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1 Introduction

The focus of the research was six schools chosen by Becta for their reputation as leading-edge
institutions in the effective use of video conferencing. They were all ICT-rich schools, where video
conferencing was seen as an integral part of a suite of technologies that could be used to support
learning.

Becta requested each school to take part in the case study project and they were free to accept or
reject this invitation. These six schools (two primary and four secondary) were therefore selected for
their reputation by Becta in the sense that they were prepared to put their video conferencing
activities to the test of an intensive investigation.

2 The case study schools

Because the schools had been chosen precisely for their range and variety of video conferencing
activity, they clearly do not constitute a representative sample of all schools. In other respects,
however, they exhibited a range of characteristics typical of schools in general. The schools were
drawn from a wide geographical area, from the south coast to the north-east and represented both
urban and rural environments. There was also a spread of schools in terms of size, ethnic mix and
socio-economic background of pupils.

The two primary schools were, respectively, a small school drawing on a largely rural population and
a large urban school serving an area of economic disadvantage. Both catered for pupils from
foundation stage through to Key Stage 2. Although video conferencing was a relatively new activity
for one of the schools and mainly restricted to KS2, plans were in place to broaden its use across the
school. In the other school it was already used regularly in all subjects and at every key stage and
fully embedded into schemes of work.

The secondary schools were all specialist schools, though they differed in the specialism they offered,
ranging from technology, through languages to the Arts. While the concentration of video
conferencing events tended to be in the area of the specialism, none of the schools restricted use
only to staff or students in that specialism. The closest match between the specialism and video
conferencing was to be found on the languages college, but even here, access for other departments
was also supported. As will be seen, the patterns of video conferencing use across the six schools
therefore demonstrated difference as well as similarity, as video conferencing was tailored to the
perceived needs of each individual school.

All but one of the schools had been using video conferencing for at least three years. Compared to
other ICT-based systems, the purchase, installation and maintenance of video conferencing
equipment was seen by the schools as relatively straightforward.

3 The evaluation

All schools completed a baseline survey questionnaire in which the basic social characteristics of the
school, the nature and location of video conferencing equipment used and past and current patterns
of use were established.

After initial contact was made, arrangements were made for intensive case study visits to each
school. Three days had been assigned by Becta for this aspect of the research. One of those days
was allocated for preparatory and follow—up work within the school. Given the heavy schedule of
activity that was being requested of the schools on the actual visits, this was an essential investment
in the success of the project. The remaining two days were taken up with visits by the researchers,
sometimes consecutively and sometimes with a gap of about a week between them, depending on
the individual circumstances of the school. The main reason for ‘split’ visits was the unavailability of
the ‘lead teacher’ (the member of staff with prime responsibility for the co-ordination of video
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conferencing activity) over two days, an indicator of the busy workload of the prime movers of video
conferencing programmes.

During the two days of actual visits, a range of research events took place. As the main ‘champion’ or
‘driver’ of video conferencing in the school, the Lead teacher was the main source of information
about video conferencing in the school, though these data were checked through independent
observations and interviews with other informants, including teachers with video conferencing
experience (‘teacher users’), members of the school management team and students. The principal in
each school was also interviewed.

The schedule for the lead teacher interview(s) was detailed and comprehensive, taking at least an
hour and a half in total. The Principal and teacher users were interviewed using a shorter schedule
typically occupying around 30-40 minutes. Similarly, student users were also interviewed in small
groups about their experiences and reactions to the video conference experience. All interviews were
recorded with audio tape. Together these varying perspectives provided a comprehensive picture of
the range, nature and impact of video conferencing in the respective schools.

The visits were arranged to coincide with planned video conferencing activity so that all opportunities
to observe video conferencing activities were taken. Key events were captured using a hand-held
video camera. Detailed observations were recorded using a structured schedule devised specifically
for video conferencing events. Subsequent to the event, detailed notes were made on the basis of
these observations. The teacher in charge of the event was also interviewed both prior to and after
the event in order to ascertain the aims and perceived effectiveness of the observed session. Where
possible, the student group interviews referred to events that had been observed. Open-ended
discussions were also held with ‘far-end’ participants in the limited number of cases where this proved
possible.

In addition to the two main days of the school visits, follow-up work was carried out where issues
emerged during analysis that could usefully be explored with members of the school. This was done
either through email or telephone. Draft reports were also checked by the lead teacher in the school
for accuracy in factual matters.

4 Findings from across the six case studies
4.1Coreissues
4.1.1 Nature and location of equipment

The basic decision in locating video conferencing equipment is whether to opt for flexibility (and
usually this implies lower specification cameras and more simple uses) or for a dedicated video
conferencing room which can be developed into a sophisticated multi-media space. In most of the
schools the start-up equipment was largely mobile and moved around to different locations when
required. However, as the use of video conferencing intensified, the schools moved towards more
fixed provision, usually located in a classroom associated with the departments most often using the
facilities.

The more advanced secondary schools, after a period of consistent use, had developed more studio-
like provision, with a number of associated technologies also included. However, even these schools
had not given up less sophisticated facilities, but in common with the other schools used them for
specific forms of video conferencing. For example while the main video conferencing activity in all of
the schools required high-quality equipment capable of catering for groups of students and in many
cases whole classes, all had, for relatively small sums of money, installed simple webcam-based
systems on a humber of machines. These enable greater flexibility in terms of access, although their
educational use is somewhat limited to relatively low-grade, one-to-one communications.
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Interestingly there was an indication in the more advanced secondary schools that increased use of
video conferencing may be leading to a reconsideration of the centralised or fixed-facility model. Thus
in one secondary school, future plans included the installation of medium-specification equipment in a
number of departmental locations, thus avoiding the need for classes to move to the technology or to
fit in with a booking system.

The two primary schools, like their secondary counterparts, had in addition to a number of webcams
strategically placed around the school, one main video conferencing unit for the whole school, semi-
permanently fixed in a teaching room. In one sense, the primary schools had the edge over the larger
institutions because the number of pupils competing for video conferencing resources was much
lower. Theoretically at least teachers had much greater opportunity to build video conferencing into
curriculum activity. Their smaller size compared to a large secondary school also means that moving
a class to and from the video conferencing location was also much less of a logistical problem.
However, their relatively smaller budgets means that they also have much less flexibility in making
decisions to expand should that become desirable, a situation already reached in the larger of the two
schools.

4.1.2 Getting started

In most cases the initial impetus for engaging with video conferencing came from involvement in
particular projects These were often driven by the interest of one or two individual teachers who saw
in the technology an opportunity to innovate or to improve an existing but more traditionally-mediated
exchange with an external person or organisation. Funding for these early experiments came from a
variety of sources, an arrangement with a commercial sponsor in one school, an LEA initiative in
another and so on. While in some cases this support has continued in some form, all schools have
found new or additional sources of finance, such was the positive impression gained by those who
had used the facility. All schools have found money from within their own budgets to further develop
video conferencing.

In almost all the schools these early ‘champions’ remained as key enthusiasts for the further
development of video conferencing in their respective schools and in three cases this was the Lead
teacher. In all schools, both primary and secondary, the lead teacher - main driver of video
conferencing - was a member of the senior management team, who could choose to devote (or were
allocated) sufficient time to develop activities. In two secondary schools the Lead teacher was a head
of department who had been given time off-timetable to devote to this area of work. This allowed a
more concentrated development of video conferencing activity and reduced the number of ad-hoc
conferences. In particular this freedom helped to enable the development of programmes of video
conferencing in particular curriculum areas or aimed at cross-curricular themes.

4.1.3 Patterns of use

In most schools the approach developed during the early days of video conferencing tended to set a
pattern of routinised use which continued during and after these initial trials. So for example the
replacement of visits from local University tutors with ‘virtual lectures’ in one secondary school was
followed by a number of conferences with other ‘remote experts’. Developing more varied approaches
working with video conferencing came more slowly, often implemented by individual teachers
becoming interested in using the technology in certain ways. Nevertheless, while most of the schools
had established a predominant preferred mode of video conferencing, none only used one specific
format, and between them the six schools covered a broad range of approaches to video
conferencing.

As in the ‘Video conferencing in the Classroom Project Evaluation’ (Becta, 2004 ), observations of
video conferencing activities suggested a continuum of modes of use. Initial exposure to video
conferencing of either staff or students usually involved some form of ‘familiarisation’ process
involving one or more events. Here, the structure of the conference was relatively loose, even where
scripted, and the ‘rules of engagement’ were more open to negotiation between participants. More
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4.5Impact

All of the teachers who had been using video conferencing for some time were enthusiastic about its
educational potential, citing a range of benefits for pupils. These included gains in:

e motivation

e engagement with learning

e subject knowledge and understanding
e speaking and listening

e retention of information

o self-confidence

e social and communication skills

e awareness of other cultures

Some teachers indicated that these improvements, in particular confidence in open discussions, had
for some pupils been sustained beyond the immediate experience of the video conference.

The overwhelming majority of students were also openly positive about video conferencing,
identifying a similar list of advantages. The opportunity to learn from renowned experts and the
authenticity of the experience were also among the most regularly commented upon benefits.

Teachers were less able to identify specific gains in performance, most arguing that it was too soon to
be able to identify a direct link between video conferencing and attainment. Moreover, as several
teachers and school managers pointed out, numerous other variables — including a generally positive
attitude towards innovative practices — were likely to be contributing to identified improvements in test
and examination results. In this respect, video conferencing was regarded as an important component
of a generally forward-thinking attitude.

4.6 Spreading the message
4.6.1 Beyond experimentation

One of the key issues that arose in many of the case study schools during the early days of video
conferencing was how they could sustain and build upon their first forays into using this technology. In
some schools this was in part a financial question, since these early projects had been funded
externally, the issue being therefore how to keep going once the initial funding or support came to an
end. Even in those schools where funding was not the central issue, the investment in time and
energy to get video conferencing up and running were often significant.

The historical accounts offered by those involved nearly always demonstrated a reliance on a key
person with the willingness to experiment and a commitment to drive things forward. A potential
problem arises if this champion is for one reason or another unable to continue, so that video
conferencing activity could drop away. For example in the case study schools a variety of factors
including promotion within the school or to another external post, maternity leave and retirement had
resulted in gaps in provision.

While all the schools restored the impetus eventually, the history of video conferencing was not
therefore always a smooth one. Rather there were peaks and troughs of activity, often related to
individual circumstances. The message from the study is therefore that the successful development of
video conferencing is dependent upon moving from a over-reliance on the willingness of key
enthusiasts towards a broader distribution of responsibility.
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4.6.2 Policy

As noted earlier, five of the six schools had decided against a policy which required individual
teachers to use video conferencing, In the same vein, these five opted not to compel all departments
(or key stages) to use it, although all encouraged its wider use in more general terms. In part, this
decision was due to the worry that if video conferencing did take off in a big way, then current
provision could not be expanded or funded sufficiently to satisfy potential demand.

However the crucial element of policy for the promotion of video conferencing was not whether or not
video conferencing should be a compulsory activity, but that its development should be part of a more
general strategy where structures to support innovation and an element of evaluation for new
ventures was built into planning procedures. In one school for example an ‘Innovations Group’ had
been set up with the specific remit of identifying new approaches to curriculum delivery, of which
video conferencing was a central component. In the school which had chosen to require teachers to
use video conferencing, such an attitude was key to its teaching and learning philosophy and fully
supported by all staff.

The degree to which responsibility for video conferencing development was distributed varied from
school to school. This in turn partly determined the extent to which its use has spread from the initial
users to the wider school. For example in one of the secondary schools, a languages college, the
strategic decision was made to focus activity in MFL. Use elsewhere was somewhat sporadic and
dependent on the enthusiasm of other subject leaders and the availability of the equipment outside of
the needs of the languages department. In other secondary schools, a generally more inclusive
approach to spreading its use prevailed, although none had yet got as far as involving all subject
departments.

The contrast between those schools where take up had been greatest and those where it was a
relatively bounded activity was greatest in the two primary schools in the study. In the one, video
conferencing was used by every teacher, in all subjects and across all key stages, while in the other,
although several subject areas were covered, it was used mainly by one teacher with KS2 pupils.

4.7 Conclusions

In a growing number of schools the use of video conferencing to enhance teaching and learning has
moved from a fringe activity to an important tool for enriching the experience of students and
enhancing the teaching and learning process. The six schools which are the subject of this report are
among those leading these developments. Having explored the potential of video conferencing over a
number of years, they represent rich sources of evidence for what makes for educationally effective
use of the technology, how that use is embedded into curriculum planning and classroom practice
and how that good practice is spread throughout the school.

The findings from the case studies point to a range of factors upon which that this process is
contingent. These factors are summarised below in response to three core questions:

1 What helps to make a video conference successful?
A number of conditions need to be satisfied if the conference is to ‘work’. These include:

e The identification of appropriate partners/experts
e Careful pre-conference planning to include:
e agreed focus and content with far-end participant(s)
¢ (joint) preparation of support materials where appropriate
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e agreed ‘rules of engagement’
e preparation of pupils for:

e their role/involvement in the session (e.g. preparing questions, script)
e appropriate behaviour
e careful attention to speaking and listening

e Appropriate procedures for dealing with technical issues to include:
o familiarity with video conferencing equipment and controls
e pre-conference test calls/equipment tests
e basic technical ‘know-how’ and/or access to technical support
e contingency plan for connection failures or other technical problems.

e Consideration of environmental and other factors such as:
e external noise
e design and location of room
e appropriate numbers of pupils for a given conference.

2 What makes for an educationally effective video conference?

We define an effective video conference as one which meets ‘fitness-for-purpose’ criteria. That is
where a conference:

e Has a clearly articulated educational purpose.

¢ Is matched to curriculum needs and specifications.

e Fits naturally within a curriculum syllabus or topic sequence.

e Forms part of a range of approaches to the delivery of the curriculum topic.

or
e Represents a viable alternative to delivering that topic/course whole

3 How is video conferencing to be sustained and developed?

All of the schools case study schools had moved from localised experimentation by enthusiastic

teachers (First phase) to moving out into the school more generally (Second phase) and were, at the

time of the study, at various stages of fully embedding video conferencing into curriculum policy and
planning (Third phase) .

This process is dependent upon:
e First phase:
e Time and resources for ‘champions’ to develop good practice.
e Second phase:

e Modelling good practice for other interested colleagues.
e Encouraging and supporting new users.

e Distributing responsibility for the co-ordination and development of video conferencing
activity.
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e Third phase:

e The wholehearted support and commitment of SMT.
e A culture of innovation.

¢ A whole school approach to the inclusion of video conferencing as part of the school’s
teaching and learning strategy.
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