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Chapter eleven

Real World Cases in Virtual 
Environments: Blending 
Environments, Bringing Teacher 
Training to Life

Graham Lowe, Dario Faniglione,  

This chapter reports on a project involving simulation-based case 

simulation in Initial Teacher Education (ITE).
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a simulation “can support authentic enquiry practices that include 
formulating questions, hypothesis development, data collection, and 
theory revision.” (Rutten et al.

authenticity of the responses elicited. This is related to, though not 
solely dependent upon, the authenticity of the presentation of the 
simulation (Bland et al
popular in a range of professional training situations, in particular 

et al et 
al

too few expert supervisors dictate that new methods [sic] to be 
found to provide systematic practice teaching opportunities for 
beginning teachers.” (Kersh, 1962:109 cited in Tansey, 1970:283)

contextual information in the form of paper notes. In these cases, 

“It can be 
assumed that vastly superior, more sophisticated simulations can be 
developed as computer availability for training purposes increases.” 
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simulation, and the use of computer simulations in particular, in ITE 

interesting in themselves, lie beyond the remit of this paper. Rather, 
this article reports on the early stages of a recent move at Birmoingham 

in its ITE provision.

explored phenomenon. Yeh (2004, 2007) reports on using computer 

have used a simulation to enhance pre-service teachers’ understanding 
of pupils’ test-anxiety. In both cases the researchers, using control 

Virtual Reality helmets to create a truly immersive 3D environment. 

in “the entrance to a small, dark, narrow basement, whose walls are 
made of tightly packed dark red bricks” 

bouncing balls. The aim of the simulation is to give the student “the 
experience of wandering aimlessly while under pressure of time” 

extent the ability to understand or interpret the metaphor impacts on 

Trainees generally found it easier to see the value in a simulation, and 

Although computer simulation in ITE is very much at an embryonic 



202 THE CASEMAKER ANTHOLOGY

stage, in the last ten years or so simulation has become ubiquitous in the 
training of pre-registration nurses. In some respects, nurse education 

not. Both types of training programme involve a mixture of faculty/

for people in one’s charge. 
An examination of the literature surrounding the use of computer 

simulation in nurse education has provided a starting point for its 

divide and help trainees see more value in faculty-based learning has 

Rationale for and Brief Description of the Simulations

in nurse training is largely absent from ITE. One reason for developing 

parents or the trainee themselves, as might happen should they fail in 

trainees on ITE course are spending increasingly more time in schools, 
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they are often protected from certain events. Simulation enables the 
trainees to encounter a range of experiences related to planning, 

are actually sent home and meeting parents at parents evening are not 
something that the trainees can expect as part of school experience 
training.

formed part of a taught module on a post-graduate Primary ITE course. 
In each case the teaching involved a mixture of direct input (lecture), 
use of the simulation (individual) and discussion (small group).

©, a virtual 
environment created at Birmingham City University. Shareville hosts 
an increasing number of realistic locations and simulation-based case 

around computer-generated images and 360o

Figure 1) based on 360o panorama photographs of a real school.
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Figure 1: Shareville’s Green Moor Primary School is a 3D Virtual 
Training Environment.

setting including entrance hall, classrooms, playground, Physical 
Education (PE)/dining hall etc. In order to populate the school, 

giving the school appropriate documentation such as school policies 

the UK government).

referred to in this research.
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report pro-forma divided into sections (see Figure 2).

Figure 2: Interactive School Report form in Green Moor Primary 
School.
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be the most appropriate version and drags that text into the named 
section. Upon completion of the report the trainee is able to print out 

angry to very positive depending on the amount of educational jargon 

the response from the parents.

by the head teacher to listen to the concerns of some parents regarding 

use it during the day thus reducing time available for the school’s 

is then told the results of the decision by the head teacher. In all 
cases the trainee is blamed for suggesting a solution that has angered 
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Method

parents:

parents

smaller groups of six people) seminar to discuss the issues raised, 
their responses and the outcomes and implications.

understanding had been affected. 184 students completed the initial 

The second section set out the three main issues being focused upon 
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aimed at determining common themes or issues.

 Based on several comments presented during the initial 

to elicit the student’s understanding of the drivers behind this project.

Results

computer simulation in ITE in general. In some cases exactly the 

Initial 
Questionnaire 
(n=184) 

Strongly 
Agree Agree

Neither 
Agree nor 
Disagree

Disagree Strongly 
Disagree

The use of 
computer 
simulation can 
help support 
my professional 
development.

42.9 52.7 4.3 0.0 0.0

Computer 
simulation should 
be an important 
part of ITE

29.3 53.8 16.8 0.0 0.0

Learning by ‘Trial 
and Error’ is the 
best method for 
developing new 
teachers.

29.9 48.4 16.3 5.4 0.0
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Initial 
Questionnaire 
(n=184) 

Strongly 
Agree Agree

Neither 
Agree nor 
Disagree

Disagree Strongly 
Disagree

Virtual 
professional 
experiences may 
supplement but 
never replace real 
experiences.

49.5 45.7 3.8 0.5 0.5

Ability to ‘perform’ 
during virtual 
experiences 
should be 
assessed before 
students are 
allowed ‘do it for 
real’.

6.0 29.9 31.0 29.3 3.8

The development 
of Virtual 
Professional 
Experiences 
should be a 
priority for those 
delivering ITE

6.0 42.4 40.2 10.3 1.1

Table.1. Initial Questionnaire: Likert scale values presented as 
percentages to one decimal point
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Post- Scenario 
Questionnaire 
(n=123) 

Strongly 
Agree Agree

Neither 
Agree nor 
Disagree

Disagree Strongly 
Disagree

On the whole, this 
use of computer 
simulation has 
helped support 
my professional 
development and 
ability to work with 
parents.

37.4 56.9 4.1 0.0 1.6

I feel more 

a result of these 
experiences.

22.8 57.7 13.8 4.1 1.6

These simulated 
experiences had 
greater value than I 
was expecting.

38.2 40.7 18.7 1.6 0.8

Using these 
simulated 
experiences was 
engaging and 
enjoyable.

39.0 48.0 10.6 1.6 0.8

I would have 
preferred a more 
traditional approach 
(more lectures, 
academic readings, 
watching videos 
etc.) to this aspect 
of my development.

1.6 4.9 21.1 53.7 18.7

I would have 
preferred to be, 
‘thrown in at the 
deep end’, and 
learn these skills by 
trial and error with 
real parents as and 
when they arose.

0.0 5.7 8.9 56.1 29.3
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Post- Scenario 
Questionnaire 
(n=123) 

Strongly 
Agree Agree

Neither 
Agree nor 
Disagree

Disagree Strongly 
Disagree

Simulated 
experience is a 
‘Third Place’ that 
links Faculty Based 
Learning and Real 
World Learning.

13.0 56.9 27.6 1.6 0.8

The use of 
simulation, where 
mistakes don’t have 
real consequences, 
is more ethically 
sound than trial and 
error.

18.7 51.2 22.8 6.5 0.8

Computer 
simulation 
should become 
an increasingly 
important part 
of Initial Teacher 
Education.

19.5 61.8 15.4 1.6 1.6

The development of 
virtual professional 
experiences such 
as these should be 
a priority for those 
delivering Initial 
Teacher Education.

13.8 49.6 29.3 4.9 2.4

The ability to 
‘perform’ during 
virtual experiences 
should be assessed 
before students are 
allowed ‘do it for 
real’. (As is required 
by aircraft pilots for 
example)

6.5 33.3 16.3 34.1 9.8

Table 2. Follow-up Questionnaire: Likert scale values presented as 
percentages to one decimal point
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comments tended to be related to one of four types:

c) Wait and see (n= 4)

d) Generally positive (n= 36)
Students understanding of the drivers of this use of computer 

Post- Scenario Ques-
tionnaire (n=123) 

A ‘Main 
Driver’

Important 
Consideration

Valuable 
Point

Not 
Important

It might make learning 
more enjoyable 32.5 50.4 16.3 0.8

It could save time 10.6 43.9 35.0 10.6
It could save money 8.1 34.1 43.1 14.6
It is more ethically 
sound 19.5 43.1 33.3 3.3

It might develop 
trainees’ skills more 
effectively

43.1 43.9 11.4 0.8

Table.3. Student perceptions of drivers for development of simulations 
(values as percentages to one decimal point)
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in each area; ‘score out of 10’. 

Figures in parenthesis represent the 
Standard Deviation.

Before

(n=184)

After

(n=104)

School Reports and Parents Evenings 5.2 (1.9) 7.1 (1.3)

Angry or Upset Parents 5.0 (2.2) 7.2 (1.4)

Considering Parental Opinions 6.4 (1.8) 7.0 (1.6)

Total (to one decimal point) 5.5 (1.5) 7.1 (1.0)

percentages to one decimal point)

comments relating to that issue.

Code Description Notes

U+
Skills/
Understanding 
increased

Some (n=30) students felt the scenarios 
had improved their understanding of ‘how to’ 
engage with parents. A smaller number (n=4) 
felt more confused and less sure as a result.U- Confusion

R+

Some students (n=27) commented on how 
the scenarios had given them the basis for 

supported their development.

S- Too Short

Some students (n=17) commented that the 
scenarios were either too short or needed to be 
developed further and include more information 
or higher levels of engagement.
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Code Description Notes

T- Technology

Some comments related to technological 

connections and bugs in the software (n=13). 
Where technological issues were raised this 
was generally in a negative context.

C+ Increased

Some students (n=9) reported that their 

by the use of the scenarios. No student’s 
commented that the scenarios had knocked 

W Missing the 
point

Some comments (n=9) clearly indicated that 
students had ‘missed the point’ of a scenario. 
The most common example related to not 

point was to make them realise that there are 
some situations where one cannot please 
everyone.

P+ Sense of 
‘Practising’

Some students (n=6) commented on the 
simulations in terms of practising. Where 
students considered the scenarios to be a type 
of ‘teaching practice’ they tended to be positive. 

was not a form of practice, although other 
comments implicitly indicate that some do not 
recognise it as such.

A+ Good level of 
Authenticity

The degree to which the scenarios felt ‘real’ 
was commented upon. In general positive 
comments (n=5) were related to a strong 
feeling of authenticity whereas if students felt 
the scenario was not authentic (n=4), this was 
seen as a negative thing.

A- Poor level of 
Authenticity

Table.5. Issues arising from follow-up questionnaire qualitative 
responses
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Discussion of the Findings

relationship issues has increased through the use of these simulated 
experiences. It is, of course, not possible to determine the exact relationship 

elicited a clear and noticeable increase In fact, expression of improved 

the qualitative data:
“This was good. I didn’t expect parents to become that angry in the 
playground – I feel more prepared now.”

scenario.”

“I understand the value of parental opinions now & feel more 

Secondly, the next most common type of qualitative comment 

this gave to these students.

lots to consider.”

“Really helped me to think about my own practice and how I would 
deal with a real situation.”
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“Good scenarios and got me thinking …”
An important point to note is that the value attributed by the students 
to these simulations is often related to a sense of authenticity. Before 

experiences they are able effectively to suspend their disbelief 

comments requesting that the scenarios should be extended further 
indicate that authenticity is important because many of the comments 
made relate to developing a sense of reality by providing a greater 

Maybe as a development, have further discussion options?”

“Could have been developed further in responses. Overall, very 
good nonetheless.’

“This was a valuable experience, but it might have been more 
worthwhile if it could have been extended further. So if we could 
have read more about the child, seen marks etc.”

Both positive and negative comments relating to authenticity indicate 
that some students see that as being a very important consideration:

“I did not think all reactions were entirely true to life.”

“Very useful due to visual responses of parents.”

“Good scenarios – realistic.”



217REAL WORLD CASES IN VIRTUAL ENVIRONMENTS

“The report based one was not as effective and the video clip took 
over 1 hour to load.”

“Computer kept crashing.”

relating to different issues, the coding process found no student 

commented on the technology.
Ethics is an important issue that has emerged from the research and 

simulation in other spheres of initial training (particularly medical 

the patient or the passenger is paramount and the use of simulation 

Teacher Education reveals little discussion of the ethical considerations 
of an approach to training teachers. Indeed, recent developments 
such as Teach First and School Direct seem to run counter to any 

students felt that simulations should be used as an assessment before 

any qualitative comments at all about ethical matters, indicates that 
such ethical considerations are not something many of the students 
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purposely more explicit. in the second questionnaire. Firstly, ethics 

prompting, understanding that ethics might be the main driver 

 With regard to using the simulations as part of an assessment, 

disagreeing increased (see Figure 3).

Figure 3. Change in student opinion in relation to simulation as a pre-
‘real world’ assessment

It is interesting to note that the use of the simulations as part of the 
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and valuable thing to do. Whilst the designers have no intention of 

had missed the point of the simulation does give the designers pause 

a decision that would please them all. PTA meetings would mean 
parents can vote and the majority would get the vote.”

“Have more options – a scenario that you can have a positive 
“WIN” in, rather than you always fail.”

Conclusions and Recommendations
Simulation, through vehicles such as Shareville, has the potential to 

for multi-agency, interdisciplinary simulations that really challenge 
students in situations that they may only encounter infrequently and 

through the use of crafted characters, businesses and environments, 
enclosed in an episodic-style narrative.

“Shareville attempts to ameliorate against [the student being on the 
periphery] by showcasing a multi-agency approach, particularly 
in the areas of Health and Social Work. The initial philosophy 
behind the development of the environment was that of seeing 
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resources that already existed online in a number of areas within 
the university, in a more realistic context.” (Hollyhead, 2010:14)

We believe that there is a need for future development of case based 

across faculties and schools. Further research is needed to evaluate the 

help shape student experiences that result in them becoming better 
professionals.
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