers have to be trained to develop their ICT skills and knowledge of e-learning. But what was the real situation with the professional development of supply teachers only recently and what is it like now? The OFSTED report "Schools' Use of Temporary Teachers" (December 2002) shows that though the number of temporary teachers had increased gradually to the time of conducting the inspection (December 2002) the situation with the professional development of supply teachers was yet far from the perfect especially concerning the supply teachers doing short-term cover: "Temporary teachers employed for longer periods in a school, or those employed on a regular but intemittent basis, were frequently offered opportunities for professional development. ... Teachers on short-term contracts rarely engaged in professional development activities. Some supply agencies and local education authorities (LEAs) offer professional development opportunities for such teachers, but rarely as part of a regular programme."[5]

A number of governmental initiatives has been implemented only recently. Among them there are:

· a voluntary Quality Mark for teacher supply agencies and LEAs based on a set of standards in terms of the recruitment and development of temporary teachers, and relations with schools;

· a set of self-study materials for supply teachers to support their professional development.

 The description of self-study materials on ICT and the way to order them is available now on web-site www.teachernet.gov.uk/supply teachers. All materials are free and though the self-study always needs some additional motivation and much of effort anyway it is one of the real today opportunities for supply teachers to develop their ICT skills and knowledge.

Nowadays there exists the list of teacher supply agencies which have been awarded a Quality Mark due to their work on raising the standards of supply teaching and Select Education is one of them. The project on e-learning which we are involved in at the moment is one of the initiatives undertaken by the agency. The work of the on-line forum which has been also arranged by the agency is a very good attempt not only to give the supply teachers the possibility to communicate with the colleagues, share and gain some experience but also to develop the online skills.

Despite of all efforts which are made by the Government and the agencies to raise the standards of work of supply teachers including their involvement in e-learning and e-teaching activities the situation is still far from perfect. The pilot survey aimed to interview the supply teachers in secondary schools about their involvement in e-learning process shows that none of the interviewed teachers do e-teaching or e-learning in schools. Some of the teachers also mentioned that they would like to develop their skills and knowledge of ICT, the rest said that they had no time for that. In the terms of this research I addressed my questions to all supply teachers in two forums: "Select Education Forum" and "TES Forum"(see the questions in the Appendix). During a month I received only one reply to my questions though the number of the participants who have viewed my message is 127 by now. Such an inactivity of participants may be connected both with the lack of experience of supply teachers in the sphere of e-teaching as they can be simply not involved in this process in schools and/or with the fact that this problem is not vital nowadays for supply teachers and hence they have no information to share though the number of views of the message demonstrates the interest of teachers to the problem in general.

As for my personal experience I can say that during the year of doing a supply work I covered ICT lessons and also did some e-teaching for English, PE, Maths and Bussiness Studies. Though it was a great experience I could not work to the best of my abilities because in the beginning of the lessons I was only told that pupils knew what they were doing and I was not given any plan or materials of the lesson. To my opinion it shows that teachers who are responsible for setting cover work in schools do not rely much on the knowledge of ICT of supply teachers. One of the supply  teachers wrote in the questionaire sharing her experience: "Particular to this in ICT are issues such as staff monitors to follow students work onscreen, log ons and passwords for temporary staff, availablility of on-going schemes of work and the various levels of experitise of supply staff. Many times lessons are set that are fairly simplistic in nature, as the person being covered for is not going to be aware of the ICT awareness of whoever is going to replace them."

So the above shows that on one hand the majority of supply teachers is not ready to do e-teaching and e-learning as they need first to develop their skills and knowledge in ICT, on the other hand schools don't offer the opportunities for supply teachers to do e-learning or e-teaching. This is also connected firstly with the very nature of the supply teaching and especially when we speak about the day-to-day cover as supply teachers come to schools on the short-term basis and usually are not offered any opportunities for professional development,  they often do not know the school itself, they know nothing about the possible access to computers/Internet, they don't know the passwords to go to work on computers, they usually simply have no time to do so as they have to cover 5 or 6 lessons in succession. The supply teacher says: "Usually when going into a school on a 'Daily' basis, one does not get any non-contact time, so the chance to access anything on the school Intranet/Internet." But all this can also depend on a school policy. It depends on to what extent a school itself, the teachers of a certain school are involved in e-learning process and to what extent they are willing to inform the supply teachers and to support the e-learning and e-teaching. 

Ideally the supply teachers could carry the laptops with all necessary resources and lessons' plans and materials and be ready to start working in a class immediately using, for instance, the e-learning materials and the interactive white board. As for me I've never met or heard about supply teachers with such equipment in schools before but have noticed at the same time that some permanent teachers do this in their practice. To implement such a project in reality supply teachers again need an appropriate training in ICT and equipment as well as the appropriate requirements and support from the agencies.

So the question is whether the agencies are doing enough to give supply teachers the opportunities for professional development in terms of e-learning. The supply teacher writes: "The Supply Agency 'Protocol' do open their offices up to people registered with them, so that if you are not teaching on any day you are always welcome to go in and use their computers, internet and other resources to your hearts content, for free. When we can have a bit more of that, then the level of understanding within the teaching community will improve all round." To my mind the agencies have to offer the free short-term courses on e-learning for supply teachers or/and stimulate their self-studying by offering different salary rates for different levels of expertise.  And according to DFeS: "There could be new types of qualification, career rewards, and career trajectories for educators to choose."[4]  This all could become a very good motivation for supply teachers to develop their knowledge in e-learning.

Speaking about motivation one more point should be mentioned. The pilot survey and the Select Education Forum "Behaviour Management" showed that the main concern of supply teachers is the behaviour of pupils in secondary schools. The failure in behaviour management in supply teaching is often connected with the lack of pupils' motivation. The research report of DFeS "The Motivational Effect of ICT on Pupils" describes the impact of ICT on pupils' motivation.[7]  The report's findings indicate that motivation is greatest when ICT is used to support both teaching and learning. The report also suggests that ICT has a positive influence on pupils' behaviour and can lead to improved learning outcomes and, potentially, pupil attainment.  From my personal experience I can mention that the lessons with the elements of e-learning and e-teaching differ greatly from the traditional lessons in supply teaching practice. Pupils usually behave much better even the trouble-makers look much more concentrated on work. Pupils generally perceive the work on computers as a fun and very often as a reward. Once I had a very tough group (Year 8) with very poor usual behaviour for Mathematics. The pupils behaved to the best of their abilities and did all the work only because they were promised to be allowed to work on the computers for the last 15 minutes of the lesson.

In conclusion I can say that the analysis of DFeS documents and the today situation with e-learning in secondary schools shows that supply teachers are rarely involved in e-teaching and e-learning in schools due to several reasons:

· the lack of knowledge of ICT of the supply teachers 

· permanent teachers poor awareness of  knowledge and skills in ICT of the supply teachers

· the policy of some schools towards supply teachers and embedding ICT both in teaching and supply teaching practice: the absence of conditions for involving supply teachers in e-learning in schools (no information, no passwords, no time, no support from the permanent staff)

· the lack of ICT training for supply teachers

· supply teachers are not provided with the necessary equipment and an access to resources (laptops, an access to Internet, a bank of resources) 

It is necessary to define the key features of good e-teaching and e-learning in supply teaching practice among which should be:

· the provision of access to professional development opportunities for supply teachers

· the provision of the access to Internet for supply teachers

· the provision of  laptops for supply teachers

· the mechanisms of supply teachers' motivation to continue to improve their knowldge and skills in ICT

· the collaborative work between schools and agencies in order to provide the full information and support for supply teachers in the sphere of e-learning and e-teaching
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Appendix
Dear all! 
I am currently doing a research trying to describe whether supply teachers are involved in the process of e-learning and e-teaching in schools or not and why. 
As for me I've accepted the wide understanding of e-learning and, to my mind, DfES gives a very good definition of e-learning: 
"If someone is learning in a way that uses information and communication technologies (ICTs), they are e-learning. They could be a pre-school child playing an interactive game; a group of pupils collaborating on a history project with pupils in another country via the Internet; a group of geography students watching an animated diagram of a volcanic eruption their lecturer has just downloaded; a nurse taking her driving theory test online with a reading aid to help her dyslexia - the list goes on and it all counts as e-learning." 
So I am trying to analyse the obstacles that supply teachers face in their practice of e-learning and e-teaching and to understand the reasons why in some schools they are encouraged to do some e-teaching and in other schools they are not simply allowed to touch a computer. And I need your help. I've worked out some questions regarding this topic and if you find time to answer them or to express your opinion, share your experience about the problem, I'll be very grateful. All your replies, examples and opinions are extremely valuable for understanding the problem. 
These are the questions: 
Is it important for supply teachers to be involved in e-learning process? 
How could e-learning help supply teachers professionally? Could it help supply teachers to motivate the pupils and manage the classroom behaviour? 
What obstacles do supply teachers face in schools trying to do some e-learning and e-teaching? 
I am looking forward to hearing from you. 
With best regards, 
Anna

