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Observation of Teaching:
Direct vs. Vicarious Experiences

W. R. Fulton
O. J. Rupiper

MOST teacher education institutions
either encourage or require students to
observe schools, classrooms, and pupil
behavior in conjunction with their pro-
fessional education courses prior to stu-
dent teaching.
Such observations usually are limited

by insufficient observation stations, space,
and facilities to accommodate the in-
creased enrollments in professional edu-
cation today. Even if such limitations
were not present, one might ask whether
optimum values can be expected when
neither students nor instructors can be
sure that the object of the observation
will be present at the precise time of the
observation.
These and other problems associated

with direct observations probably can

be alleviated by the use of appropriate
audio-visual materials. Much has been
written about using films and other
audio-visual materials to &dquo;bring the
world&dquo; into the classroom. Evidence in-
dicates that when this is properly done
increased learning can be expected.

This suggests the question, Can vicari-
ous observational experiences be pro-
vided which are as effective as direct
observational experiences relative to

school situations? If this question can
be answered in the affirmative, it can be
assumed that the limitations mentioned
above could be alleviated. This is the

principal problem with which this article
is concerned.

Problem

The investigation was designed to deter-
mine whether vicarious observations of
educational situations made during the
professional training of preservice teach-
ers prior to student teaching were as

effective as observations of similar situa-
tions made directly.
The vicarious observations were made

possible through the use of &dquo;film and
slide sequences&dquo; which presented par-
ticular educational principles and con-
cepts deemed pertinent to the basic
foundation courses.

The specific objectives of the study
were ( 1 ) to define unit objectives and
formulate concepts in order to develop
observational goals for each basic course;
(2) to assemble, produce and test suita-
ble audio-visual materials in relation to
selected concepts for the three basic
courses; and (3) to design and conduct
an experiment comparing the effects
on teachers in preparation with direct
and vicarious observational experiences
of classroom and school-community situ-
ations.

Dr. Fulton is professor of education and
Dr. Rupiper is associate professor of educa-
tion at the University of Oklahoma, Norman.
The research reported in this article was

supported by a grant from the United States
Office of Education, Department of Health,
Education, and Welfare.
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For a lucid discussion of the meaning
of observing and a help f ul guide to an-
alyzing, evaluating, and improving the

teaching of a lesson, see &dquo;The Prospec-
tive Teacher as Observer,&dquo; by Geraldine
Murphy, pages 150-156. -EDITORS

Methods and Procedures

The study was conducted within the
framework of the teacher education pro-
gram at the University of Oklahoma

during the year 1960-61. It included
three basic courses in professional edu-
cation required of all students enrolled
in the College of Education. These
courses were &dquo;The School in American

Culture,&dquo; &dquo;Human Growth and Devel-

opment,&dquo; and &dquo;Educational Evaluation
and Guidance.&dquo; Direct observations were
made at the university laboratory school
and in neighboring communities adja-
cent to the University.

In an effort to establish observational

goals for each basic course in education,
a content analysis of the subject matter
was made. The course objectives and
concepts were delineated and used as

bases for developing the observational

goals. These goals not only served as

reference points for the student during
each observation, but also were used as

guidelines in selecting and producing
film and slide sequences which provided
the vicarious materials for observations.

The materials which were selected

and/or produced had a direct bearing on
a set of observational goals involving
specific concepts unique to each profes-
sional education course. More than two
hundred films were viewed in an effort
to identify sequences which best illus-

trated the final list of objectives and
concepts. Once the sequences were iden-

tified, they were viewed and evaluated
by faculty members responsible for

teaching the various courses included in
this study. Only those sequences which
were considered most illustrative of the

behavior situations or community set-

tings pertinent to related objectives and
concepts were retained. The resulting
selections consisted of fourteen sequences
in the area of the school in American

culture, twenty-five sequences in the area
of human growth and development, and
nine sequences in the area of educational
evaluation and guidance.
The courses, with an example of a

unit, objectives, concepts and illustra-

tions, observational goals, and film se-

quences are as follows:’

&dquo;The School in American Culture&dquo;

Unit IV: Welfare Levels, Educational Op-
portunity, and the School Program.

Objective: To understand the relationship
of various economic levels to attitudes toward

education, curriculum selection, and other

major problems in education.
Concept and Illustration: The concept of

the social role of the school will influence the

curriculum, atmosphere, discipline. and ac-

tivities.

To illustrate differences between compre-
hensive and specialized schools.
To illustrate the normal activities of

democratic schools.

Observational Goal: The contrast in
different types of schools and their socio-
economic environment, such as the one-room
school, the three- and four-room school, the

village school, the small consolidated town
school, and the large rural consolidated
school.

Film Sequences: &dquo;School and Community&dquo;
and &dquo;Oklahoma Schools and Communities&dquo;

(slides-project production).
&dquo;Human Growth and Development&dquo;

Unit III: Mental Growth and Develop-
ment.

1 The complete list of units, objectives, con-
cepts and illustrations, observational goals, and
films and film references are listed in the final

report of the research project. See W. R. Fulton
and O. J. Rupiper, Selected Vicarious Experi-
ences versus Direct Observational Experiences of
Preservice Teachers in the Foundation Areas of
Professional Preparation at the University of
Oklahoma. (Norman, Oklahoma: College of

Education, University of Oklahoma, 1961).

 at UNIV OF OKLAHOMA LIBRARIES on January 20, 2016jte.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://jte.sagepub.com/


159

Objective: To understand the relation of
mental growth to the total development.

Concept and Illustration: The most ac-

curate measurements of intelligence known
are test results.
To illustrate types of test items such as

sensory and motor performances, analogies,
opposites, comprehension questions, vocabu-
lary, similarities and differences, comple-
tions, absurdities, deferred memory, memory
for meaningful material, and mechanical or
rote memory.

Observational Goal: The administration
of an individual mental test.
Film Sequence: &dquo;Testing Intelligence&dquo;

and &dquo;Problem Solving.&dquo;
&dquo;Educational Evaluation and Guidance&dquo;

Unit II: The Function of Evaluation and
Guidance.

Objective: To understand the nature and
purposes of the role of the teacher in evalua-
tion and guidance.

Concept and Illustration: Value judg-
ments are based on pertinent information
obtained through both subjective and objec-
tive techniques.
To illustrate subjective techniques of

gathering information through anecdotal
records and observations.
To illustrate objective techniques of

gathering information through teacher-made
standardized tests.

Observational Goal: The application of
measurement in evaluation.

Film Sequence: &dquo;The Evaluation Process.&dquo;

Experimentafion
The experimental phase of the study
was structured to test the null hypothesis
concerning differences as they affect stu-
dent understanding of conceptual prin-
ciples as a result of different observa-
tional techniques. The data used in test-
ing this hypothesis were scores obtained
from the administration of an achieve-
ment test which consisted primarily of
items that were developed and selected
according to established criteria (objec-
tives, concepts, and goals) and, insofar
as possible, that called for an under-

standing of concepts pertinent to each
basic course.

The sample subjects for the study were
selected during the four-day registration
period for the fall semester of the 1960-
61 academic year. A random procedure
was used so that each student would have
an equal chance to be included in any
one of the sections, regardless of the time
at which he was scheduled to enroll.

Approximately forty-five students were
enrolled in each section of each of the
three basic courses.

Two instructors with relatively com-
parable qualifications were selected, each
to teach two sections of the same course,
one section designated as the vicarious
observation group and the other as the
direct observation group. The designa-
tion of the groups was determined by
the flip of a coin. Not until the first

meeting of the classes did the instructors
or the students know in which group
they had been placed. After enrollment
was completed, no students were per-
mitted to change sections, and no in-
structors were permitted to change
groups.
Each of the three basic education

courses thus involved four sections of

students, two being designated as vicari-
ous observation groups and two as direct
observation groups.
Guided by the specific directions in-

cluded in the observational goals, mem-
bers of the direct observation groups
made nine thirty-minute observations of
actual classroom and school-community
situations. Concurrently, members of
the other sections, who were also directed
by the list of observational goals, par-
ticipated in nine thirty-minute vicarious
observational experiences by viewing
&dquo;film and slide sequences.&dquo; These &dquo;film
and slide sequences&dquo; depicted similar
educational situations being observed by
the direct observation group.
At the beginning of the class sessions,

the Cooperative School and College
Ability Tests, Form IC, the Minnesota
Teacher Attitude Inventory, Form A,
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the Sims Social Class Identification Occu-
pational Rating Scale, and the achieve-
ment test were administered to all stu-
dents in each section. Hereafter, the
standardized tests will be referred to as

SCAT, MTAI, and SCI, respectively.
These tests were selected as bases for

isolating factors such as scholastic apti-
tude, attitude toward teaching, and iden-
tification with a particular socio-eco-
nomic level which might bias the results
of the study. The results of the initial
administration of the achievement tests
were used as a measure of initial concept
understanding in each of the courses

and, of course, provided information
common to all students.
The SCAT Quantitative, SCAT Ver-

bal, and MTAI raw scores were converted
to percentiles, using appropriate national
norms as established by the respective
test publishers. These percentiles were
transformed to McCall’s T-score equiva-
lents. The SCI obtained scores for socio-
economic class identification were used
in the original form. In view of the
method of construction, the scores on

the achievement tests, which were the
number of correct responses, were used
in raw score form. The scores obtained
from the initial administration of the
achievement test will hereafter be re-

ferred to as the Pre-Test scores.

At the termination of the semester of
instruction (during the final examina-
tion period) , the achievement test was

administered again. The scores obtained
on this examination were used as the

dependent or criterion variable in the

final analysis of data. These scores shall
hereafter be referred to as the Post-Test
scores.

Results

A 6 x 6 correlation matrix was computed
for each of the three groups of students,
164 enrolled in &dquo;The School in American

Culture,&dquo; 148 in &dquo;Human Growth and

Development,&dquo; and 156 in &dquo;Educational

Evaluation and Guidance.&dquo; Data used
in these matrices were obtained from the
administration of four instruments:
SCAT, Verbal and Quantitative, MTAI,
SCI, and an achievement test. (See Table
I.)
A consistently significant positive cor-

relation was found between the Pre- and
Post-Test scores, r = 0.771, r = 0.664,
and r = 0.656 with probabilities less
than the 0.01 level of significance for
the three courses as listed above respec-
tively. For the same groups statistically
significant positive correlations were

found between Pre-Test scores and SCA T
Verbal scores, r = 0.678, r = 0.515, and
r = 0.671, respectively. These results
indicated that intelligence and achieve-
ment varied in the same direction for
the sample used. Only one significant
positive correlation existed between
MTAI and Post-Test scores (r = 0.431,
P<0.01). This occurred in &dquo;Educational
Evaluation and Guidance.&dquo; This finding
suggested that teacher attitude did not
become significant until later in profes-
sional training. It appeared that these
students who were beginning their pro-
fessional education work tended toward
identification with a single socio-eco-
nomic stratum, since the coefficients of
correlation between SCI scores and scores
for the other variables were consistently
non-significant for all groups.
Through the use of the multiple re-

gression technique, a single composite
score for the five independent variables
(all test scores except the Post-Test

scores, which was the criterion variable)
was computed for each student. This
was done for the purpose of permitting
maximum utilization of the separate and
combined effects of the independent
variables. Separate variable coefficients
were computed for each course because
the concepts for each course were dif-

ferent.
An analysis of covariance was per-

formed on mean achievement scores as
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TABLE I

MATRIX OF INTERCORRELATIONS BETWEEN CRITERION AND PREDICTOR VARIABLES

(Read as follows: Xl = Post-Test; X2 = SCAT Verbal;
X3 = SCAT Quantitative; X4 = MTAI; X5 = SCI; Xs = Pre-Test)

I Significant at the 0.01 level of significance.
b Significant at the 0.05 level of significance.

measured by the Post-Test for all sections
in each course. This technique permitted
the adjustment of mean scores by re-

moval of any regression effect of one or
more identifiable independent variables.
The null hypothesis of no statistically
significant difference between mean

achievement as indicated by test scores

obtained through the measurement of

understanding of concepts by students
who participated in selected vicarious
observational experiences and those who
participated in direct observational ex-
periences was tested for each basic foun-
dation course in education. The data
are summarized in Tables II, III, and IV.
For &dquo;The School in American Cul-

ture,&dquo; the results of the analysis of co-
variance test of significance showed that
the difference between methods of ob-
servational experiences was significant
with an F ratio of 8.42 (P<0.01). The

null hypothesis was rejected. It was con-
cluded that students who participated in
the vicarious observational experiences
demonstrated significantly greater un-

derstanding of concepts as determined

by analysis of difference between ad-

justed means than students who par-
ticipated in direct observational experi-
ences.

For &dquo;Human Growth and Develop-
ment&dquo; and &dquo;Educational Evaluation and

Guidance,&dquo; the analysis of covariance

yieled F ratios of 0.15 and 0.13 (P ~ 0.05)
respectively, between methods. The null
hypothesis was not rejected for each of
these courses, and it was concluded that
students who participated in vicarious
observational experiences and direct ob-
servational experiences did not differ

significantly in mean scores in the under-
standing of concepts as measured by the
achievement Post-Test. However, in
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TABLE II

SUMMARY OF ANALYSIS OF COVARIANCE FOR &dquo;THE SCHOOL IN AMERICAN CULTURE&dquo;

8 Significant at the 0.01 level of significance.

&dquo;Human Growth and Development&dquo; a

statistical significance was found between
instructors. Since no statistically signifi-
cant difference was found between types
of observational experiences, it seemed

appropriate to accept the null hypothesis
in that the significance in mean achieve-
ment was due apparently to instructor
effect exclusive of method.

For all courses the non-significant in-
teraction values obtained for teacher by
method suggested that teachers did not
operate any more effectively with one
method than the other.

Discussion

Since &dquo;The School in American Culture&dquo;
is the first course in the professional edu-
cation sequence, most students enrolled
in this course have not had an oppor-
tunity to acquire any predisposition
toward conventional educational meth-

odology. If this assumption is reasona-

ble, vicarious observational experiences
were more successful for the following
reasons:

1. The students apparently lacked an
orientation to educational situations re-

lating to conceptual principles.

TABLE III

SUMMARY OF ANALYSIS OF COVARIANCE FOR &dquo;HUMAN GROWTH AND DEVELOPMENT&dquo;

a Significant at the 0.05 level of significance.
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2. The opportunity for observing
many of the school-community situations
was not available within the immediate
confines of the University of Oklahoma.

3. The students enrolled in &dquo;The
School in American Culture&dquo; were just
beginning their professional education

programs; therefore, they had less experi-
ence in directly observing situations re-
lating to conceptual principles than stu-
dents enrolled in the other two courses.

4. First experiences with direct obser-
vation as a means of understanding and
reinforcing concepts were frequently be-
wildering to many students because of
the occurrence of unexpected extraneous
situations at the time the observation
was made.

In view of the results of this study, it

would appear that in the first profes-
sional education course where observa-
tional experiences are required for the
purpose of helping students to have a
better understanding of concepts perti-
nent to the course, students would

acquire an understanding more effici-

ently through the use of films, film se-

quences, and slides. In subsequent
courses, the understanding of concepts
can be acquired as effectively through
vicarious observational experiences as

by direct observational experiences.

Because there was a statistically sig-
nificant difference between the results of
the two observation methods in &dquo;The
School in American Culture&dquo; in favor of
the vicarious observational experiences,
and even though there were no statisti-
cally significant differences between the
results of the two observation methods in
&dquo;Human Growth and Development&dquo;
and &dquo;Educational Evaluation and Guid-
ance,&dquo; it seems reasonable to make the

following conclusions:
1. Many of the problems associated

with direct observations can be alleviated

by use of appropriate audio-visual mate-
rials. Nevertheless, the accrediting agen-
cies are currently placing emphasis on
more extended direct observational prac-
tices in their standards for accreditation.

Perhaps more attention should be given
to the types, quality, and quantity of
audio-visual materials and facilities for
their use in relation to observational

opportunities.
Such a change of emphasis would pro-

vide opportunities for students to observe
many more educational situations which

might increase both the depth and
breadth of their understanding of con-
ceptual principles. Such expansion of
observational opportunities could greatly
enhance the effectiveness of student

TABLE IV

SUMMARY OF ANALYSIS OF COVARIANCE FOR &dquo;EDUCATIONAL EVALUATION AND GUIDANCE&dquo;
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teaching experiences and, consequently,
improve preservice preparation of teach-
ers in general.

2. Independent educational situa-
tional film sequences can be used as

media for observational purposes with
equal efi’ectiveness with direct observa-
tion methods.
This has important implications for

film production procedures. Tradition-

ally, the general format of educational
films has been patterned after the theat-
rical film with the usual formal intro-

duction, background music, sequential
content and continuity, and a unified
theme designed to carry the film as a

self-entity.
The implication of the findings in

this study is that it is feasible, for ob-
servational purposes, to produce simple,
independent sequences which give a

fuller treatment of separate concepts or

concept-clusters with emphasis relating
specifically to a particular conceptual
principle.

No Educational &dquo;Elite&dquo;

We believe that there should not be insurmountable barriers to college entrance. As one
agency has expressed it, we do not believe in an educational &dquo;elite.&dquo; We believe that
students from low-income families should not find it unduly difficult to continue their
education. We realize that many students are not sufficiently awakened academically
while in high school and thus may not meet the requirements for pursuing a four-year
college program. We believe that many of these students, if given an opportunity to

make up their educational deficiencies, will develop to the point where their talents can
be utilized fully. We recognize further that society’s needs call for different kinds and
levels of talent. We do not consider that four years of college are always necessary for
the optimum development of an individual.

It is partly because of these beliefs that the two-year community college has come into
prominence. These colleges have several characteristics: they are located close to the
homes of the students who attend; they are relatively inexpensive to attend; and they
generally admit anyone who is a high school graduate. In addition to offering the first
two years of regular college work, most of them also offer various vocational courses that
can be completed in two years or less, thus adding to the diversity of available educational
programs beyond high school. They have a very close relationship with the community
in which they are located and generally perform a variety of services for the community
including the offering of an extensive educational program for adults.

Let me be more specific by describing a somewhat typical community college. It is
located in a medium-sized community and has an enrollment of 1,500 full-time day
students plus 2,400 students-mostly adults-enrolled in evening courses. It is controlled
and supported in part by the community through a local school district although the
state also contributes to its support. Students pay a nominal tuition. It admits any high
school graduate and any adult over eighteen years of age who is presumed to be capable
of profiting from instruction. As a result of these policies its student body has a wide
range of abilities and interests and comes from all socioeconomic levels.-Leland L.

Medsker, &dquo;The Community College,&dquo; TALKS ON AMERICAN EDUCATION (New York: Bureau
of Publications, Teachers College, Columbia University, 1962) p. 73-74.
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