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Abstract
The global pandemic of COVID-19 forced trainee teachers from the United Arab Emirates to have virtual field experiences 
in the field of early childhood education. The various stakeholders, young children, families, preservice teachers, and univer-
sity faculty hold different perceptions of online teaching formats. The purpose of this study was to examine the perceptions 
of trainee teachers and faculty supervisors about online field experiences with young children. The study was done using a 
qualitative case study within an interpretivist paradigm. Twelve internship students and five supervisors were purposively 
selected to complete open-ended questionnaires about virtual field experiences. Three themes emerged from the data: (1) 
integrating technology into lesson planning, (2) meeting challenges to classroom management, and (3) expanding the rep-
ertoire of teaching strategies. It is concluded that the virtual field experience was a milestone of achievement for trainee 
teachers, in terms of the preparation it provided to implement the country’s plan of integrating technology in the curriculum.
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Introduction

Providing quality education is part of the main national 
agenda of the United Arab Emirates (UAE) (National 
Agenda, 2018). One of the strategies for attaining this 
national agenda is by improving the provision of trainee 
teacher programmes, as this is the foundation for enhancing 
the education system. It goes without saying that teacher 
education programmes play a significant role in training 
qualified and competent future teachers for the next gen-
eration. Therefore, the effective and proper training of a 
trainee teacher is very important. Gürkan, (2018) states that 
there are many aspects to consider regarding teacher train-
ing programmes, from teaching learning theories, to field 
experience needed. Considering the current situation where 
the education sector is affected by the Coronavirus (COVID-
19) pandemic, many teacher training institutions had to let 
their trainee teachers complete field experience online. The 

university under study had all its students complete their 
field experiences online, as a preventative measure to reduce 
the spread of COVID-19. The purpose of this study was 
to examine the perceptions of trainee teachers and faculty 
supervisors about online field experiences with young chil-
dren. The paper begins by presenting a review of the lit-
erature. This is followed by a description of self-perception 
theory, which is a theoretical framework guiding this study. 
Then the context of the study is presented, followed by the 
methodology, results, and discussion. The paper ends with 
a succinct conclusion.

Review of Literature

Importance of Technology Integration

The global pandemic of COVID-19 has forced many aca-
demics in different universities to integrate technology into 
the curriculum more than before. Technology integration 
is inevitable in the current educational environment, as it 
enhances the teaching and learning process and increases 
teacher knowledge and skills needed in the twenty-first 
century (Shiburi, 2021). Technology integration is conse-
quential as it has a positive impact on student achievement, 
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attitudes, and behaviour (Mohebi, 2018). Brown, (2017) 
concurs that technology integration has positive effects as it 
allows students to develop greater cognitive and analytical 
skills. Such skills enable trainee teachers to conduct success-
ful online field experiences.

The ability of trainee teachers to properly integrate tech-
nology during field experience is dependent on experiences 
they had in their college or university during their prepara-
tion years. This is reflected by Mohebi (2018) who argues 
that there is a need for instructors to use a mixture of vari-
ous technological instructional strategies in order to help 
trainee teachers to build the capacity to embed technology 
meaningfully in their teaching. Thus, teacher training insti-
tutions ought to pay more attention to various instructional 
approaches and improve on technology integration. Konca 
et al., (2016) conducted a study to understand the attitude 
of teachers towards integrating technology in their teaching. 
Their study focused on kindergarten teachers who graduated 
from face-to-face universities and teachers who graduated 
from online universities. Their results showed that face-to-
face graduates had a more positive attitude towards technol-
ogy integration than the online graduates, because of the 
quality of in-service training they received.

Online Learning

Online teaching and learning has been adopted in settings 
ranging from kindergarten to Grade 12 (K-12) to higher edu-
cation institutions (HEI) due to the COVID-19 pandemic. 
Kim, (2020) defines online learning as “an educational pro-
cess which takes place over the internet as a form of distance 
education” (p. 145). Numerous studies highlight different 
aspects of online classrooms. Fedynich (2013) states that 
attractive characteristics of the online classroom include 
the ease of participation, flexibility, and convenience. Ersin 
et al., (2020) and Fiock (2020) contend that online learn-
ing is ideal, as it boosts teachers’ competences and readi-
ness to implement inclusive digital pedagogical approaches. 
Albrahim (2020) identifies a set of skills needed to teach 
online courses. She grouped these into six categories: (a) 
pedagogical skills, (b) content skills, (c) design skills, (d) 
technological skills, (e) management and institutional skills, 
and (f) social and communication skills. These skills can be 
adopted by trainee teachers in delivering quality age appro-
priate content. In addition, communication skills are needed 
for effective explanation of content. Thus, exposing trainee 
teachers to online learning encourages them to integrate 
technology in their teaching practice (Hixon & So, 2009) 
and affords them an opportunity to have hands-on virtual 
experiences (Hojeij & Baroudi, 2021). This is why Ak and 
Gökdaş (2021) recommend that all trainee teachers should 
be afforded opportunities to complete virtual field experi-
ences as it helps them to gain knowledge and skills needed 

to teach effectively in online settings. Even when the cur-
rent global pandemic of COVID-19 is over, online teaching 
is likely to continue as “many schools are headed towards 
complete online modality or blended learning modality in 
instruction” (Cahapay, 2020, p. 3).

Advantages and Disadvantages of Online Teaching

Leonard and Guha, (2001) establish that technology integra-
tion is a challenging task because of the extrinsic and intrin-
sic barriers. The extrinsic factors include “lack of access to 
computers and software, insufficient time to plan instruction 
and inadequate technical and administrative support, while 
intrinsic factors include beliefs about teaching, beliefs about 
computers, established classroom practices and unwilling-
ness to change” (Leonard & Guha, 2001, p. 56). As part of 
extrinsic factors, there is less physical activity by students in 
online learning. That is a disadvantage as Fedynich (2013) 
argues that through the tactile/kinesthetic approach, students 
learn and perform better when they move, do, and touch. It 
is hard for children in early childhood education to learn 
without play, let alone movement, and for trainee teachers to 
teach effectively. Kim, (2020) concurs that one of the great-
est disadvantages of online learning is that there is limited 
interaction between trainee teachers and students and when 
it comes to educating young learners, there is a need for 
adult supervision which might be a problem for working 
parents and guardians.

Lestiyanawati and Widyantoro, (2020) conducted a study 
during the COVID-19 lockdown in 2020 and found that lack 
of parental support and lack of access to the internet were 
the main challenges experienced. Moyo, (2020) reported 
from the Zimbabwean context that virtual field experiences 
could not be attained as the country did not have sufficient 
internet coverage to allow remote teaching and learning to 
occur in schools. Lack of student engagement is another 
disadvantage of online learning. Cruickshank et al., (2021) 
argue, from the Australian context that teachers had a chal-
lenge when it comes to engaging students online. In Roma-
nia, early childhood trainee teachers faced challenges related 
to delivering content online using interactive means (Miule-
sco, 2020). This led Valente, (2020) to conclude that online 
lessons lack interaction and are more passive than face-to-
face lessons. However, York, (2020) suggests using simple 
techniques to increase interactivity in class. This can be done 
by using different online activities and games for children 
to play. There is a need for trainee teachers to learn more 
about online teaching and to work with other key stakehold-
ers who include school mentor teachers and administrators, 
university supervisors and learners. A collaborative working 
relationship helps trainee teachers gain various pedagogi-
cal skills which are relevant to online settings. Rasmitadila, 
(2020) postulate that Indonesia’s success in adopting online 
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learning during the pandemic was due to a collaborative 
working relationship among key stakeholders including 
teachers, parents, community and the government.

Varying Teaching Activities and Class Management

Online teaching requires a lot of creativity in order to engage 
children in early childhood. Kim, (2020) postulates that 
there is a need for instructors to think deeply about how to 
design developmentally appropriate practices where children 
can participate in a variety of hands-on experiences online. 
In support of that, Lathifah et al., (2020) provide a list of 
suggestions to support online teaching. They suggested that 
recorded videos can help if the face-to-face connection is 
cut and add that the recording must frame the face to give a 
genuine feeling of presence. The researchers also advised to 
have short videos which do not exceed 10 min and to have 
lessons which are interactive in order to promote critical 
thinking among learners. This challenges trainee teachers 
to use different online platforms to maximise young learn-
ers’ learning experiences. Using online chats, video confer-
encing, online games, and interactive cloud-based apps like 
Google Docs can provide a better online learning experience 
for learners (Lestiyanawati & Widyantoro, 2020). Lathifah 
et al., (2020) concur that the use of different apps, videos, 
pictures and audio help when teaching online. When dif-
ferent teaching activities are used and children are excited 
about online learning, it makes class management easier and 
allows effective learning to take place.

It is important to note that managing online classes with 
children in early childhood requires parental involvement. 
Lathifah et al., (2020) explored class management practices 
in online learning and found that teachers received extra 
help from parents. Dong et al., (2020) argue that the major-
ity of Chinese parents who participated in a survey disliked 
online learning in early childhood as it required them to 
provide more support to their children. It is important for 
teacher training institutions to teach trainee teachers how to 
manage classes in online settings (Gokuladas & Sam, 2020). 
Safitri et al., (2020) argue that classroom and curriculum 
management strategies are tanatamount to effective teaching 
and learning in early childhood learning. If young children 
cannot be controlled during online learning they become 
disruptive and they will not be able to concentrate when a 
teacher is teaching (Kim, 2020).

Theoretical Framework

The theoretical framework guiding this study is the self-
perception theory, which was developed by Daryl J. Bem in 
1972. The theory claims that we become more aware of our 
thoughts and behaviours once we evaluate the circumstances 

surrounding these. Individuals rely on their behaviours and 
the circumstances in which they (behaviours) occur to under-
stand their inner states such as beliefs and attitudes. Mohebi 
and Bailey, (2020, p. 3) assert that “self-perception theory 
simply claims that people become aware of themselves by 
observing their behaviors.”

Self-perception theory has been selected for this study 
as it can help researchers understand trainee teachers’ per-
ceptions of their online teaching experiences during intern-
ship. Chai et al., (2017) postulate that understanding stu-
dents’ perceptions of learning with technology can help in 
improving educational programmes. A number of studies 
were conducted using self-perception theory. Lui et al., 
(2006) conducted a study to understand why students blog. 
They collected data from third year computing students and 
their findings indicated that “mandatory use of weblogs in a 
course can gradually cultivate educationally sound percep-
tions in students, despite the observed misuse” (p. 233). In 
short, they assert that students’ perceptions are vital in pro-
moting successful adoption of technology in education. They 
further assert that students should interact with technological 
application to improve their acceptance of technology and 
learning.

Context of the Study

The research was conducted at a federal university’s Col-
lege of Education in the UAE. The college prepares trainee 
teachers to teach in early childhood institutions. The field 
experience programme model adopted by the college con-
sists of four cumulative levels: Practicum 1, Practicum 2, 
Practicum 3 and Internship. These courses run for a semester 
which consists of three and half months. During Practicum 
1, trainee teachers observe their mentor teachers teaching in 
early childhood centres located in public or private schools. 
They go for six visits in alternating weeks, during the course 
of the semester. In Practicum 2, trainee teachers go for seven 
visits in alternating weeks during the course of the semester. 
They observe their mentor teachers and also begin to con-
duct mini lessons and read aloud sessions. In Practicum 3, 
trainee teachers complete ten full day placements in an early 
years classroom where they assist, instruct mini-lessons and 
begin to teach whole class lessons. Practicums 1–3 occur 
every Tuesday only. Internship occurs on every school day 
for ten consutive weeks and trainee teachers will be expected 
to assume a more significant teacher role as they will be 
teaching full lessons. Internship students also engage in 
learning by conducting action research. This study focused 
on internship students who completed their field experi-
ence online. Each internship student was allocated a school 
mentor and a university supervisor. A university supervisor 
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observed internship students’ teaching online and provided 
feedback on the lesson afterwards.

Methodology

The study was conducted using a qualitative approach 
and its paradigmatic position is interpretive. A qualita-
tive approach was selected, as it allowed researchers to 
collect rich textual data (Creswell & Poth, 2018) about 
trainee teachers’ perceptions of virtual field experiences. 
An interpretive paradigm was selected as it is compatible 
with a qualitative approach. Lapan et al. (2012) argue that 
every qualitative research design has an interpretive aspect 
which uncovers participants’ views. An interpretive para-
digm, like a qualitative approach, allows researchers to 
let participants express their views and to interpret textual 
data. The study was done as an exploratory case study of 
a federal university in the UAE. Researchers chose their 
university’s teacher training programme as the case for 
the study. A case study was chosen as it enabled research-
ers to make an in-depth investigation of the phenomenon 
(Yin, 2018).

Purposive sampling which is characterised by deliber-
ate targeting of information rich respondents, was used to 
select participants. The sampling technique was selected 
as it is commonly used in a qualitative research and the 
selected sample satisfied the study’s purpose of examining 
the perceptions of trainee teachers and faculty supervi-
sors. Cohen et al. (2017) argue that purposive sampling 
is compatible with a qualitative approach and it enables 
researchers to select information-rich participants.

A total of 17 participants, consisting of five university 
supervisors and 12 trainee teachers who were on intern-
ship, were selected. Internship students were selected as 
they had the longest period of teaching online in schools, 
compared to other students in Practicums 1, 2 and 3. 
Supervisors were selected to participate in the study as 
they guided and supervised internship students during 
their virtual field experience. Each supervisor was allo-
cated six internship students. Every student was evaluated 
twice by the supervisor during the course of the internship. 
Supervisors were non-participant observers who com-
pleted a lesson observation evaluation form. Supervisors 

evaluated trainee teachers’ plans for the lesson (learning 
outcomes, teaching and learning resources), teaching 
styles, content knowledge, ability to differentiate instruc-
tion, assessment, and the use of technology. After each 
lesson observation, the supervisor would meet with the 
student to provide feedback.

Data was collected using open-ended questionnaires. This 
data collection tool was selected, as it enabled participants to 
provide rich textual data about the online field experiences. 
Data was analysed using content analysis. Two researchers 
analysed the data manually by first organising it, and then 
categorising it into many different codes. The researchers 
met several times to discuss the data and agree on the cat-
egories and codes. This was done to ensure consistency of 
coding (Creswell, 2012). The codes were later collapsed into 
three main themes. The researchers moved from inductive 
to deductive in order to determine a final set of themes and 
their corresponding sub-themes as shown on Table 1.

Each of the three themes was discussed in detail in the 
findings section. The data analysis pattern is consistent with 
Creswell’s (2012) view of using content analysis within a 
qualitative approach where researchers organise data, seg-
ment or categorise it according to different codes, and gen-
erate specific themes out of the codes. Ethical issues were 
considered by obtaining an ethical clearance certificate from 
the university. The purpose of the study was explained to 
all participants. Participation was voluntary and participants 
were allowed to withdraw from the study at any point in 
time.

Results

Three key themes have emerged from the data which was 
collected from internship students and their supervisors. 
These are: (1) Integrating technology into lesson planning, 
(2) Meeting challenges to classroom management, and (3) 
Expanding the repertoire of teaching strategies. Each of the 
themes is described in detail and participants’ voices are 
provided to substantiate the information.

Table 1  Themes and sub-themes

Themes Sub-themes

Integrating technology into lesson planning Adopting new technology – the country’s digital plan—innovative ways of using 
technology—availability of various digital tools

Meeting challenges to classroom management Managing a class in online learning – clear rules and instructions in online learning
Varying teaching strategies Digital competence – differentiated instruction – multimedia resources
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Integrating Technology into Lesson Planning

Prior to the COVID-19 pandemic, the UAE planned to 
ensure that all teachers integrate technology in teaching. 
The virtual field experience in which trainee teachers par-
ticipated, provided a milestone of achievement towards 
preparing for the implementation of the country’s integra-
tion of technology in education. All 17 participants (12 
trainee teachers and five supervisors) unanimously agreed 
that virtual field experience helped them to achieve the 
technology integration plan. A supervisor said trainee 
teachers “had rich opportunity to adapt to the UAE teach-
ing methods and participate with the schools to find solu-
tions to enable young learners to learn and provide them 
with distance learning experiences.” Similarly, another 
supervisor said “students got to practice proper tech [tech-
nology] integration in teaching. Students got to use new 
websites and platforms.” Supervisors viewed online teach-
ing as inevitable, not only because of the current global 
pandemic of COVID-19, but also because of the digital 
era in which we live; one where the UAE wants trainee 
teachers need to be fully prepared to integrate technology 
in their teaching. A supervisor supported this view say-
ing, “with an increasing number of K-12 students learn-
ing online in the UAE schools and in blended learning 
environments, universities must prepare future educators 
to teach in virtual environments including clinical prac-
tice.” The same supervisor went on to say that in order 
“to develop skills in online pedagogy, teacher education 
programmes need to expand their current practices and 
focus on preparing trainee teachers to teach online.” The 
opportunity to do virtual field experience helped students 
to learn more about technology integration. This aligns 
with the UAE’s digital plan.

Students concurred that the virtual field experience was 
an opportunity for them to learn a lot about technology 
integration in the teaching of young children. The follow-
ing excerpts from trainee teachers support this view:

Distance teaching and management skills have 
become essential for the teacher, I learned how to 
use technology better and create a positive learning 
and interactive environment.
Teaching students online was a very unique experi-
ence for me. Using new ways and strategies to teach 
children certain concepts was very interesting for 
me. Each part of these virtual classes was different 
than their face-to-face classes which shows me how 
I can teach them in many different ways. Distance 
learning or online learning is one of the most impor-
tant aspects that we implemented this year. We can 
say that COVID-19 is a challenge, but I learned many 
different areas in online learning.

I learned that students need encouragement to learn. 
So, encouraging them through motivational words is 
important, using creative methods for students when 
teaching to attract students’ attention, and children 
need things that make them have fun when learn-
ing so that they are not bored. In general, teaching 
children is fun because it makes teachers become 
creative people who try to discover the best ways to 
get students excited about the lesson.
Teaching children online helped me to learn more 
about teams [Microsoft Teams]. Also, I learned how to 
manage students online and how to make them all par-
ticipate in the class. I learned how to know if the child 
did not understand and how I help him to understand.

Trainee teachers learned a lot from their virtual field 
experiences. This was supported by their supervisors, who 
viewed students’ experiences as an opportunity for them to 
be creative and innovative. A supervisor said trainee teach-
ers had “new and innovative experiences which not every-
body can have. Students started thinking outside the box to 
create groups for activities in the classroom. They started 
being more creative in designing and creating PowerPoints.” 
Another supervisor said, “I believe the teacher candidates 
are easier to adapt [to] new applications in terms of using 
them creatively and integrate them into their lesson plan 
outcomes.”

Trainee teachers learned, during their virtual field experi-
ences, what they could have learned in a face-to-face envi-
ronment, which includes lesson preparation and maintaining 
a collaborative relationship with parents. Trainee teachers 
focused on developing and maintaining healthy relationship 
with parents in order to provide quality learning experiences 
for their children. This was supported by a student who said:

I learned how to organise a lesson, and how to provide 
feedback in a way that helps the students. I learned 
that I should have back up plans for lessons because 
in an online setting, technical issues are bound to hap-
pen. I learned about the importance of maintaining a 
relationship between parents and students.

Some trainee teachers learned creative ways of enhancing 
young children’s learning experiences online. One trainee 
teacher said:

I used the chat to ensure that the students are atten-
tive and understanding the concept. Based on my 
experience, the students enjoyed typing in the chat 
and using the emojis and that helped maintain their 
attention. Sometimes I would flip the classroom and 
ask a student to read/explain. I used show-and-tell. In 
an attempt to make students comfortable with online 
participation, I asked them to show us objects from 
their surroundings that start with the letter that they 
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were learning about. I ensured the students’ participa-
tion by capturing their attention. Instead of allowing 
everyone to answer, I would call out names. This way, 
students would stay attentive because they would not 
know when their names would be called out. Another 
way to keep the students’ attention was through the 
lesson. The lessons were designed based on the stu-
dents’ interests.

Participants made reference to teaching approaches which 
were purely student-centred. Even in terms of planning, 
trainee teachers ensured that they incorporated interactive 
activities for children to do. This was confirmed by a trainee 
teacher who said she was “planning lessons with the goal of 
making them engaging and interactive. In my lessons, my 
goal was always to ensure that students are the ones that par-
ticipate more and are the ones that drive the conversation.” 
Trainee teachers learned that interaction is indispensable in 
an online class. That is why they learned how to use different 
technologies in order to enhance their teaching experiences 
online. Similarly, some supervisors were motivated to take 
professional development courses related to online teaching 
in order to enhance their abilities to teach effectively and 
support trainee teachers better. A supervisor said:

It forced me to take some training courses about how 
to teach and promote student engagement in online 
learning. I would not have taken these courses if it was 
not because of wanting to learn more about teaching 
with technology in order to support my students in 
Practicum 2 and Internship.

Another supervisor said: “I took a course about teaching 
online for three months and I was awarded a certificate as 
a Certified Online Instructor. The experience of taking that 
course helped me to support trainee students who were doing 
internship.”

Meeting Challenges to Classroom Management

Class management emerged as one of the themes in the data. 
All participants reiterated the importance of class manage-
ment as an essential starting point for successful online 
teaching and learning in early childhood. Trainee teachers 
acknowledged the importance of class management, as it is 
tantamount to the success of teaching young children online, 
and reflected on the ways they developed class management 
skills in online learning. One trainee teacher provided com-
prehensive details about class management saying:

I have learned two techniques that are useful for class-
room management, these are setting rules and inter-
acting with parents. First, establishing rules at the 
beginning of each class is important for students to 

follow during class time. Also, by setting class rules, 
the teacher allows students to know her expectations 
and what she expects from them. Second, interacting 
with parents is the best thing teachers can do when 
it comes to managing classes. These daily meetings 
between students, their parents and the teacher allow 
to organise the classroom. It also gives parents a good 
idea of   their children’s personalities, their strengths, 
what concerns them and what they need to improve. I 
think I will learn a lot of classroom management strat-
egies in the coming days.

When young children are guided effectively online, it 
makes it possible for teaching and learning to take place. 
This is why trainee teachers developed rules and enforced 
them in their online classes. One trainee teacher said: “At 
the beginning of each class, I remind students of the rules. 
I ask all students to mute their microphones if it is not their 
turn to answer.”

Some trainee teachers reflected on class management 
saying:

I have many effective experiences in teaching students 
online. For example, now I am able to manage student 
behaviour. I also learnt how to organise time according 
to activities. I learned how to evaluate student success 
through activities.
My experience was something unique, new and chal-
lenging. Children were engaged with me and I con-
trolled classes very well during the lessons.
I learned how to manage students online and how to 
make them all participate in the class. I learned how to 
know if the child did not understand and how to help 
him to understand.

Managing a class in online learning was reiterated by 
many participants as critical. One supervisor commented on 
the overall virtual experience and class management saying:

It was so organised and flowing. At first I was very 
pessimistic that no reasonable learning experiences 
can be attained by children in ECE online. But, the 
Microsoft Teams which was used in all schools was 
flawless. Children learnt and they enjoyed numerous 
online learning activities which include games which 
were selected for them to learn. Students did not have 
technical problems and trainee teachers managed to 
control children successfully.

Class management was listed as one of the key areas 
which trainee teachers developed throughout their virtual 
field experience. A trainee teacher said: “Overall, it was a 
good experience. The areas that I believe I have developed 
are, classroom management, time management, providing 
clear instruction, and differentiation.”
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Expanding the Repertoire of Teaching Strategies

All trainee teachers and supervisors alluded to aspects of 
varying teaching strategies in online learning. A supervisor 
said:

I was amazed by the advanced level of digital compe-
tency which was demonstrated by our trainee teachers. 
They managed to use various technologies and teach-
ing strategies which include auditory, visual, games 
and oral. The use of such various teaching strategies 
enabled them to cater for the diverse needs of young 
children in class.

Trainee teachers mainly differentiated instruction by 
using different teaching methods in order to enhance young 
children’s online learning experiences. One trainee teacher 
said: “I learned to use a variety of methods to motivate stu-
dents. For example, I used hang man, word finding and jig-
saw puzzles.” Similarly, another trainee teacher who used 
different teaching methods said:

Young children need something that grabs their atten-
tion when learning online so that they don’t get bored. 
The teacher should vary the strategies used during 
teaching. For example, the lesson is presented in the 
form of a story, the lesson is presented in the form of 
a game, the lesson is presented in the form of a movie 
and the lesson is presented in the form of a contest. In 
these different ways, the child will pay attention to the 
online lesson and learn better.

Another trainee teacher said:

I was changing the layout of lessons by varying the 
use of strategies. Sometimes I would create a story 
for students, sometimes a game and sometimes a quiz. 
In general, I used to change the strategies used, but I 
was walking along with the same plan, in the begin-
ning, with a review, then an explanation of the lesson 
and activities and finally, a final evaluation, so what 
changed in planning the lessons was the strategies 
used.

Trainee teachers believed that the use of multimedia 
resources will help children understand the topics better. 
This is why they were using different technologies and 
game-based applications to let children learn. A trainee 
teacher said she used “different types of applications, web-
sites, online contents and programmes. I added some activi-
ties and games that are related to the content. This made 
learners more engaged and active.” Similarly, another trainee 
teacher said: “To enhance student learning in the class, the 
teacher should use different educational videos during the 
lesson. The learner will hear and see different concepts 
related to their curriculum. Some topics are hard for students 

to learn easily, through different videos, students will be able 
to learn better.” Some trainee teachers recommended that the 
best way to get young children involved in online learning 
is by teaching using different strategies which include play-
based learning. One trainee teacher confirmed this saying:

Plan for a more play-based learning experience (using 
online games). Make the lesson’s content more relat-
able by using real-world prompts. This way, the prob-
lem of having passive learning could be limited. Pro-
vide alternatives to screen time for younger students. 
Instead of their learning being entirely on-screen, 
encourage learning outdoors or indoors. For example, 
after the lesson, have the students explore their garden 
or create a habitat using tools around their house.

Students also differentiated assessments, as was stated by 
a trainee teacher:

It was a wonderful and successful experience. I used a 
lot of assessments and activities in order for the class 
not to be boring for students. For example, I have used 
fun activities to capture students’ attention and I used 
some YouTube videos to make the classroom relevant 
to their daily life. I found these methods very interest-
ing and beneficial as they benefited the students and 
they interacted and participated in the class with me.

Discussion

Students in this study had a positive perception about their 
virtual field experiences. Their main thoughts were primarily 
related to a technology integration plan, class management, 
and varying teaching strategies. This concurs with various 
studies conducted during the pandemic, in which it was 
established that technology integration and the use of vary-
ing teaching strategies are essential components for online 
learning (Albrahim, 2020; Gokuladas & Sam, 2020; Kim, 
2020). The theme of technology integration reasonates with 
the UAE context where the country envisions a more trans-
formed education system; one which is inclusive and digit-
ised. The COVID-19 pandemic has accelerated the country’s 
plan to fully embed technology into the curriculum and it 
is highly probable that the country’s education system may 
not be as it was before the pandemic. This agrees with the 
projection of the International Commission on the Futures 
of Education (2020) that when the current global pandemic 
of COVID-19 is over, education will not be the same as it 
was before. This challenges trainee teachers to acquire all the 
necessary skills to be able to implement effective pedagogi-
cal approaches in face-to-face or online classes.

The integration of technology and use of different teach-
ing strategies made trainee teachers achieve their goals of 
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teaching young children successfully online. The experience 
made trainee teachers develop a positive perception about 
virtual field experiences. This aligns with Bem’s (1972) first 
claim in the theory of self-perception, that people develop 
positive attitudes, perceptions, and behaviour about some-
thing after they have observed and done it successfully. 
Trainee teachers reflected on their virtual field experiences, 
saw how successful it was, and began to recommend it. Sim-
ilarly, trainee teachers in Turkey had positive perceptions 
about their successful online field experiences, as they man-
aged to overcome technical problems and teach effectively 
(Ersin et al., 2020). It might be argued that the COVID-19 
pandemic was a blessing in disguise in this regard. It has 
been a blessing in the sense that it offered trainee teachers a 
chance to learn more about technology, and to be creative, 
and it also offered “a unique chance to imagine more equita-
ble societies and education systems” (Arnove, 2020, p. 43).

Integration of technology enabled trainee teachers to 
boost their self-efficacies related to online teaching, which 
made them have a positive mindset about teaching young 
children effectively while using different strategies. The use 
of different teaching strategies enhances students’ learning 
experiences and enables learning outcomes to be achieved 
(Kim, 2020; Lestiyanawati & Widyantoro, 2020). The use of 
different teaching strategies is critical in the online teaching 
of young children. Safitri et al. (2020) argue from the Indo-
nesian context that online learning, which was implemented 
by teachers in early childhood, was not successful because 
they could not use different teaching strategies. This is why 
many parents in China did not support the initiative of online 
learning with young children (Dong et al., 2020).

Online learning in early childhood requires a collabora-
tive approach to be applied, one where teachers and parents 
work together to manage classes and support children. Safitri 
et al. (2020) states that there is a need for active parental 
involvement in young children’s online learning. Rasmitadila 
et al. (2020) contend that the parents’ role in virtual class-
rooms is vital. Children need to be supported by helping 
them to set up the technologies to be used and by ensuring 
that they complete tasks given by the teacher. This aligns 
with Lathifah et al. (2020), who linked class management 
to successful teaching and learning online. Similarly, Kim 
(2020) reiterates that effective class management is tanta-
mount to better teaching and learning.

Implications

This study has implications for educators, researchers, and 
policy makers. The COVID-19 pandemic presented unprec-
edented challenges in education and there is a lot that can 
be learnt from the experiences related to this study. The 
shift from regular face-to-face field experience to online 

is a practice that caught the whole world by surprise. This 
has implications for trainee teacher institutions, as they are 
challenged to have an urgent curriculum renewal in order to 
embed online learning modalities in all programmes. There 
is a need for trainee teachers to be afforded opportunities to 
practice online teaching and learning, and to perform vir-
tual field experiences during the course of their training. 
This helps prepare them to be able to implement effective 
pedagogical practices using both methods of teaching (face-
to-face and online learning). The other implication relates to 
teaching young children online. Although face-to-face is the 
best teaching strategy for children in early childhood, online 
learning takes precedence in a context where children can-
not go to school because of a pandemic. Online learning for 
young children is better than no learning at all. This implies 
that policy makers should consider investing more in educa-
tion by availing robust internet facilities and technological 
devices so that children learn to use them in schools and at 
home rather than waiting until schools are closed because 
of a pandemic.

Strength and Limitation

The strength of this paper lies on the fact that it focuses 
on a topic which is novel and it provides suggestions and 
implications which are practical and can be used to enhance 
students’ virtual field experiences across the globe. The 
study was done using a federal university in Dubai. Further 
studies can use quantitative approaches and focus on private 
and public institutions. A limitation in this study is related to 
researcher bias. The researchers conducted the study using 
their own programme. Although it is noted as a limitation, it 
is essential to state that this did not compromise the quality 
of the research as high levels of professionalism and integ-
rity were maintained throughout. Another limitation is the 
challenges faced in online teaching and learning in terms of 
infrastructure, technical issues, and limited access to internet 
sevices. Some students experience these challenges which 
may compromise their abilities to maximise online learning.

Conclusion

The purpose of this study was to examine perceptions of 
trainee teachers and faculty supervisors about online field 
experiences. The study concludes that although the COVID-
19 situation can be seen as a big misfortune which nega-
tively affected teaching and learning across the globe, it had 
an unexpected benefit in the UAE context, as it provided 
a milestone of achievement towards attaining the coun-
try’s goal of fully embedding technology in education. The 
COVID-19 situation accelerated technology integration into 



1197Early Childhood Education Journal (2021) 49:1189–1198 

1 3

the curriculum, which was not only responsive to the global 
pandemic, but also the country’s digital plan in education. 
Affording trainee teachers an opportunity to complete vir-
tual field experiences benefited them as they graduated 
with knowledge and skills which allow them to be able to 
implement early childhood curriculum using two essential 
pedagogical approaches of face-to-face and online teaching. 
Although virtual field experiences were unprecedented, they 
offered internship students an opportunity to be creative and 
apply critical thinking skills to solve problems and man-
age young children’s online learning experiences. This is 
an essential skill that is looming in the twenty-first century, 
a time in which online instructors should be able to think 
critically, solve problems and be able to cater for the diverse 
needs of children in online classes.
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