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Google Hangouts: A Technological Twist on an Old Way of Hanging Out

Introduction/Need for the Innovation or Idea
Student teaching is considered to be the most valuable educational experience in preservice teacher preparation (Evertson, 1990). However, during the experience, many student teachers begin to feel very disconnected from the university (Bain, 1990) and consider their cooperating teacher to be their sole source of support, guidance, and information (Schlagal, Trathen, & Blanton, 1996).   Fortunately with the ease and accessibility of technology, different software programs can be utilized to assist with efforts to increase communication and collaboration between a student teacher, members of their student teaching cohort, and university faculty members. This ability to stay connected, build rapport, and work together can help diminish feelings of isolation that are common among many student teachers. 
Student teachers at North Carolina State University enroll in an online class, AEE 424: Program Planning in Agricultural Education, concurrent to their student teaching experience.  This course requires student teachers to examine several topics related to their student teaching site such as Supervised Agricultural Experiences (SAEs), community needs, budgets and funding, instructional planning, classroom and laboratory management, FFA, recruitment, and public relations. In the past, interaction between student teachers was facilitated using discussion postings. Students were required to answer a weekly question and respond to postings made by their peers. Tu and McIsaac (2002) state “social presence is a measure of the feeling of community that a learner experiences in an online environment” (p.131).  Google Hangouts software allows for more personal interaction among students and increased social presence in the online course.
Specifically, Google Hangouts is a video chat service allowing individuals to talk one-on-one or participate in synchronous discussions with up to eight other participants. In AEE 424, Google Hangouts have been used to provide student teachers with the opportunity to communicate with their peers during the student teaching process. In addition, Google Hangouts have allowed university instructors to maintain more consistent contact with student teachers and provide support, mentoring, and feedback in a more efficient and personal manner. The use of this software is especially beneficial since student teachers are placed throughout the state and university supervisors are only able to conduct on-site visits about every three weeks. 

How it Works/Methodology/Program Phases/Steps 
Google Hangouts is easily accessible through the Internet and users only need to have a computer or tablet with a camera installed. A Google Hangout account can be established using the following steps: 
1. Register for a Google+ account. 
2. While logged into Google+, go to plus.google.com/hangouts and select the ‘Start a Hangout’ button on the top right side of the screen.  
3. Select the Hangouts icon underneath on the top right side of the screen.  The icon will look like this: [image: ] 
4. Select the Hangouts icon on the left side of the page and the Start a Hangout under the ‘HANGOUT INVITE’ section.
5. The user can then invite others that also have a Google+ account to a Hangout.
6. The call will then be made and within seconds, the user is face-to-face with their peers. (Google Support, 2013)

Results to Date/Implications
The use of Google Hangouts was implemented with the current cohort of student teachers.  The course instructor and graduate teaching assistant used the software to facilitate two class meetings. Students were invited by the class instructors to participate in a class Hangout at a particular time and had to accept an invitation initiated by the instructor. Students were then provided with an overview of the class session and spent approximately thirty minutes engaged in discussion guided by specific course-related questions.  Although this was the first time students have used this approach in a class, they provided positive feedback when asked if they enjoyed this technology.  Student teachers also seemed to appreciate the opportunity to see their classmates and have the chance to connect and confide in one another. Students were also more likely to actively participate in a Hangout when compared to discussion forum responses in prior semesters.

Future Plans/Advice to Others
Based on the success of the first two class sessions, Google Hangouts will continue to be used monthly throughout the rest of the semester. It is recommended administrators and/or users take about thirty minutes after creating their account in Google+ to learn how to properly access, conduct, and participate in a Hangout. In the AEE 424 course, the graduate teaching assistant installed the appropriate software and conducted a practice session to troubleshoot potential problems before using the software for a class session. Also, users must make sure they have an adequate Internet connection, a camera that works properly, and speakers or headphones set to the correct audio level. It is also important to note a Google Hangout can only accommodate nine participants per session. If an instructor is planning to utilize the technology for a larger class, sessions will have to be created at different times. 

Costs/Resources Needed
There is no cost to use Google Hangouts online.  The only cost to consider is the purchase of a webcam if users do not have one already installed on their computer or tablet. The resources needed for Google Hangouts to work efficiently include an adequate Internet connection, a computer or tablet, and a Google+ account.   
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