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INTRODUCTION

Public school education has become a popular topic of discussion and
concern in the last decade and is evidenced in the many reform and
restructuring movements such as Goals 2000, The Coalition of Essential
Schools, and Modern Red Schoolhouse. Consequently, teacher education
programs in colleges and universities have also become topics for concern

(Fullan, 1993; Goodlad, 1990; Goodman, 1988, 1982). In fact, Michael

Fullan, in Change Forces (p.7), refers to teacher education as "...being the
best solution (for changing schools) and the worst problem in education

today." John Goodiad points out, in Teachers For Our Nation's Schools,

"...that institutional mission, leadership, organization, and commitment
with respect to teacher education fall short of the necessary conditions
(for effectiveness)..." (p. 151).

The objective of this study was to identify the respective
viewpoints of selected professors and administrators involved in teacher

education at a large university in the midwest. The concerns mentioned




above were represented in our findings as well. Although there is
extensive publicity in the media, research publications, and books that
expounds on the problems with schools and teachers, these researchers
agree with Sarason, Davidson and Blatt (1986) that teacher education is
still "an unstudied problem". In order to contribute to developing a
cohesive program, it was hoped that by surveying what perspectives are
represented by those involved in teacher education, we may illuminate
valuable insights into possible areas of growth and change.

While carrying out this research, we were hoping to identify
commonalities as well as differences among individual visions.
Throughout this project, our efforts were spent capturing various visions
of an "ideal" teacher education program. We recognized that by conducting
this study in the school of education as education students, our group
brings its own personal biases of what an ideal teer" »r education program
would include. Our collaboration in the research also involved helping each

other remain as objective as possible about information we collected.

For the purposes of our study, we defined "vision" to be the "big
picture" that would include the practices, methods, and ideals in a teacher
education program on the university level. This program would be to

prepare students to be successful teachers in today's schools which would
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mean being able to also deal with the changes taking place as referred to
earlier. Our questions were planned to obtain responses about visions of
"an ideal" program, as well as, point out the challenges inherent in
reaching that vision in a large university setting.

The following questions were asked of each interviewee:
Tell me about your role in teacher education at this university.
What is your vision of an ideal teacher education program?
What would it take to implement this vision at a university?

What would be the major challenges in working toward your

vision?

RESEARCH PROCEDURES

The subjects chosen for this study were faculty and staff involved
in teacher education at one university. The researchers attempted to
interview a selection of people who would represent a wide variety of
views of what an ideal teacher education program would look like. Our
sample included seven male and five female respondents. Four of these
respondents have been at the University for fewer than five years, three
have been there between five and ten years, and five respondents have

been there for more that ten years. Seven respondents taught both
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undergraduate and graduate classes in education; five people had other
roles such as working with admission, placement, and supervision of
teacher educators on the graduate as well as preservice levels.

Each of the four interviewers used a tape recorder to conduct three
approximately fifteen-minute-long interviews. Each taped interview was
transcribed. The transcriptions, the rough draft, and the final paper of the
written research were returned to the respondents. The respondents'
resultant comments, suggestions, and corrections were welcomed and
incorporated in the final paper.

The responses were studied for major themes and commonalities.
First, each interviewer sorted her respondents' comments into categories
then the responses were studied by the four of us together. Our themes
emerged as we engaged in peer debriefing, studied member checks,
clarified with respondents, and reviewed relevant literature. The various
categories were then compared and contrasted and later synthesized into
five main themes that were the most frequently cited topics and ones that

seemed to be interrelated. These will be explained in the results section.




RESEARCH RESULTS: VISIONS
1."What is" Versus "What should be"

As our respondents shared their perspectives on teacher education,
there seemed to be a common thought that it was necessary to look at
"what is" in the present teacher education program and consider “what
should be" in an ideal program at some future point in time. Although our
respondents came from diverse backgrounds in education and held a
variety of positions in the teacher education program, they shared a
common vision that there needs to be a strong, cohesive teacher education
program in order to prepare future teachers for what they will face when
they enter the teaching realm. How to deal with effecting changes for
"what should be" was a common concern.

Dealing with the societal and school changes will require a deeper
commitment and involvement on the part of the university, says one
interviewee. He explains, "l would like to see a program that is extended
over time and has more depth to teacher education than we normally have.
If anything, | would like to see us increase the depth we have in the school
of education and our contact with students as opposed to reducing it. |
think that many other people would argue that we need fewer courses in

education and more courses in substantive disciplines. And | would opt for
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the other direction." According to this respondent, being able to be an
effective teacher requires more than just causing students to accumulate
content or knowledge, it requires an ongoing educative development on the

part of the faculty and students at a university.

2. Type of University Students Perceived in Visions
From our interviews we found that many of our respondents share a
common vision of the type of teachers needed to face the challenges in

schools and communities. Their belief is that pre-service teachers need to

be thoughtful, reflective, and articulate students. One respondent
explained this viewpoint by saying, "Teacher education, from my
perspective, is a time prior to one becoming a teacher and a time that you
afford them (students) the opportunity to think about what it means to
teach. You think about what it means to learn, think about what kinds of
relationships you want to have with kids, ...about what they think is
important in educating children, ...before they start their jobs as teachers.
Let's engage these people into some conversations about these topics and
hope that they'll become more thoughtful about them as teachers.”
Another respondent shared a similar belief by stating, "I have never
felt as if | could teach anyone how to teach and [ haven't really wanted to.
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My whole focus is to teach people how to think about teaching." If students
are taught to reflect and think in their teacher education programs, then
they will become better teachers out in the field."

Several of our respondents expressed their vision of a teacher
education program as one which would produce independent and
responsible students. Some respondents also mentioned the need to
empower students to have more control over their programs. One person
explains his perspective by describing his performance-based program:
"We help them (pre-service teachers) to learn that students in schools
ought to have more control over their education and we do that by giving
them more control over their education..." This program encourages
students to become self-directed learners and choose their own methods

to meet the criteria for completing their programs.

3. Education for Diverse Learners: Multicultural and Special
v veds

Most interviewees expressed strong support for study of
muliticultural ideas and diverse learning needs in their visions. Many
respondents pointed out that teacher education programs need to explore

differences among students not only in terms of intellectual capabilities,




but also backgrounds and life experiences. As one respondent explained,
teacher preparation programs need to be committed to working with
culturally diverse students, " | think we have to be committed to
democracy and what it means in the twenty-first century. It's going to be
more pluralistic."

Another respondent stressed the need to prepare teachers who will
be comfortable with various ability levels due to the trend to include
special-needs students in the regular classroom. Teachers need to feel

comfortable helping all students learn.

4. Collaborating in the University Community

Many respondents discussed the need to develop more positive
university/school relationships. One interviewee expounded on the
importance of respecting the knowledge and experience of the classroom
teacher in the school community. He believed that we must turn more
control over to the teacher in the community where the students are
placed to make decisions on their experience which pre-service teachers
receive. He stated, that the university needs to say, "We are guests in your
classroom and would like for you to tell us what would be the kind of

experiences that (university) students ought to get." Other interviewees




carried the collaboration beyond graduation to continued contact during
the first years of teaching when the new teacher needs support.

This collaboration is viewed as a need among faculty and staff at
the university as well. Even though many different ideal visions for
teacher education were purported, there was a concern expressed by the
majority of interviewees that sharing their vision and helping each other
work toward creating new programs or courses of study is vital. This
collaboration can contribute to being able to create some new types of
programs. Creating interdisciplinary programs is one topic believed to be
important in order to provide experiences so teachers will use

interdisciplinary teaching methods in their classrooms.

5. Quality Teaching

Concerns were expressed for quality teaching in the university and
the schools. A few respondents stated that their vision would include high
expectations for teacher educators to meet qualifications without
exceptions and be dedicated to their studies. One person stated that, "I am
very encouraged at our institution by the quality of people that we are
bringing in as the faculty." Another enlarges upon this thought by saying,

"...we often ignore the fact that we can't separate programs from people;




the quality of the program is infinitely tied to the quality of the people

that are both teaching it and those that are students.”

CHALLENGES
1. Connection Between Theory and Practice
One of the major challenges to implementing a vision is the concern
about making a connection between theory and practice: what does

research seem to tell us yet what can be applied in classrooms? This

concern was exemplified in the following quote: "...it (a teacher education
program) would combine some elements of our knowledge of the theory--
education theory or teaching theory, with appropriate practical
experiences so that our graduates not only understand what they do, but
also why they do it."

Many respondents expressed a concern about the need to reconsider
the actual classroom experience which pre-service teachers get prior to
student teaching. One respondent is a strong advocate of practical
classroom experience in the schools. She stated, "l think that exposure,
early exposure | should say, to the classroom is the one place that we
maybe need to do more of." Other interviewees expressed the need for

early experience in the classroom because it enables students to build a
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bridge between what they are learning at the university (theory) and what

they experiznce in the classroom (practice).

2. Quality of Preservice Teachers

There was serious concern about the quality of pre-service teachers
in the teacher education program. Several respondents stated that part of
a successful teacher education program is having thoughtful and
articulate students. One respondent said, "Students have a tremendous
impact on the quality of the teacher education program...if you have
thoughtful and good students, we'll have a much better program than if you
don't have serious and thoughtful students who really apply themselves."
Along with this, another respondent explained, "...if you have
students...who were determined and dedicated to becoming a teacher, then
you will have an ideal program.” The key to this particular participant's
vision is attracting enthusiastic students to the program.

Another interviewee commented on the carry-over of enthusiasm to
teaching. He explained, "Exciting teachers breathe life into the world of
ideas and make strong connections with their students." The voices of
these three respondents reflected the common concern that the teacher

education program needs quality students and faculty to support itself.
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3. Large Numbers of Students

A major challenge facing the teacher education program is the large
number of students in it. Different respondents refer to the approximately
2,000 students needing to be placed in field experiences and student
teaching each year. It was suggested that much fragmentation of
curriculum occurs when a university has to deal with such large numbers.
Experiences may be duplicated in some instances and in others they may
be left out. As one respondent lamented, "l feel out of touch with most of
the people who go through the program. | feel like a tiny cog in a big
machine and | am not sure where this machine starts and ends. | would
like to be able to know students through more than one course to see their
progress and get to know them as individual people."

Again, cohort groups are suggested as a solution. One respondent
explained that a proposed cohort group of pre-service teachers would
"encourage a sense of community, a greater sense that they actually would
know what each other was doing because they will have a small enough
group that they can talk to each other." This cohort group, it was
suggested, would advance as a group through an area of concentration as

multicultural studies or social studies.
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4. Lack of Focus

Many of the respondents expressed a belief that the teacher
education program has a lack of focus. Goodlad (1991) found that there
was a "general failure to connect schooling and teacher education that
deprives teacher education of a mission...we looked to the nature of
education and the role of schools in seeking to define a mission for
teacher education..." (p.55). He points out that there is a disconnection
between the type of teacher the school needs and the type of teacher an
educational program produces. According to Goodlad, this results in a lack
of a unified vision. Several respondents expressed a similar idea. For
instance, one interviewee stated, "l think it's (the teacher education

program) missing a thematic focus, or even larger that--a visionary

focus."

DISCUSSION OF RESULTS

We were impressed by the enthusiasm that our respondents
displayed for their respective roles in teacher education. They were
idealistic in their visions and insightful into the challenges of meeting

these visions in a large research-oriented university. A task force to

13

B |




®
-

study teacher education has been instituted and is viewed by many

respondents as a hopeful vehicle through which to consider the challenges
of building an effective program. One of the goals of the task force is to
create an openness and enthusiasm toward making changes in the
education program.

Changing mindsets about the way things have always been done in
order to restructure teacher education is a major challenge. The visions
we had the pleasure to document present exciting ideas to contibute to a
dynamic teacher education program that will require time for
collaboration among faculty members, a willingness to care about the
program as a whole, and a university support and reward system to

recognize people for their efforts. There exists the constant tension




between preparing teachers to succeed in schools as they are,1234 yet
stimulating ideas that will help contribute to making changes in schools
to look more like what research suggests ought to be in order to provide
for more successful learning experiences. Almost every topic that arose
as an issue ‘n our respondents' visions of a teacher education program,
could be linked to two conflicts: theory versus practice and "what is"
versus "what could" or "what shouid be".

Most of the respondents, during their interviews, discussed their
visions and ideas as applied to their university. Although the ideas
expressed were specific to this situation, the literature we reviewed
indicates similar concerns in other teacher education programs.
Therefore, we believe many of the issues would be transferable to other
settings, especially large research universities.

Our interviews revealed a desire by the participants to be involved
in working toward a teacher education program that is more in-tune with
needed changes and reforms in schooling and society. Even the physical
layout of the school of education discourages collaboration and
suggestions have been made to improve on this. Of utmost importance is
the need for the political climate of the university to value the time

professors need to spend to set up collaborative structures between the
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university and schools and among university staff members. Reward
systems need to support this "people work" which is so crucial to the
success of a university's programs as well as rewarding individual
research or changes may not occur. It is hoped that the teacher education
task force will provide the opportunity to begin serious collaboration
among faculty and staff. This holds much promise for creating an on-

going, improving visior for teacher education.
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