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Report on the Further Mathematics Network Remote Professional Development project

Background to the project    
Following the successful pilot in remote tuition for students using Elluminate, it was decided in summer 2007 that there was potential to offer subject-knowledge professional development to small groups of teachers using Elluminate. The Remote Professional Development (RPD) courses would be offered in Further Pure and Applied Mathematics modules and would focus on subject knowledge, covering common ground from all current specifications. It was felt that the courses would be best suited to small groups of roughly 6 to 8 teachers, so that the sessions could be truly interactive. The potential  advantages and disadvantages were considered.
Advantages

· Sessions can take place outside class teaching time, so no cover would be required.

· No venues would be needed.

· There would be no travel costs.
· Courses could be accessible to teachers across the country at a time appropriate for them, rather than waiting for a course in their region.
· A course could run over several weeks, perhaps 1 hour per week for 10 weeks to cover a unit/topic in detail, going through the maths and incorporating teaching ideas– this would overcome the problem of the one day course which is fun to deliver and attend, but may have no lasting effect because there is no time for reflection and/or consolidation.
· The same teachers could meet online each week, facilitating supportive group working.  The teachers could be encouraged to correspond outside of the weekly sessions. 

Potential Disadvantages

· Some teachers may be deterred by the lack of face-to-face contact.  
· Some teachers may be worried by using a technology that they are unfamiliar with.

· No class teaching is demonstrated or assessed; however this is true for most professional development courses.  The proposed courses would focus on subject knowledge and be aimed at relatively experienced teachers.
· It may be difficult to find a time of day which will suit all prospective participants.
· Such courses may seem to overlap with existing provision, however the current one and two day courses such as the MEI’s Teaching Advanced Mathematics,(TAM) and 2-day courses and the FM Network’s Teaching Further Mathematics (TFM) course. However, this format is clearly distinct from the other courses and meets a different need. Face-to-face contact is an essential element for all of the others. TAM is a 15-month accredited course for inexperienced AS/A level Mathematics teachers that includes classroom teaching and contributes towards a masters degree.  TFM is a year long commitment covering several units, rather than a short course covering one unit/topic.  The MEI 2-day courses are delivered by national experts with a proven format geared to face-to face delivery.  It is possible that Elluminate could be used in some way to enhance these other courses, particularly TAM and TFM, but there is still a place for separate Elluminate-only courses.

The Further Mathematics Network decided to pilot subject support sessions with FMN Centre Managers in Autumn 2007. This involved roughly 15 pilot sessions with FMN Centre Managers covering different topics from a range of modules.  This enabled the RPD presenters to gain experience of planning and conducting sessions with small groups of adults and to anticipate some of the technical problems that might arise. The sessions were well-received by the managers who took part and problems were few and were overcome. The major difficulty encountered was fixing a time for sessions that would suit most people and fit in with both work and family commitments. 
A pilot FP1 course was planned for the Spring Term 2008. It was decided that participants would, as part of the course fees, be sent a graphics tablet and headset in order to avoid the potential frustration caused by participants not having the correct equipment. All applicants were asked to fill in a pre-course questionnaire as part of enrolment to ensure that deliverers had some information about the participants’ background.
The structure of the course 
· One introductory session introducing the participants to the features of Elluminate and the structure of sessions.

· Nine topic Tutorials each lasting for roughly 1 hour. Tutorials take place from 1700 to 1800 so that participants can take part either from school or from home.
· Two optional surgery sessions have been timetabled for the end of the course.
· Tutors offer email support to participants throughout the course.

· Participants are given a course handbook which gives details of what will be covered in the sessions and includes essential and recommended reading and study before (and after) each tutorial.
· If participants wish to receive a certificate at the end of the course they are required to submit a short portfolio consisting of
· A specimen exam paper with annotated solutions

· A learning resource that can be used in the classroom for a topic from the module. 
Review of progress
Five teachers originally applied to take part in the FP1 course, however, one teacher has not been able to join the group as he encountered problems with the firewalls at his school, which the technicians have failed to rectify. The steps needed to overcome this are very simple and we have communicated this to the technician and the teacher concerned but they have not taken any action. The problem has now been referred to the Head of Department within the school and will be resolved. This was a problem that was foreseen but it can only be overcome if simple technical advice is followed in the school.
The planning and delivery has been shared between two people. Both the presenters and participants have found this very beneficial.
Participants on the current course have given interim feedback and this has been very positive. All participants have said that the course was better than expected. They find the lessons stimulating and are all happy with the level of interaction during sessions and the support offered by the tutors. One issue for presenters and participants has been the length of sessions which, although timetabled for one hour, frequently overrun to 75 minutes. When asked about session length, the participants were happy with the current pattern but two commented that 90 minute sessions might be better. The only negative feedback has been with respect of the times of sessions which, as anticipated, are very difficult to fix so that no-one is inconvenienced.

Future developments
Two further RPD pilot courses are planned for the summer term:

Mechanics 1 will follow a similar pattern to the current FP1 course, though applicants are being told that sessions will last between 60 and 90 minutes.

Decision 1 is being advertised with fewer sessions but each lasting 90 to 120 minutes since there is generally a little more time for study in the summer term.

We are plan to offer a range of courses for academic year 2008/9.
There are still several issues which need to be considered as the project develops

· Both the M1 and D1 courses are scheduled to start at 1700 but there may be a need to review this, given comments from the current participants. One advantage of a small group is that alterations can be made once the course is underway.

· Graphics tablets and headsets were provided for the initial pilot, but this will not be practical for future courses. Participants will be advised of the equipment needed and places where they might purchase it. However, this does increase the risk of people not being able to participate fully due to inappropriate equipment.
· There are still potential problems associated with network firewalls. Elluminate is a well-established educational resource that is used in many countries but it can be difficult to persuade some technicians of this
· Running more courses will involve training more people to deliver them.
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