Using a Private Facebook Page as Virtual Collaboration for a Cohort of Student Teachers

Introduction/Need for Innovation

Student teaching has more effectiveness when built on collaboration allowing novice teachers to share their ideas and strategies with each other while being supervised in their efforts by qualified faculty members. (Montgomery, 2000; Sudzina, Giebelhaus, & Coolican, 1997). Innovations which allow student teachers to interact more with these groups have the potential for increasing efficacy and collegiality among cohort groups (Darling-Hammond & Bransford, 2007).

Darling-Hammond and Bransford (2007) posit that while immersed in the student teaching experience, student teachers want to know what their fellow student teachers are doing so they can build upon established ideas.  Success in the student teaching arena, and subsequent increases in efficacy can be attributed in part to support outside of the cooperating center (Aydin & Woolfolk-Hoy, 2005). Developing a platform for virtual collaboration during the student teaching experience can allow a constant contact with peers during a time when student teachers are geographically separated (Wankel, 2012).

Teacher educators on the university level play an integral role in the student teaching experience (Darling-Hammond & Bransford, 2007). They evaluate the student teachers’ performance, but are constrained in their evaluation by not constantly being available at the student teaching sites. Allowing university supervisors to gain insight into activities of student teachers, even through a static media, can provide greater insight into the actions occurring daily at a student teaching center (Seabrooks, Kenney, & Lamontagne, 2000).

Requiring student teachers to post pictures weekly to catalog their experiences has three main goals.  First, this idea was developed as a way to stimulate collaboration and idea-sharing between members of the student teaching cohort.  Second, it allowed the university supervisors to witness what happened in the classroom without actually being present each week. Finally, there was a desire to use the photos gathered as a way to publically promote the agricultural education program and demonstrate how student teachers were experiencing the three-circle model of agricultural education.

How it Works
	In the Spring 2015 student teaching semester, a group Facebook page was set up by university faculty, and each student teacher and university supervisor was invited to join.  The group was closed, meaning privacy settings were established so only members who had been invited and approved could post or view the posts on the page.  A faculty member remained the administrator on the group page and monitored the posts for content and number of submissions per student teacher.

As a preface to the assignment, student teachers were given instructions related to the methods for posting to the page and guidelines for taking non-identifying pictures of students. Students were each required to share a minimum of one photo taken during their student teaching experience each week and upload it to the group page, along with a brief description of the photo. 

	At the end of the semester, faculty members used the collected photos to highlight the successes of student teachers during the end of semester recognition dinner.

Results to Date/Implications

	Student teachers posted 566 total photos of 350 unique events to the private group page over the course of the twelve week student teaching semester, far exceeding the requirement of one photo per student teacher per week.  Photos ranged in nature from individual student projects to large-scale student teaching tasks.  The implementation of this page allowed student teachers to collaborate, faculty members to gain greater insight into the daily tasks of each student teacher, and provided a wealth of images for future program publicity purposes. 
	
	Student teachers commented that having the pictures on the group Facebook page allowed them to see what was happening in their peers’ experience, and almost all student teachers contacted at least one other member of their cohort to share ideas and materials for lesson plans, labs, and FFA activities.  One student teacher said, “it felt like we were all still together, and able to rely on each other.” Another student teacher commented, “it made me want to do better, because I felt like everyone else was doing such cool things.”  This comment highlighted an inadvertent result of the photo sharing assignment, student teachers were motivated by the quality activities shared by their peers to increase their level of performance.

[bookmark: _GoBack]	University supervisors agreed that having the weekly posts allowed them to have a deeper insight into the activities of the student teachers they supervised, and gave them information which was used to tailor their mentoring of each student teacher.  Faculty members were also able to gather more than 150 quality images which can be used for promoting the agricultural education program at Texas A&M University.

Future Plans/Advice to Others

	 We plan to continue using private Facebook groups for future student teachers to post their pictures, using the same assignment outline. We also plan to use these pictures in promotional materials for our department, and post them on a public Facebook site after they have been screened for FERPA violations. This will help showcase the outstanding work our student teachers are doing each semester.

Costs/Resources Needed

	In order to complete the assignment, student teachers were required to have a Facebook page. To create the individual accounts and private Facebook group, no monetary resources were needed. One faculty member dedicated a small amount of time to monitoring the Facebook group and ensure student teachers were posting at least once per week. 
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