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Preface

“Teachers for a New Era at CSUN: Year 4 Report” is designed to promote a conversation among participants in the initiative. We wish to thank the many individuals at CSUN who generously contributed their time and thoughtful observations to this evaluation.
Teachers for a New Era at California State University at Northridge:  Making Teaching a Clinical Practice Profession

In the fourth year of the Teachers for a New Era Initiative at California State University at Northridge (CSUN), SRI International primarily examined the university’s efforts to address the third of three core principles that drive the initiative: teaching as a clinical practice profession.  The Carnegie Corporation of New York defined clinical practice in the original request for proposals as follows:

Excellent teaching is a clinical skill.  It occurs principally with clients (pupils) in clinics (classrooms or laboratories) arranged to enhance its efficacy.  Just as for any clinical practice profession, there is a knowledge base for teaching that is taught and learned in traditional academic settings.  This usually includes, for example, historical, philosophical, sociological, and economic foundations of education.  In addition to academic study, clinical practice in schools takes place in complex public environments and entails interaction with pupils, colleagues, administrators, families and communities.  Clinical education is developmental in its conception, and is designed to teach clinicians not to act upon the client, but to assist the client's growth and development.  Good clinical practice keeps the client's interests as a central focus at all times.

Clinical education for teacher candidates at CSUN is operationalized in a variety of ways through different programs within the College of Education.  Traditional candidates conduct observations of classrooms and complete student teaching as the culminating component of their credential program.  Teacher candidates at TNE clinical practice sites take courses at a school site, have exposure to schools and classrooms in conjunction with their coursework, and also complete student teaching.  ACT (Accelerated Collaborative Teaching) teacher candidates spend a full school year in a school as an observer, assistant, and student teacher, while completing coursework in the afternoons and evenings.  ITEP (Integrated Teacher Education Program) teacher candidates begin their exposure to classrooms and teaching as undergraduates.  Although each program explicitly embraces the importance of clinical practice, there is no clear consensus about the best mix of characteristics (amount of time in a classroom, the nature of the activities while in a classroom, or the role of university faculty with the clinical practice site).  SRI’s evaluation effort was designed to understand better teacher candidates’ experiences as they complete their credential and to identify the components that these candidates found to be most valuable.  

Overall, the study was organized around the following key research questions:

· How do the TNE clinical practice sites for the preparation of new teachers compare with traditional approaches?

· What are the distinguishing characteristics of effective clinical practice opportunities at CSUN?

To address the first question, we focused on our sample of TNE and traditional teacher candidates.  To address the second question, we looked more broadly at the concept of clinical practice in a variety of CSUN programs.  In the next section we present our data collection and analysis activities.

Methods

SRI followed 16 teacher candidates, half in clinical practice sites and half in programs with traditional clinical experiences, as they completed their credential program.  We identified 16 student teachers who volunteered for the study at the beginning of the fall 2005 semester.  Each student teacher completed a brief questionnaire on their background.  We interviewed each teacher candidate three times during the 2005-06 school year to document each teacher’s experiences.  Specifically, we gathered detailed information on the following:

· Education, family, and career background, 
· Previous experience working with children,
· Experience with application process for the credential program,
· Experience with coursework, and
· Experience with clinical practice.
We also conducted observations of the teacher candidates near the end of their student teaching assignment.  To expand our understanding of what characterizes effective clinical practice opportunities, SRI interviewed CSUN faculty and conducted a focus group of teacher candidates in the ACT program.  In addition, we conducted interviews with leaders of ACT, the Northridge Academy High School, and the CHIME School.  Although teacher candidates who complete their student teaching at the Northridge Academy High School and the CHIME school are technically part of the traditional program, we were interested in the particular approaches these two schools use to help prepare teachers.  SRI also conducted interviews with the principals and master teachers from the clinical practice sites in order to gauge the impact of having CSUN student teachers and faculty at the school site. Finally, SRI conducted interviews with university officials from the credentials office.

All eight teacher candidates from the TNE clinical practice site participated throughout the course of the study.  All eight of the teacher candidates from the traditional route participated in the initial interview, but three dropped out before the end of the data collection period, leaving us with a final sample of thirteen candidates.

Researchers took detailed notes at each interview, focus group, and observation using a semi-structured set of interview and observation guides.  Following the completion of the full set of interviews and observations for each teacher candidate, the researchers completed a brief case report following a structured debriefing guide.  In addition, researchers completed a cross-case debriefing guide that synthesized the 13 case reports and the interviews with CSUN faculty and officials, school administrators, and others. 

There are serious limitations to this approach.  In addition to the lack of a representative sample of CSUN teacher candidates, our focus on the candidates’ impressions of their preparation (and especially their clinical practice) leads to a one-sided view.  That is, students currently enrolled in programs are not always the best judges of how well-prepared they will be to enter teaching.  Although we did conduct faculty and program administrator interviews, the bulk of the data we collected came from the students.  Despite the limitations, we found that teacher candidates’ perspectives can contribute to an understanding of the challenges and successes of teacher preparation at CSUN generally, and clinical practice in particular.    

Findings

Findings from the study are organized around the experiences of the teacher candidates as they completed their programs. The report is divided into the following sections:

· Backgrounds of the teacher candidates

· Teacher candidate experience with the non-academic aspects of their programs

· The role of cohorts

· Integration of theory and practice

· Coursework, content, and rigor

· Student teaching 

· The essential elements of clinical practice

We begin with a discussion of the backgrounds of the teacher candidates in our sample.

What are the backgrounds of the teacher candidates?

Overall, the teacher candidates in both the TNE clinical site and the traditional program were a diverse group in terms of their academic backgrounds and previous teaching experience.  Five of 13 teacher candidates attended CSUN for at least some of their undergraduate education.  Nearly all of the teacher candidates (11 of 13) had previous classroom experience as a teacher (2), a substitute teacher (2), teacher assistant (2), or tutor/volunteer (5).  Five of the teacher candidates had at least one parent who was a teacher.  The TNE teacher candidates were different from their traditional program peers only in their ability to forego income for a year.  Unlike the TNE candidates, all of the traditional candidates took multiple years to earn a credential (one took 8 years to earn a BA and almost 3 years to earn a credential).

We do not have background information on teacher candidates from ACT or ITEP, but we know that these students also have the ability to forego earning a full-time income for a year or more.  Among our focus group of ACT students, most reported having graduated from academically competitive universities, typically one of the University of California campuses.

Teacher candidate experience with the non-academic aspects of their programs

In order to meet the academic requirements necessary to earn a teaching credential, teacher candidates have to navigate the application process, understand and complete course requirements, and meet the expectations of individual faculty members.  Teacher candidates in our sample had distinctively different experiences with these aspects of their respective programs.  While TNE teacher candidates reported few problems with the application process, advisement concerning program requirements, or communication between the faculty, traditional candidates reported numerous problems.

Some of the problems reported by the traditional candidates were a result of changes in state requirements as AB2042 was implemented.  According to some of the traditional candidates, they were neither apprised of the new requirements nor did not receive accurate information.  As one candidate reported, “I had a plan going in and no one let me know, and I was the one affected.  There were all these changes in a short period of time without any information given to me.”  Specifically, two candidates had to take a semester off because they had not taken the CSET prior to applying to the credential program.

Traditional candidates also expressed disappointment in the interview component of admissions.  As one candidate explained, “I was expecting the interview to be an important part of getting in, so I really prepared.  But the interview was weak.  There were no stakes and I expected it to be more intense.  I guess they just wanted to make sure you wanted to be a teacher.  Pretty mild stuff…”  

Nearly all of the traditional candidates reported problems with the credential office.  Candidates complained that the credential office would not make copies (and the nearest available copy machine was on the other side of the campus), often had long lines, would not take checks or credit cards, and the staff was generally unfriendly.  Our interviews with the leadership of the credential office suggest that many of these complaints are being addressed.  By the spring, at least one of the traditional candidates noticed a difference: “The credential office has been really good this term.  …All of the people in the credential office were nice to me.”

In addition, some of the traditional candidates complained about their student teaching placement.  In a few cases, placements were not identified until after the semester had started.  In other cases, the location was extremely inconvenient.  Two of the traditional candidates did not have cars and spent up to 3 hours on public transportation each day.

In contrast, TNE candidates (and the ACT candidates in our focus group) appreciated the convenience of having nearly all of their coursework at the same place, the familiarity of the schools where they completed their student teaching, and the assurance that they were taking the right courses to earn a credential.  More importantly, TNE candidates appreciated the fact that they were well known by the faculty and program leaders and their particular needs were addressed in a timely and caring manner.

The role of cohorts

All of the TNE candidates and the ACT candidates in our focus group emphasized that the biggest advantage of their program was the fact that they were in a cohort.  Previous interviews with ITEP students also uncovered the perceived benefits of being in a cohort.  Although cohorting is not a necessary pre-condition for close relationships with university faculty, teacher candidates in these programs associated being in a cohort and a smaller program with being well known by faculty.  As one candidate said, “A lot of the faculty know me… They know who I am and what I am doing.”  For another TNE candidate, the TNE program was superior to what they had heard about the traditional route because “…everything wasn’t scattered.  At CSUN, classes are cancelled, you are isolated, you don’t have a supervisor.  This [TNE] was more organized, and there is more guidance.  …They know exactly what you are working on in each of your classes, and can focus on your needs at that time.”  In contrast, traditional candidates reported feeling “out of the loop,” and unsure they were meeting the program requirements.

For both TNE and ACT candidates, being in a cohort resulted in positive and supportive relationships with their peers.  One candidate explained, “We share frustrations.  Because the majority of us have the same load, we can share feelings and experiences.  …It is a good, small community, and we all understand each other.  We all get along.  There is a level of trust.”

The sense of cohesiveness among TNE and ACT candidates was in stark contrast to the experiences of the traditional candidates.  As one traditional candidate put it, “My best friend is in the film department.  I see on a constant basis how together his department is.  I do not feel like that with the credential program.  My classes are all over the campus.  There should be some sense of common structure to the classes.  We should be getting the same messages, some continuity.”  

Being in a cohort appears to have advantages for both students and faculty.  However, most CSUN teacher candidates attend part-time and do not have the financial resources to enroll in one of the full-time programs.  One of the teacher candidates exemplified both the commitment of part-time students and the challenge of placing them in a cohort. 

Roberto was not a poor student, but by his sophomore year of high school he had been placed in a vocational track with a concentration on welding, an activity that never really interested him.  Early in Roberto’s senior year, his former biology teacher ran into Roberto and asked him where he was going to college.  At the time, this seemed like a question out of nowhere, as he had not even considered college as an option.  The teacher told him, “You are too smart not to go to college.  You should apply to UCLA.”    

Roberto’s immigrant parents had little formal education, but they had always pushed him to get to school on time and to earn a high school diploma.  With the continuing encouragement of his parents and acknowledgement of his potential from a teacher, Roberto became fiercely determined to go to college.  He did not apply to UCLA, but he did enroll in a small community college and found a job at the college that gave him tuition credit and a small salary.  After 4 years he earned an A.A. degree and enrolled at CSUN while continuing to work as many hours as possible at the community college.  Four years later (still sharing a room with his brother in his parents house and after 8 years of daily 3 hour commutes on city buses), Roberto was the first in his family to graduate from college.  Roberto began taking classes in the education school with the intention of becoming a teacher.  When he joined our study, he was in the last year of his two-and-a-half year effort to meet all of the requirements for a teaching credential.  Throughout his efforts to earn a credential, Roberto took courses that fit his schedule (not necessarily in proper sequence), and took varying numbers of courses per semester depending on the financial needs of his family.

The challenge of integrating theory and practice

The age-old struggle to balance theory and practice played out with both the clinical site candidates and traditional candidates.  All of the teacher candidates, regardless of their program, felt there was too much emphasis on theory.  A typical comment was: “A lot of it was theory, but I want to learn more hands-on.  I don’t need more theory.  I want to know how to do it in class.”  

This familiar refrain was loudly voiced by the traditional candidates.  Much of the frustration revolved around the tension between learning how to use the district’s curriculum (LAUSD for most) and learning how to teach a subject regardless of the curriculum in use.  As one traditional candidate told us, “You think you are going to learn the practical things. …The only reason I wanted to come [to CSUN] is because I thought they taught Open Court and [my classes] don’t teach that.  I wanted to get their feedback and write lessons plans from Open Court.  …I wish we would study how to use a teachers’ manual.  That would mean more to me than the theories behind teaching reading.  It wasn’t something we will be teaching.”  While it is easy to dismiss this student’s comments as short-sighted, they do reflect the widely held perception that theory and practice are not well-integrated.

The integration of theory and practice is ultimately a faculty responsibility.  Faculty who are actively involved in the schools where their students are placed are in the best position to articulate the links between theory and practice.  One particularly promising effort is underway at Northridge Academy High School where a small cadre of faculty has been working with teachers from the school to refine curriculum and help improve instruction.  Among the participating faculty we interviewed, they reported that their participation had informed their own practice.  Given the close proximity of the high school to the university, the potential to utilize the technology embedded in the school (video cameras in every classroom), and the groundwork already laid by some faculty, this partnership appears to be poised to improve theory and practice linkages at CSUN.

TNE candidates reported a mixed experience in terms of the integration of the theory and practice.  On the one hand, TNE candidates were critical of what they saw as a lack of integration between their coursework and the school site.  As one TNE candidate reported, “I don’t think [being on site] mattered at all.  I don’t know what all the rage is about being on site.  We took our classes at school, but that’s about it.”  Another TNE candidate echoed the argument: “I don’t think we are integrated to the extent that the TNE people thought or hoped we would be.”

In our focus group of ACT teacher candidates we heard no complaints about being integrated in their school, and fewer complaints about the integration of theory and practice.  This may be a result of the maturity of the ACT program compared to relative newness of the TNE clinical site.  ACT has had a long time to make itself an integral part of the schools where it places students, and reportedly has strong buy-in from the teachers in the schools.  

At the same time, TNE candidates noted some activities and courses were a real benefit and typically not part of the ACT candidates’ experiences.  For example, some TNE teacher candidates reported that being in the school before the school year started gave them an opportunity to understand what went into starting the school year.  Most significantly, all of the TNE candidates were particularly impressed with the social studies methods course taught by a CSUN professor who was also teaching part-time in the school.  As one TNE candidate commented, “We observe in her class.  …It is interesting to go watch her teach.  …She asks us, ‘What have you learned?’  She uses the book as a guide, but tells us that we don’t have to follow it.  She emphasizes the use of primary sources, and shows us how you can incorporate those.  We have a lesson plan assignment, and we have to teach in front of her class.  That class really integrated coursework and classroom practice.”  

Coursework, content, and rigor

In keeping with Carnegie’s notion that “…there is a knowledge base for teaching that is taught and learned in traditional academic settings,” we asked our sample of teacher candidates about their coursework.  Not surprisingly, teacher candidates did not agree about which courses were valuable and which were not.  However, they were largely in agreement that earning a credential at CSUN, regardless of route, is a lot of work.  Nearly, all of the teacher candidates described their workloads as overwhelming, and most complained about a lack of sleep.

When asked about the content of their courses, both traditional and TNE candidates were in agreement that the focus was on pedagogy.  They reported that the most common assignment was the preparation of a lesson plan.  Many teacher candidates complained about the number of lesson plans they had to produce, and the lack of consistent requirements for the format of the lesson plans among different professors.  Most teacher candidates made the additional point that lesson planning was most useful if they were actually able to teach the lessons to students.  However, they also reported that they did not have the opportunity as often as they would have liked.  This issue is clearly related to the integration of theory and practice, and challenges associated with planning and coordination between the university and the schools.  At the very least, the candidates’ comments suggest the need for much stronger connections between the university and the schools in order to provide more opportunities for delivering lessons rather than just planning them.

A further criticism of the content of the courses from a few teacher candidates from both traditional and TNE routes was the lack of attention to content knowledge.  These candidates reported that the process of creating a lesson plan rarely had anything to do with building their own content knowledge.  According to the candidates, the assumption is that they already know the content even if they do not.  As a result, most candidates prepare a lesson on a subject they know well.  As one candidate explained, “You do lots of lesson plans.  You do it on something you know.  No one ever gave a lesson assignment on specific topic.”  We pursued this assessment with the candidates and asked them to assess the rigor of their coursework.  While most associated rigor with quantity, some noticed the difference.  One traditional candidate reported: “Rigor?  The courses are demanding but they are not rigorous.  It is more like plug and play.  Not really difficult, but a lot of work.”

Student teaching 

All of the teacher candidates reported that actual teaching was the most important component of their respective programs.  However, both TNE and traditional candidates reported some limits to the quantity and quality of their practice teaching experience.  

Both TNE and traditional candidates reported that they were assigned too much observation time and a relatively short period of time when they were responsible for the entire school day.  For example, one of the traditional candidates in our sample reported that the two weeks when she was supposed to responsible for the entire day was reduced to about a week because of special events, an all-day field trip, testing, and half days for parent conferences.  Although TNE teacher candidates did not report that school schedules interfered with the amount of time they spent in charge of the whole school day, they did report an imbalance between the amount time spent in front of a class and the amount of time completing other requirements.

The quality of the master teacher and the relationship between the master teacher and the student teacher proved critical to a successful practice teaching experience.  Both ACT and TNE took care to place their candidates in the classrooms with good master teachers.  The traditional candidates in our sample were less likely to report satisfaction with their relationship with their master teacher.  However, even TNE was challenged to ensure good student teaching placements. Especially at the elementary school level, some TNE teacher candidates reported being placed with unwilling or ill-suited mentor teachers.  As one master teacher told us, “I am always coerced into taking student teachers.  I don’t like doing it, and there is no monetary benefit.  I really find that it slows me down.  …A lot of times I am left at the end of May and we are behind.”  

Inappropriate placements were not the norm for TNE, but they did occur.  For example, during one of our observations we noted that the mentor teacher was constantly criticizing the TNE teacher candidate in front of the students.  In this case, the master teacher regularly interrupted the TNE teacher candidate’s lesson to teach the lesson herself and explained to the students that the teacher candidate did not understand the goal of the lesson.  Fortunately, most TNE teacher candidates do not have this kind of experience.  One TNE teacher candidate described his master teacher most positively.  “She has really good classroom control with her kids, she is easy to get along with, she is really organized, and she tells the student what they are going to be learning.  She goes through the material really thoroughly, and she waits until they get it until she moves on.”  Given the small size of the TNE cohort, it appeared that they were better able monitor placement than the traditional program.  We also noted special efforts to ensure the placement of a TNE candidate who was struggling with an outstanding master teacher.  ACT teacher candidates in our focus group were generally positive about their relationships with the master teachers, but some found their placement to be problematic.

The overall school climate can also limit or enhance the value of practice teaching for teacher candidates, regardless of their route.  In the case of TNE, teacher candidates reported very different experiences at the elementary school and the middle school.  They typically reported only communicating with their master teacher and other student teachers while at the elementary school, and having little interaction with other teachers or administrators.  Overall, the climate at the elementary school did not appear to be conducive to adult learning.  While some TNE candidates reported that it was good preparation for “the real world,” none were eager to work at the school. 

TNE teacher candidates reported that the situation at the middle school was much better.  Although not all of the middle school staff were enthusiastic about TNE, the principal was a big supporter and took steps to welcome the TNE students to the school.  Some school staff reported wanting more involvement of CSUN faculty in the life of the school, but acknowledged the faculty who had participated. 

In addition to school climate, the quantity and quality of interactions between teacher candidates and master teachers helped determine if teacher candidates reported a successful student teaching experience or not.  Among our sample of teacher candidates, we found both the quantity and quality of interactions with master teachers to be uneven.  By contrast, our interviews at the CHIME elementary school revealed a purposeful structure to improve interactions between teacher candidates and master teachers.  At CHIME, each day begins with short planning meetings and ends with short debriefing meetings that include the teacher and specialists working in the classroom.  Student teachers are expected to be an active participant in these meetings.  This structure offers the opportunity to give student teachers immediate feedback and master teachers to articulate their instructional strategies on a daily basis.    

A glimpse at teacher effectiveness

Teacher candidates’ reports of their experiences suggest that TNE participants were more likely than their traditional route peers to make positive assessments of the non-academic aspects of their program, report benefits of being in a cohort, and report somewhat better links between theory and practice in their program.  Traditional and TNE candidates agreed that their coursework was demanding, but some noted that it was not necessarily rigorous.  Both traditional candidates and TNE candidates reported that being in front of a classroom was the most valuable aspect of their preparation, but both groups reported mix satisfaction with their student teaching experience.

Naturally, we wanted to know if these differences translated into differences in teacher effectiveness.  While our study did not include extensive measures of the skills and knowledge of the teacher candidates, the combination of our three interviews and one observation of their teaching offered a glimpse into the readiness of the candidates to enter the profession.  During our observations, we documented classroom management, the degree of student engagement with the lesson, the teacher’s command of the content of the lesson, and any use of formal or informal assessments to guage student learning.  Following each observation, we met with the teacher to discuss the lesson to determine if the lesson was typical of their teaching, and solicit the teacher’s assessment of his or her readiness to teach.  We concluded that there was greater variation in the candidates’ readiness to teach within a given program than between programs.  In other words, within the TNE program, there were candidates with strong classroom management and candidates with weak classroom management, there were candidates whose students were highly engaged in the lesson and others whose students were not engaged at all. The same can be said for the traditional program. Of course, a more rigorous assessment of the teacher candidates’ skills and knowledge is needed to verify this conclusion, but this finding is consistent with other emerging research on the outcomes of teacher preparation.

Conclusions

Diagnosis and tailored instruction

The central finding of this study is that different teacher candidates can have varying levels of readiness to teach regardless of the specific program they complete.  The interaction between teacher candidates’ backgrounds, attitudes, and beliefs, and the variety of learning opportunities (coursework, student teaching) add up to very different experiences even among students in the same program.  Of course, each of the programs and routes can be improved and refined to enhance the experience of the teacher candidates.  But, our overall finding suggests the need for a more fundamental change.    

Each program can move closer to guaranteeing each of its graduates is ready to be an effective teacher on the first day of school by doing what they want their teacher candidates to do: diagnose skills and knowledge, and tailor instruction to meet individual differences and needs.  To the extent that elements of diagnosis and tailored instruction can currently be found in each program, it is likely to be informal and inconsistent rather than systematic and comprehensive.  Of course, this is not easily accomplished.  It will take much greater collaboration and joint planning among faculty and program administrators.  It will also take leadership from the university to provide faculty with the resources and information necessary to better understand their students.  

The development of the data warehouse may help with this effort, but there are system flaws that will need to be addressed.  For example, at the state level, CSET scores are not shared with the university, so faculty and advisors do not have one important measure of teacher candidates’ content knowledge.  In addition, the state has not fully funded the implementation of the Teacher Performance Assessments (TPAs), so a key outcome measure is absent.  At the university level, scoring rubrics for assessing student teachers’ performance are not consistent across departments and training to improve inter-rater reliability is minimal or non-existent.  At the program level, traditional route programs are large and students move in and out of programs so frequently that it is difficult to provide faculty timely information on the backgrounds, skills, and knowledge of their students.  Smaller programs, such as TNE, ACT, and ITEP, have shown that they are better able to diagnosis and tailor instruction, but more can be done to make these efforts consistent and systematic.  

Cohorts for all CSUN students

Cohorts have clear benefits for teacher candidates and can help facilitate a move towards better assessment of candidates’ skills and knowledge and a tailored program of instruction.  A comparatively small portion of CSUN students have the opportunity to enroll in one of the university’s full-time programs and benefit from being in a small cohort.  As the earlier example of Roberto suggests, part-timers may have unpredictable trajectories toward earning a credential.  However, a better understanding of the trajectories of part-time teacher candidates will likely reveal patterns.  Not all part-timers follow Roberto’s long and difficult route to teaching, but there is no real understanding of the course taking patterns among part-timers.  A first step towards moving all CSUN teacher candidates into cohorts is to create a task force to study teacher candidates’ paths, recommend mechanisms to predict those paths early on, and suggest approaches to create cohorts of candidates with similar plans.       

Program-specific findings

While we concentrated our research on the experiences of a small sample of teacher candidates from traditional routes and the TNE clinical sites, program-specific strengths emerged from TNE, ACT, CHIME, and faculty activities at Northridge Academy High School.  Taken together they have implications for improvements in all CSUN preparation programs.

First, the TNE clinical sites suggest the potential of close relationships between faculty in the daily work of school improvement and the value of having teacher candidates immersed in the real world of schools and teaching.  This potential is only beginning to be realized, as the program is very new, but the example of faculty working in the school in conjunction with their duties as teacher educators stands out as an example of what can happen.  Recognizing that tackling two demanding jobs is not feasible for long, the example does point to the need to provide time for faculty who teach at a clinical site to also engage in school improvement efforts.

Similarly, the work of faculty at the Northridge Academy High School reinforces the value of faculty involvement in school improvement efforts as part of their duties as teacher educators.  As the high school example suggests, when faculty work in schools they help bridge the theory and practice gap.

ACT highlights the importance of developing close relationships with the school site, so that teachers at the school buy into the concept of preparing teachers as a means for improving their own practice.  In addition, ACT has demonstrated that building such relationships takes time and requires constant attention and renewal.    

The CHIME example suggests that structured time for planning and debriefing with a team of educators, including teacher candidates, can enhance the learning of teacher candidates.  Establishing such structures for all student teachers may help raise the quality of the student teaching experience for all teacher candidates.  

Our argument is that each program has features that could inform and benefit the others, as well as traditional route programs.  In addition, these features help distill the essential elements of effective clinical practice.  

Essential elements of clinical practice

Given a broad definition of clinical practice, all CSUN teacher preparation programs have a clinical component.  But our examination of clinical practice at CSUN suggests most teacher candidates experience their preparation as compartmentalized coursework and student teaching.  In contrast, the smaller programs we examined attempt to better integrate clinical practice and coursework.  To better integrate clinical practice and coursework and to improve the effectiveness of all teacher preparation at CSUN, we identified six essential elements of clinical practice.

Diagnosing teacher candidates’ skills and knowledge and creating a tailored and individualized program of study is a precursor to effective clinical practice.  As we found in our examination of TNE and traditional route candidates, candidates’ education and experience, and their attitudes and beliefs, are powerful components that interact with the program components of their preparation.  Understanding candidates’ skills and knowledge for teaching and addressing their shortcomings is the underpinning for a meaningful and effective clinical practice experiences.

Clinical practice is enhanced when teacher candidates move through their program as a small cohort.  Clinical practice is a public activity that requires interaction with a variety of students and adults in a complex environment.  Those interactions are often challenging, even when there are supportive mentors and faculty present.  Peers can play a key support role based on trust and common experience.  

Clinical practice experiences are most beneficial when there is a good match between candidates and master teachers.  Successful master teachers need to model and articulate the elements of good practice for teacher candidates.  In doing so, they can play a critical role in bridging the gap between theory and practice.  Candidates should be placed carefully to ensure their master teacher has the particular skills and a willingness to donate time necessary for this role.
Clinical practice is improved when an entire school community is involved in the preparation of new teachers.  Developing close partnerships between the preparation program and a school community requires that relationships be built and sustained between university faculty, university supervisors, and adults working at the schools.  Such relationships are necessarily time-consuming, experienced as mutually beneficial, and essential to quality of the clinical practice experience.    

Clinical practice benefits from school structures that fully integrate the teacher candidate in planning and strategizing instructional and curricular approaches to meet individual student needs.  Scheduling time for planning and analysis with the master teacher and the teacher candidate helps make the thinking behind teaching strategies visible and meaningful.  

Clinical practice is optimized when it is part of a strategy that involves university faculty in improving teaching and learning at the school.  When school improvement is at the heart of clinical practice the gap between theory and practice is lessened and the school community’s role in helping to prepare new teachers is not isolated from the overall goal of the school.     

This is not a comprehensive list of essential elements.  One could imagine such recommendations as the active involvement of arts and science faculty, or an extension of the amount of time teacher candidates spend in clinical practice.  As appealing as these and others might be, such recommendations would not come out of what we learned from our study.  As it is, applying these essential elements to existing preparation programs at CSUN will be extremely challenging.  Each element requires the redeployment of resources and expertise.  But as the small CSUN preparation programs highlighted in the study suggest, it is possible to do things differently.    

[image: image2.png]333 Ravenswood Avenue ® Menlo Park, California 94025-3493 e 650.859.2000 e www.sri.com






[image: image1.png][image: image2.png]