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To:
Elizabeth Eisner, U. S. Department of Education

From:
Pam Grossman, University of Washington

Re:
Thoughts on Evaluation of Partnership Grants Program


For the past four years, I have been engaged in a longitudinal study that has followed preservice teachers from their last year of teacher education into their first three years of teaching.  The research questions that have informed this study include:

∑
What do beginning teachers learn about teaching literacy/language arts in teacher education programs?  

∑
What factors influence teacher learning during teacher education?

∑
How does learning during teacher education shape teachers’ classroom practice in their first years of full-time teaching?

∑
How do school and district contexts affect teachers’ learning and classroom practice during their first years of full-time teaching?  What factors support, or constrain, their continuing development as effective teachers of literacy/language arts?


A major part of our effort has been to document how the different settings which comprise teacher education (university coursework, field experiences, student teaching, supervision, etc.) shape what teachers learn during teacher education.  The second effort has been to look carefully at the transition from teacher education into full-time teaching, looking both at evidence of how teachers take what they learned during teacher education into the classroom, and also at how the school and district contexts in which teachers work provide opportunities for teachers’ continued learning.  This work, funded by the Center for English Learning and Achievement and by the Center for the Study of Teaching and Policy, is designed to provide well-grounded principles for the design of teacher education and professional development for language arts teachers.


You had asked met to address issues that we have encountered in this study that might inform the evaluation of the Partnership Grants program.  I have organized my comments into several methodological and substantive themes.

Methodological Considerations

First, our study suggests the need for multiple sources of data when trying to document the influence of teacher education.  There is a strong belief in our culture that teacher education is of little value; this belief permeates popular discourse about education, as well as the culture of teaching. The belief is particularly directed at university coursework, and is often supported by cooperating teachers in the field.  As a result, teachers are often reluctant to attribute their understanding to teacher education. While some of the reluctance to attribute knowledge to teacher education may be an accurate reflection of its lack of value, I believe that self-report data underestimates the influence of professional preparation programs.  We have observed instances in which teachers used materials that we knew to have come directly from teacher education courses but which they failed to attribute to teacher education when asked.  Therefore, any research effort to ascertain the influence of teacher education should rely on multiple sources of data beyond self-report.  In our study, we collected documents from the teacher education course (syllabi, course papers, etc.), interviews with faculty members, and other program documents.  In addition, we observed teachers and were able to document the kinds of pedagogical strategies they used in their classrooms, as well as interviewed them about their practice.  



Our study suggests even more strongly the need for longitudinal studies to assess the effectiveness of teacher education or partnership programs.  Our study followed teachers into their third year of full-time teaching.  During the first year of teaching, we did not see evidence that teachers were using some of the ideas and strategies that we thought they had learned in teacher education.  However, in the second year of teaching, many of these ideas reappeared, much to our surprise.  As we analyzed the data, we began to realize that the first year of teaching poses numerous challenges for teachers.  The learning curve is steep as new teachers try to understand the specific contexts in which they work, the demands of new curricula or testing programs, and as they attempt to enact what they have learned in their classroom.  However, in their second year of teaching, teachers seemed to refocus their attention on their vision of exemplary practice, developed in large part through teacher education.  At this point, many of the ideas and strategies reappeared as teachers, in their words, focused on “teaching well.”  By not following graduates of teacher education programs beyond their first year of teaching, studies may underestimate the legacy of teacher education programs.  


Based on our experience, I would strongly recommend including observations of teacher education classes in any evaluation of the partnership.  Exemplary teacher education is as much about pedagogy as it is about curriculum.  However, many reforms of teacher education concentrate their efforts on curricular revision--adding courses on technology, infusing multicultural perspectives throughout the curriculum, etc. Our data suggest that the quality of a teacher education program is determined in large part by the quality of interactions among faculty, preservice teachers, cooperating teachers, around the curriculum.  In addition, all too often discussions about the contribution of arts and sciences to teacher education focus only on the content knowledge that prospective teachers gain from arts and sciences courses.  Our work, and that of other researchers, would suggest that arts and sciences courses are also modeling pedagogical strategies that prospective teachers may adopt in their own teaching. Prospective teachers may assume that whatever pedagogy is modeled in arts and sciences courses is appropriate for secondary classrooms as well.  Depending on the kind of pedagogical approach used in such courses, the effects can be either quite positive or quite negative. For these reasons, we argue that it is important to observe instruction in both the arts and sciences and professional preparation programs, not just look at syllabi or program descriptions.


Similarly, the settings in which teachers find themselves for student teaching and in their first years of teaching can have a powerful effect on their learning.  Knowing the number or duration of field experiences cannot tell you the quality of the experience for prospective teachers.  We have found great deal of variation in the kinds of field experiences our students had within a single program; much depended upon the skills, knowledge, and attitudes of the cooperating teachers, as well as the policies and procedures of the schools.  For this reason, an evaluation of a partnership should include observations of the settings in which student teachers are placed.  


One of the indicators mentioned for quality programs in the materials you sent me concerned the graduation rate and placement record of teacher education programs.  The focus on graduation rate may be misguided.  Sometimes, counseling prospective teachers out of a teaching career can be the most positive outcome.  In fact, carefully designed procedures for reviewing the performance of prospective teachers, providing support, and making difficult decisions about termination may be an indicator of a strong teacher education program.  For this reason, I believe that an evaluation should focus more on what graduates of a program are able to accomplish in the classroom.


In this study, we did not try to make the connection between professional preparation and student achievement.  Instead, we relied on the inferential link between teacher learning, teachers’ classroom practice, and opportunities for student learning.  We documented the kinds of opportunities for literacy learning that existed in these new teachers’ classrooms.  We also interviewed principals and mentors about their assessments of these teachers in relation to other new teachers they had observed.  But we are not able to make claims about how professional preparation of teachers affected subsequent student achievement.

Substantive Issues


You had also asked me to speak to some of our findings, particularly to factors that influenced the learning and classroom practices of beginning teachers.  In this section, I will address several of the factors that emerged from our study, drawing on progress reports of this study.  I have also included a copy of a manuscript from our project which goes into much more depth on many of the ideas I mention here.  


First of all, we found that the teachers in our study learned both concepts and strategies from their teacher education programs; teachers heard and internalized conceptions of teaching and learning that subsequently framed how they thought about their own teaching.  For example, the program we studied emphasized the link between assessment and instruction; graduates of this program used this vision of how assessment should guide instructional and curricular decisions in their own classrooms.  Similarly, this program emphasized the importance of instructional scaffolding to support student learning.  Graduates both used the language of instructional scaffolding to talk about their practice and attempted to scaffold student learning in their own classrooms.  Teachers also developed a repertoire of instructional strategies for teaching language arts during teacher education, through both coursework and fieldwork.  So, for example, prospective teachers learned to develop rubrics, to orchestrate guided reading instruction, to provide opportunities for peer feedback on writing, etc.  Finally, graduates of this program, which strongly emphasized reflective practice, internalized both the importance of reflection and the skills of reflective practice.  We see reflection as a strategic tool that enables teachers to continue to learn from their own practice.  


A number of programmatic factors influenced what preservice teachers took from their teacher education programs.  These factors include:  the conceptual coherence of a program; the existence of a social context for on-going learning; the pedagogy of teacher education; and the interaction between university coursework and field experiences.  


One of the programmatic features of teacher education that seemed to matter was the conceptual coherence of the program.  One definition of conceptual coherence is consistent ways of talking about and thinking about teaching across the different settings of teacher education.  For example, a program might be distinguished by common frameworks for thinking about teaching that are reinforced across different classes.  In other instances, this coherence might extend to the fit between the coursework and students’ field experiences.  Another way of thinking about conceptual coherence has to do with the existence of a shared language and a shared set of practices among the student teachers themselves.  Conceptual coherence across program elements seemed to influence teachers’ internalization of concepts and ideas related to teaching   The teacher education program we studied was characterized by a sense of conceptual coherence.  At the elementary level, the literacy courses were taken as a three-course sequence, which were co-planned. The emphasis in these courses on the use of formal and informal assessments to guide reading and writing instruction was echoed in the assessment course taken by these students.  Similarly, ideas about scaffolding students’ learning were common across both the learning course and the methods courses.


The students who most successfully integrated these ideas into classroom practice were those who also experienced conceptual coherence between the university and school 

settings.  For example, one of the elementary teachers did his student teaching in a school that modeled many of the strategies he had learned in his coursework.  His cooperating 

teacher shared a belief in the importance of scaffolding student learning and in modeling as part of instruction.  Other students experienced more frustration in trying out some of the tools they had learned in coursework.  While conceptual coherence was valuable, not all dissonance was completely negative.  In some instances, having a student teaching placement that contradicted the principles learned at the university made student teachers more committed to these principles (see also Hollingsworth, 1989).  In other instances, however, having a dissonant student teaching experience weakened students’ commitment to ideas espoused in the program, a finding that echoes other research in teacher education (c.f. Eisenhardt, Borko, Underhill, Brown, Jones, & Agard, 1993; Ritchie & Wilson, 1993).


Several features of the pedagogy of teacher education seemed especially effective in supporting the learning of preservice teachers in our study.  One important feature of the pedagogy of teacher education had to do with the intertwining of concepts with pedagogical strategies for enacting these concepts.  The courses that had the most impact on students always introduced conceptual tools in tandem with pedagogical strategies.  In a course in which the concepts were introduced without specific ways to enact the concepts, students complained about the lack of concrete examples.  As one preservice teacher put it, “writing process theory was too much learning about and not enough learning how to implement.”  


One of the most effective ways to introduce pedagogical strategies or approaches is through modeling.  In fact, teachers were most likely to appropriate strategies or approaches that were actually modeled in methods classes.  These included approaches such as journal writing, conferencing, author’s chair, peer editing groups, and reading inventories.  The most effective kinds of modeling involved a combination of engaging preservice teachers in the actual activities being suggested for the classroom, along with an explicit debriefing of the approaches from a conceptual perspective. In instances in which professors modeled strategies but did not debrief them in terms of the underlying principles, students were less clear about why such approaches were valuable.


Professors also used versions of “overcorrection” (Grossman, 1991) in the courses that seemed to have the most impact on preservice teachers.  For example, the model of classroom assessment that was taught in one program was exhaustive.  Students were taught to create a wide variety of formal and informal assessments to assess all of their learning objectives for students.  While few of these teachers went on to re-create such all-encompassing assessment plans in their classrooms, all of them valued the role of assessment  in guiding instruction and were more comfortable than many of 

their school colleagues in designing rubrics and in other forms of classroom assessment.  While overcorrection generally promoted the learning of preservice teachers, it also had a potential side-effect in the first years of teaching.  Because overcorrection, by definition, involves extreme or idealized examples, some of the beginning teachers became harsh critics of their own practice when they were not able to implement ideal versions of strategies. Without explicit recognition of the use of overcorrection, preservice 

teachers may develop unrealistic expectations for what they can expect from their practice as novice teachers.


Finally, field-based assignments were an especially effective aspect of university coursework.  In such assignments, students were asked to spend their time in the field 

collecting data for mini action research projects.  In one particularly influential assignment, for example, preservice teachers were asked to observe a lesson, after interviewing 

the teacher about the goals for student learning.  Preservice teachers then interviewed students in the class about what they had learned and wrote up the experience with reference to principles of teaching and learning.  This lesson vividly demonstrated the complexity of the relationship between teaching and learning; teachers continued to refer to this assignment as one of the most influential aspects of their teacher education programs. Such assignments help build coherence between the university and the field experiences 

and vividly illustrate the abstract principles or concepts of coursework.


Another programmatic feature of teacher education that was related to student teachers’ learning was the existence of a social context for on-going learning.  In the program we studied, the cohort structure was strongly tied to the development of reflective practice. Student teachers in this program spoke directly of the value of their cohort in helping them reflect on their teaching.  Students continued conversations begun in class with members of the cohort.  They were encouraged to see each other as resources for each others’ learning, and we have evidence that they in fact did serve as resources--sharing lesson and unit plans, debriefing on classes or lessons gone awry. In some ways, the cohort structure promoted the conceptual coherence discussed above.  Cohorts began to share a common language for talking about teaching, which reinforced the language of the program.  Cohorts have their costs, as well as their benefits.  In at least one of the cohorts we studied, the dominance of strong personalities affected the experience of the whole group.  Dominant voices in a cohort can also stifle open discussion.  Cohorts can move prematurely to assumptions of similarity, unwittingly silencing those who may honestly disagree with the dominant discourse of the group.  


Relationships with cooperating teachers represent a critically importance factor in the process of learning to teach.  The nature of the student teaching experience varied widely for the prospective teachers in our sample.  In some instances, student teaching entailed a classic apprenticeship to the cooperating teachers’ methods.  In other settings, student teaching served more as a reflective partnership, in which novices were encouraged to experiment, to pick and choose from the cooperating teacher’s repertoire, and to use the cooperating teacher as a sounding board. These approaches represent two ends of a wide continuum of student teacher/cooperating teacher interactions.  The partnership approach may contribute to the development of more reflective and strategic teachers.  In case of an apprenticeship model, the success of the relationship  often hung on the philosophical alignment between mentor and student teacher. 


The most powerful legacy of teacher education program seems to be a set of ideas or concepts about teaching literacy, buttressed with pedagogical tools for enacting these ideas.   We saw many instances of first year teachers referring back to such overarching concepts during their first year of teaching.  Strong programs of teacher education can provide beginning teachers with a “conceptual home-base,” images of exemplary teaching, that can guide both their practice and their on-going learning.  These conceptions of good practice also provide a template for on-going reflection among first year teachers.  Beginning teachers in our study continued to reflect on the importance of providing opportunities for student ownership in writing instruction, for example, or on the importance of using the assessment of student work to guide instruction.  These concepts continued to guide their reflections on classroom practice well into their third year of teaching.


Our data make it clear that first year teachers may find it difficult to implement fully many of their ideas for teaching literacy/language arts.  Many of the concepts they were eager to try out, including writers workshop or literature circles, represent complex forms of instruction that require teachers to orchestrate many aspects of classroom activity.  While the beginning teachers were not always able to pull off these ideas in practice, those who had most fully appropriated the original concept recognized elements that were missing from their own practice.  Teachers who had only partially appropriated a concept were less likely to critique their own implementation and more likely to abandon the conceptual approach.  We cannot expect beginning teachers to master some of the pedagogical approaches in their first year of teaching.  What matters more is the degree to which teachers continue to use their own experience to deepen their understanding of particular pedagogical approaches to teaching literacy/language arts.


As we mentioned, the tools of reflective practice were quite fully appropriated by the graduates of one program.  In interviews with mentors and cooperating teachers, they 

repeatedly mentioned the reflectivity of these first year teachers as a significant strength.  One principal commented that he stopped worrying about one of our participants when 

after an observation, the first year teacher identified all of the issues that the principal had intended to mention  The tools of reflective practice enabled these graduates to 

continue learning from their experience, while the concepts and principles they had learned in teacher education gave them a framework within which they could assess their own 

work.


As mentioned earlier, the influence of teacher education was even more visible in the second year of teaching than in the first.  During the second year, teachers actively tried to incorporate more ideas from their coursework into their classroom practice.  So, for example, we saw more strategies used to encourage peer revision during the writing process and more explicit attempts to use assessment of student work to inform instruction.  The teachers in our sample described the second year of teaching as more challenging, in some ways, than the first year, as they held themselves to higher standards.  We believe that this adherence to higher standards and their desire to strive towards an ideal of classroom practice accounts for the reappearance of concepts and strategies from teacher education.


Perhaps one of the most striking findings from the data from the first year of full-time teaching has to do with the power of curriculum materials.  Curriculum is not only for 

students.  The curricular materials beginning teachers encounter can also support or thwart their learning.  The teachers in our study inherited a wide range of curricula, from general lists of outcomes to lists of required texts to pre-packaged programs.  In the best scenario, a curriculum such as Pacesetter supported one of the first year teachers in implementing many of the ideas he had encountered in his teacher education program.  The curriculum aligned rather well with many of the principles he had learned.  In other instances, curricular materials seemed antithetical to the principles these teachers espoused in their year of teacher education.  Sometimes teachers felt that they had little choice but to use these materials, even as they critiqued their shortcomings.  In the second year of teaching, we saw evidence of teachers trying to “repair” these curricula by adding elements of good literacy instruction they felt to be missing.  For example, one of the teachers was in a school that had adopted the CIRC materials for teaching language arts.  The program, as adopted in this particular school, was quite structured and offered relatively few opportunities for students to engage in more process-oriented writing.  The 

teacher added journal writing and an author’s chair to her curriculum to provide more opportunities for students to take ownership of their writing.  However, in comparison to other graduates of the same program, her writing instruction was much more constrained.


The departments, schools, and districts in which beginning teachers worked strongly influenced both their opportunities for learning and their actual development as language arts teachers.  At the elementary level, principals served as an important conduit for professional development opportunities.  At one site, the principal arranged for the 

first year teacher to attend a wide array of workshops and served as an important support person.  Schools characterized by norms of collegiality also provided more opportunities 

for beginning teachers to learn from colleagues through sharing materials and swapping ideas.  


At the middle and high school level, the department served as the locus for 

professional community.  One of the middle school teachers in this study worked in a school with a strong language arts department.  The department provided her with resources, professional community, and access to knowledge about the school and language arts curriculum.  In contrast, one of the other middle school teachers worked in a middle school organized by cross-subject matter teams.  He received little subject-specific guidance on the language arts curriculum, or ideas for teaching the language arts.  While he received general support from his colleagues and mentor, he received much less support in how to teach language arts.  Our data suggest the importance of subject-specific support for beginning teachers.  


The first year teachers taught in districts that differed dramatically in terms of policies regarding mentoring and professional development.  One district, for example, provided a subject-specific mentor within the same school for all beginning teachers, while another district provided one mentor for all beginning middle school teachers.  The middle 

school teachers in these two districts had very different experiences with their mentor teachers.  One of the first year teachers taught in a district that did not provide any 

funds for first year teachers to go to professional development workshops, while another teacher taught in a district that offered a plethora of workshops and opportunities, many of them specifically directed towards language arts.  These policies matter in the lives of first 

year teachers.


Our study suggests that teacher education can provide a legacy of frameworks and strategies for teaching that influence the classroom practice of beginning teachers.  However, the settings in which they are hired clearly mediate teachers’ opportunities both to enact the ideas about best practice they have learned and to continue their own learning.   Another legacy of professional preparation, however, can be the ability to influence the school setting.  We find it notable that a number of the beginning teachers we have followed have assumed leadership positions within their schools and districts even as early career teachers. 
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